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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

In May 1990, together with friends from all over the world, the
Vietnamese people celcbrated the centenary of the birth of Presi-
dent Ho Chi Minh. Earlier, on 29 March 1990, an international
seminar on "President Ho Chi Minh — a Hero of National Libera-
tion and a Great Personality of Culture” was held in Hanoi, jointly
sponsored by UNESCO and the Vietnam Social Sciences Com-
mittec.

President Ho Chi Minh devoted his entire life to the causc of
national liberation from foreign domination, to that of achieving a
bright future for the Vietnamese people , and to that of friendship
among nations.

The author of this book, General Vo Nguyen Giap, lived and
worked for many ycars by the side of President Ho, who was af-
fectionately known to the Vietnamese people as "Uncle Ho" . This
document records his impressions and rccollections of those
years. We are pleased to be able to introduce this important book
to our recaders.
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PAC BO, SOURCE OF THE STREAM

For the third time since the liberation of the South® | was
returning to Pac Bo, Uncle Ho’s workbase from the days when

?ot a square inch of territory in our homeland should be called
ree. : '

Our vehicle left the premises of the Cao Bang® provinci
Party Committee at 7 a.m. A white veil of’wingter Ir)n?s‘;ms?jll
shrouded the mountains and foothills, As we drove through Hoa
An to reac!l the.area of Ha Quang, the sky gradually cleared
Rp}lmg Plams, hills and cone-shaped rocky mountains bccamc.
vxgble; tiny .hamle[s within groves of giant bamboo: a covered
bridge Spanning a stream.The whole area was like a l;ving water-
colour painting. Wherever I looked the view was superb. But that
was not all.This natural setting was very dear to mc, recalling the

days when the revolution A in ite
. was still in its inf fad:
memories. ancy, of never fading

As we crossed a hill where work on the Ho Chj Minh Museum
Was nearing completion,the imposing bulk of Pac Bo came into
view. Towering forest-covered mountains dominated the area
Greeen mountains and blue waters, The sun came out, casting a.

1. Written to mark t H . .
of Vietnam. rk the 45th anniversary of the founding of the People}’s Army

2. i.e. April 30, 1975, the da i
) X s :day the south of Vietnam was ca letely i 3
ending the twenty-year-long domination of the U.S backed r;u‘:)‘geel“g)\i:)ren!s:;g;:>

3. A mountainous provinte in northern Vietnam, adjacent 15 China

golden glow over the hills and water falls. In the crystal clear
waters of the Lenin stream"- as pure as ever had been, tiny fish
swam lazily round a rock lying deep on the streambed. Masses of
verdant watercress floated on the surface. Mount Marx™ ™ , with
its dense cover of trees, shrubs and rocks,stood motionless, un-
changed despite the passing of time. Pac Bo cave itself lay hidden
not far away on the other side of the stream, among the rocky

cliffs.

I gazed at the familiar,towering mountain separating China
from Vietnam, with border mark 108 on its slope. Just a half cen-
tury ago, Uncle Ho called a halt at this place. After living abroad
for thirty years he was once again setting foot ‘in the land of his
birth. He was by that time fifty years old; the time he had spent
searching for the path to national salvation could be counted in
decades. At 20,the young Nguyen Tat Thanh® had left his
country from Nha Rong wharf in Saigon on board a French ves-
sel. At the age of 30, having adopted the alias Nguyen Ai Quoc* ¢
he became a communist and participated in the founding of the
Communist Party of France. At 40, he had declared the estab-
lishment of the Indochinese Communist Party. At 50, he was
returning to his native land from the north, directly leading the
entire people in a general insurrection aimed at regaining their
independence-and freedom.

Border guards at Pac Bo, members of a hero unit, escorted us
along the banks of the stream. With every step, a flood of
memories warmed our hearts. Jagged, moss-covered rocks lay
strewn about a tiny plot of land by the side of the stream where

in earlier times our Uncle often sat and worked. In 1975, after the’

liberation of the South, 1 returned to Pac Bo and planted a kim
giao tree now tall with luxuriant” foliage. ?_U,nc"le Ho always en-

1,2. Names given by President Ho to a stream and mount in Pac Bo.
3,4. Aliases used by President Ho.




couraged tree planting and constantly reminded us that "each tree
plantéd must live." On the other side of the placidly-flowing
stream, he would sit fishing beneath the dense foliage. The fish in
the stream were rarely lured by baits. In the garden at the
Presidential Palace, he also used to sit fishing, but released any
fish caught on the hook. A wooden bridge spanned the stream in
front of the Coc Bo cleft — the source of the Lenin stream. The
water gushed forth day and night. Many say the waters of the Coc
Bo are pure and have curative qualities. Vietnamese and foreign
wisitors often drank the sparkling clear water here. Crossing the
bridge we arrived at the place where Uncle Ho would sit prepar-
ing his corn gruel and soup made from bamboo shoots.Nearby is
a clump of bamboo he planted in 1961 on his return to Pac Bo. I
was deeply moved upon seeing the entrance to the cave, high on
the slopes of the rugged mountain.

In the days after his return to the country, he lived initially
with the family of a fellow-believer. The house was small andhad
frequent visitors. He asked his comrades to take him out into the
forest. This sm4ll cave was chosen. It was cool, dry,and away from
the attention of local inhabitants. Our Uncle was very happy with
his new place of work.

Uncle Ho convened the 8th Party Plenum in a small hut on the
slopes of Mount Khuoi Na, in front of Pac Bo cave. If the enemy
came, just a few footsteps took one on to Chinese territory.
People of vatious ethnic backgrounds living in Cao Bang on ecither
side of the Sino-Vietnamese border had for generations enjoyed
friendly relations. The 8th Party Plenum: decided to prepare to
launch an armed insurrection and establish the Viet Minh Front.

We climbed over jagged rocks to reach the cave entrance,
which had been demolished in 1979. Repair work had taken some
time before access to the interior was again possible. Standing
outside and looking down over the wall of rock, we could still see
the inscription carved into the rockface by our Uncle - 8
February 1941, the date of his first arrival at the cave.
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In my mind’s eye I could see Uncle in his indigo pyjamas su-
ting by the glowing embers during cold nights. We did not dafe
to light a proper fire for fear that its glow could be seen from
afar.With the smoke from the fire stinging our eyes, he often used
to tell us(Phung Chi Kien, Vu Anh, Pham Van Dong(l)and
me)about the world and domestic situation and predict future
events.In four or five years’ time, he said, the Vietnamese revolu-

‘tion would triumph and our people would have a bright future.

In those early days at Pac Bo, what surprised me was how
quickly and naturally he fitted in with everyone around him and
his new living conditions.

While still in China,he posed as a journalist. I was able to see
his card printed with the following words ~ Ho Chi Minh, cor-
respondent of the "Tan Thanh Daily". Sometimes he dressed in a
shirt with a stiff collar and necktie. He had directly experienced
life abroad for thirty years in France, Britain and the U.S.Looking
at him now,one could have mistaken his clothes, way of speaking
and work habits as those of an old Nung(z) ‘man, now cooking rice
or angling, now bathing in the stream or sleeping out in the
forest.This one-time representative of the Communist Igtemation‘-
al and experienced delegate from the Tours Congress( ) who had
come into contact with many world leaders now lived in harmony
with those around him and in a manner no different from theirs.

As we had foreseen, preparatiohs for the launching of the
general insurrection would be extremely difficult and complex but
he began them in a calm and unpretentious manner.

"There was one who asked, "Where are we to obtain weapons
for an armed insurrection?"He answered briefly, "Men
first, weapons next. If we have the people ‘with us we have the
weapons; having the people means having everything.”

1. Names of comrades working with President Ho at that time.
2. An ethnic minority in northern Vietnam. '
3. The founding Congress of the French Communist Party in 1920.
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He directly opened the first courses for the training of cadres
at Pac Bo.During our stay in Tinh Tay, China and under his
guidance, we drew up a training programme in the form of a
booklet entitled "The path to liberation”. It comprised five lessons
— research, dissemination, training, organization and struggle.

He attached much importance to the work of the press, telling
us, "The press is the body that organizes the masses for revolu-
tionary action.” Brother Dong and I had been writing press items
;nce 1930, particularly during the period of the Popular Frontm,

ut when we showed him the document "The murmur of the

stream” we had composed in Tinh Tay, he said, "This document’

is for your eyes alone becausebnly ¥oucan pindetstand it." Under
his direct guidance, we published Wet Nam Doc Lap (Inde-
pendent Vietnam). He wrote many articles for it. Before printing,
articles written by him and us were given a final reading for com-
prehension to members of the office staff, most of them still il-
literate. Poems by Uncle pubhshed in the paper often ended with
a call for unity:

“Let our people remember the word ‘unity’."

He himself taught the national language to people workmg at
the office and theirhmediate families. He bought exercise books
and wrote poetry for Miss Nong Thi Trung to encourage her in
her studies.

Each week, the leader Nguyen Ai Quoc, standing member of
the Eastern Bureau of the Communist International. attended
meetings of the Party cell presided over by secretary " Loc, a
cook at the office. Uncle never missed any meetings and imple-
mented all Party resolutions in an exemplary fashion.

Always I noted that he respected and listened attentively to
what others had to say. He never railed at anybody even when

1. The period 1936-39 when the Indochinese Communist Party (i.c.the present
Commautyist Party of Vietnam)switched over to operating legally.
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criticizing those who had made mistakes. When offering advice,
he always set an example himself.

It is precisely through such actions that,after. having lived for
so long away from his homeland,he was so quickly able to under-
stand the ideas, aspirations and principles of his compatriots from

- many different ethnic backgrounds as well as their languages and

sentiments, becoming a source of encouragement and hope for
everyone.

From the time that the Party Central Committee decided to
prepare for armed insurrection, his primary concern was the
building of a base area. Cao Bang offered many starting points for
development of the movement. The people of the various ethnic
groups had a long-standing tradition of resistance to foreign ag-
gression. The local branch of the Party had been set up in 1930,
and links with the outside world were easily re-established. Cao
Bang,however, was located far from the delta region and the
Central Committee . He and the Cegtral Committee advocated
the establishment of the Cao Bang base and at the same time,
consolidation of the Bac Son base and the opening up of com-
munication routes so as to Yorm a vast strategic area bordering on
the delta provinces. In his estimation, Thai Nguyen1 could be
turned into a base capable of taking the offensive in any advance
and maintaining the defensive in a retreat, both in the coming
revolution and in the long run. When the movement in Cad Bang
swiftly spread to other areas, 1 was appointed head of the
Southgrn Advance Vanguard Unit, with the task of opening up a
communication route linking Cao Bang with Thai Nguyen.
Nineteen teams from the unit moved independently into the areas
which were still not organized and tried to open up a route to the
delta. The team under my command started from Kim Ma, moved
through Khuoi Lin, Coc Dan, Ha Hieu and Khuoi Wa up to Pi

1. A province in northern Vietnam which now belongs to Bac Thai province,
79 kilometres from Hanoi.
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Ca&),crossed the Phi U-oac Range and advanced towards Nghia
Ta>’ where we met with the National Salvation troops'”.

My most profound memories of Pac'Bo are the meeting with
Uncle Ho in mid-December 1944, when he had just returned from
China after establishing contact with Allied Forces. Throughout
this time there was brutal repression by the French. Seething with
hatred, the people were ready to launch the uprising. The Cao-
Bac-Lang interprovincial committee decided to mobilize them for
armed struggle. The day was almost upon us when news came of
his return. Vu Anh and I made an urgent trip to meet him and
report on the situation. We said, "The route to the south is now
open. Our self-defence and guerrilla forces are ¢ombat-ready.
The people have prepared themselves and everybody is waiting
for the order."

Calmly, Uncle Ho said, "At the moment our political strength
is not yet sufficiently developed in every aspeet while our armed
forces are too dispersed. If Cao-Bac-Lang launched an: uprising
“alone,the enemy would certainly concentrate his forces of repres-
sion,causing losses to the people and the movement."

As we reflected upon V:this{)he continued, "For the time being,
we must find a new form of action in line with the new situation.
Qur political strengthr has suffered major setbacks and needs to
be.restored and developed energetically and evenly in all direc-
tions. Our guerrilla and self-defence forces are still too dispersed
and inexperienced in the area of armed struggle. Now it is im-
perative for us to select a number of our most dedicated and
determined fighters and muster our weapons to organize an army
of liberation as our main force."

1. Names of places in Cao Bang and Bac Can, two mountainous provinces in
northern Vietnam (the latter now belongs to Bac Thai province).

2. One of the revolutionary military units at that time.
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That very evening, Uncle Ho assigned to me the task of or-
ganizing the Liberation Army of Vietnam. The next day, Vu Anh,
Le Quang Ba') and I climbed a hill behind the cave where we
discussed the matter. Hoang Sam was made leader of the unit and
Xich Thang its political instructor. We were in the middle of a
heated discussion when Uncle Ho arrived to give his cohsent to
our proposals, adding simply that the word "propaganda” should
be added to the name of the unit so that everybody would remem-
ber that political activity was now more important than military
activity. He said, "The time is approaching. We must take urgent
action within a month and the Erst battle must be successful."
Once again he reminded, "We must place our trust firmly in the
people. No enemy can destroy us if we rely firmly on the people.”

I was filled with excitement on being assigned this new task. .
I dreamed of the moment when the red gold-starred flag would
be planted on the top of Mount Phia U-oac, although for one
instant the thought flashed across my mind that my life might end
in the forest-covered mountains of Cao-Bac-Lang.

I stayed overnight with Uncle Ho in the Pac Bo cave. A good
deal of time had passed since I had seen him last, so that night
we talked for a"Tong time. Past midnight he said all of a sudden:
"In revolutionary work, common interests must come before
everything else.”" I have always kept in mind those words of his
which still ring in my ears today. It was a simple truth indeed but
would be no easy task. This life of his without a single moment of
individualism, was a bright shining example for everyone.

*
* *

I wished that the day could be longer and the roads better so
that “this time I could revisit all the places where I had Teceived
assistance from the people in the dark days of struggle .on the
territory of Cao Bang. But it was not possible. Very limited time

1. Member of the Party Committee of Cao Bang province at that time.
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had been allowed for the trip due to the difficulties involved.
Grateful thanks are due to the provincial leaders for their assis-
tance which enabled me, after my arrival in Pac Bo, to visit Tam
Kim commune where Phai Khat hamlet is located. It is through
this village that one can reach a forest named after Tran Hung
Dao (a general who drove the Mongol invaderg from Vietnam at
the end of the 13th century). I knew it had not been easy for the
local leadership to arrange this, '

A guide named Nong Van Lac had been the first Party mem-
ber from this commune and we had shared many hardships lead-
ing up to the pre-insurrection period. With us was the Party
secretary of Nguyen Binh district, the son of Xich Thang, political
instructor of the Vietnam People’s Propaganda Unit for National
Liberation.

Forty-five years had flown by. How much we had missed one
another! Many of us could hardly wait for this moment to arrive
so we could meet again. More than a few had passed away since
those days. On my way from Hanoi to Ca0 Bang, 1 dropped into
Ngan Son cemetery to visit the graves of Phung Chi Kien and
Bang(l). I it several of the joss-sticks I had bought at Na Phac
market where a female vendor resolutely refused to accept pay-
ment from me. My heart filled with sadness. Na Phac and Nguyen
Binh streets had been bustling with activity, and the wild roses
and daisies of this upland region were extremely beautiful,but the
final resting places of my friends looked lonely and desolate amid
the yellowing grass. They had sacrificed their lives for what we
have foday and yet could never witness the glorious victories of
the revolution and the people. Next I visited the grave of Sister

Thanh who died a few years before.

Route 3b was dusty full of potholes. I was unable to get to the
hero village of Minh Tam, the native village of Xich Thang, where

1. Secretary of the Personnel Department of Bac Can province at that time.
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:‘:ll)’ a family had shelu?red us during the enemy’s "white terror"
Paign. I was filled with even greater sadness on learning that

the villy : t
vehicle._gers had repaired the road to make it accessible to my

© stopped at a crossroads near the district town of Nguyen

Blnh’in fl‘O t 1 el
Dao forest,n of a signpost pointing the way to the Tran Hung

betg::nf(?lt'est lie.s on the far side of the Chom Ru Pass which runs

the form T‘lelm- and Hogng Hoa Tham villages. A veteran of

for deca:;;s llla?irantl(tm /trmy f‘rom the Dao Tien ethnic group, who
ad not returned to this forest i ’

us to our destination without hesitation.res yas sl able to lead

higlrlrhue views of o!d remained unchanged. This forested area was
e P on the hill, remote, and had not seen another h
cIng over a long period of time., s

spo.:u:;af(;)rty-ﬁlx}e years ?g9 on 22_ December, I had, at this very
Viet;xam Pgut ! ,ncle Ho’s mstructxgns on the establishment of the
wroterTy ople’s Propaganda Unit for National Liberation. He

. 0t€ The Vietnam People’s Propaganda Unit for National

the liberation army and it i
and-breadth of thcycountryrnS able to move throughout the length

On behalf of the communj
¢ : unity, I read out an i
ended with the following words : "From this m:xggfl?lo‘:hl:i}ll

17.




comrades-in-arms shall follow the banner, move forward on the
path of battle and continue advancing until the day the entire na-
tion is liberated.”

To celebrate the founding of the revolutionary armed forces,
the local people brought gifts including pigs and chickens. but we
just ate a meal of rice with nothing added to mark the beginning
of what would be a hard life. We then set off to fight the first

battle.

We carried out to the letter Uncle Ho’s instructions that "the
first battle must be won." On the following two days alone, a
Liberation Army platoon destroyed two enemy forts, Phai Khat.
and Na Ngan. Both attacks were carricd out at such lightning
speed that the encmy was unable to respond. Not a single life was
lost on our side. With the weapons captured from the enemy, in
just a few days, the first platoon became a company.

Regarding these first military actions, a French historian wrote
that the attacks were clearly aimed at capturing weapons and
boosting the people’s morale but they were carried out “with per-
fect precision, with great courage and in a systematic manner®
they also proved, as summed up in a French report, that "the Viet
Minh troops are led by commanders well-versed in guerrilla war-
fare techniques and the attackers are well trained, disciplined and

audacious."

In April 1945 I was summoned to the Bac Ky (Ton Kin)
Military Conference chaired by Party General Secretary Truong
Chinh. The national salvation troops and Victnam People’s
Propaganda Unit for National Liberation were brought together
to form the Liberation Army of Victnam. In August 1945 a Na-
tional Conference of Party officials held at Tan Trao decided to
unify all the revolutionary armed forces throughout the country
under the command of the Liberation Army of Victnam.

Just as Uncle Ho had predicted. the Liberation Army rapidly
expanded and , along with the entirc people, made the August
Revolution a success. It was present cverywhere, from north to
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:‘S’:;:: u??in g:;a;ne the backbone of the all-people war, steadily
of struggle for lil;ld more difficult tasks throughout the 30 years
accomplishing it Cration .of the homeland and at the same time
the Peole’ i s lnlcrn.atnonal duties with great honour. This was
. pie’s Army of Vietnam , the soldiers of Uncle Ho, makin.

its first appearance in the history of the nation. ’ :

Lib:rhaft(i’:fhzl::n[hg !ong-drawn-out war, the first fighters of the
the army and rezol it by Uncle Ho made their contributions to
one barked dou Ution in accordance with their zbilities and no
Bvervanc bold f n half-way or wavered before the enemy.

yone hetd fast to the oaths of allegiance made during those

first days and dedic ; T
and the homeland. ated his entire life to the cause of the people

. (li car "9: a:ong WiFh care a banyan tree taken from Uncle Ho’s
garden and planted it in the Tran Hung Dao forest on the very

spot where the P ) : . . .
was founded. eople’s Propaganda Unit for National beerat;on

From Road 3b as we tr
) avelled along a road temporaril
opened at the top of the pass to allow our vehicle lhrofl’gh, thc):l

mountains and foregg .
- . around the
came into view. former village of Tam Long

chal:gf::ir gfﬁ‘l’ ltyhg(l Years, nature here had remained virtually un-

o cre;:ks ind rivamc tall immoveable mountains, dense vegeta-

o ;tilts i wal lers and lhq same terraced ficlds below. Houses

enis bel’ﬁnd o ed huts, tiled roofs curved upwards at both

ey e hs'll()f slender.bamboo. I know by heart almost
y am, htll, stream, village and hamlet in this region.

(heT\Elilelr:ge“::s bro;:lelaughler anfi tears as we met again. Some of
e :nd knlcq me wn.h honey and fruit, others with
my oyes, Mo Chanerchlefs. Again and again, there were tears in
e . y ges had occurred; all the people I was able to

cet again were much advanced in years but remained as idcalis-

tic as in the old dayﬂ with i H
. b out the sightest w: i i deds
tion to the revolution, ghtest avering in thetr dedica-
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THE MOST DIFFICULT DECISION @

One moming in early October 1953, from the hcadquarters of

the General Staff I went to Uncle Ho’s dwelling place. Autumn
had come bringing with it new hopes and new anxieties. There
was tension in the air. It was unusual that at this time of the year,
groups of officers responsible for battlefield preparations had not

yet set out. Where the major battle of the dry season would take

place had still not been determined.”

From Diem Mac to Luc Gia @ was scveral hours on horse-
back. It was raining. The muddy trail ran by the foot of Mount
Hong through dense forests of reeds, terraced fields and tiny scat-
tered hamlets. Around mid-morning we arrived at Tin Keo, a
hamlet of Luc Gia village which lay at the foot of the mountain.
From here a path led to Tan Trao through the Gia Pass. Just a
short distance up the slope, we could already see tiny bamboo
huts here and there on the mountain side among clusters of reeds.
Uncle Ho lived at Khuoi Tat, a tiny hamlet inhabited by the Dao
minority right on the mountaintop. He often used this but as a
venue for meetings of the Political Burecau. The bamboo windows
had been propped open. Inside the house was a large bamboo
mbleandsevcralscatsmadeﬁomlcngthsofgiantbamboo.ﬁom

. L Article written to mark the 35th anmve:sa:y of the historic Dicn Bicn Phu
victory.
2. Names of places in Thai Nguyen province (now Bac Thai province)
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e hut we could see the terraced fields at the foot of the moun-
in. In the middle of the fields stood an old tree. Each time we
red here for a meeting, we looked out at it as if meeting an old
fend again. The following spring I returned to Tin Keo. On the site
the old hut rows of hibiscus bushes were still flowering, but in the
'fields the old tree was.no longer tobcseen it had been carried
away during a deluge.
. Very soon Uncle Ho, Truong Chinh) and Pham Van Dong( )
arrived. N g)uyen Chi Thanh® did not come s he was sick. Hoang
Van Thai'" was summoned to the meeting on tlns occasion,

I began my report on the enemy situation. .

In May, Henri Navarre had replaced Riﬁl Salan as com-
mander-in-chief of the French Expeditionary Corps. This four--
star general soon showed his courage and dynamism . He
parachuted troops into Lang Son far to our rear, ran largc-smle ,
mop-up operations in Binh-Tri-Thien® and the Plain of Reeds®
and launched a series of operations in the Bac Bo delta. In’
August, he suddenly withdrew French troops from their important
base at Na San. :

Throughout the summer, our tro()ps géthered for an attack on

" the basg, Na San was a dry season objective because the moun-

tains were for us more favourable battlefields than the delta plains,
The north-west was already our chosen direction. The enemy
withdrawal from Na San had considerable implications for our
winter-spring strategy. In the highlands of Bac Bo, the French

1. Party General Secretary at that time. -
2. Politburo member at that time.

. 3. Politburo mcmbcr and Head of the General Political Depanment at that
tune

4. Party Central Oommlttce member and Clnef of Staff. ’

5. Names of places in central Vietnam, now Quang Binh, Quang Tri and Thua .
Thien-Hue provinces.

6. Names of places in southcm Vietnam.




maintained only two small forces — in Lai Chau™ and Hai
Ninh®. A proposal was made for the elimination of these two
bases in order to completely liberate the Sino-Vietnamese border
region. These were the enemy’s most vilnerable positions.

_This winter-spring strategy, however, aimed to destroy an im-
portant part of the enemy’s strengh in order to force a new direc-
tion in the war. For a long time now, our fighting men had
dreamed of the day they could return to the delta to liberate their
native villages. But the delta would be a hard nut to crack. The
fortified bunkers built by Delattre de Tassigni were still there.
Now Navarre had assembled the strongest mobile force since the
beginning of the war, ready and waiting to do battle with us.

Uncle Ho sat there, self-composed, a cigarette held between
two fingers. Suddenly his eyes flashed with concentration. He
lifted his hand from the table and clenched his fist:"The French
are gathering their mobile forces together to build up their
strength . Have no fear! We will make them disperse those forces
and this strength will-no longer exist... "7he said spreading out his
hand, each finger pointing in a different direction.

I continued with my report. Of late, with additional intel-
ligence sources, we had become aware of the menacing Franco-
American strategy embodied in the Navarre plan. This dry season,
Navarre would conduct pacification campaigns in southern Viet-
nam and avoid clashes with our main force in the northern bat-
tlefield. French troops would use every means by which to attack
the liberated zone and break through to our rear with the aim of
wearing down our main force and upsetting our offensive strategy
in the main battlefield. At the same time, Navarre was continuing
to build up a formidable mobile force in an attempt to realize his
strategic objectives, namely crushing our main force divisions in a
decisive battle Quring the next dry season. He estimated that all
this could be achieved within eighteen months,

1, 2. Names of two provinces in northern Vietnam, near the Vlctnam -China
bordcr :
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The army’s Party Central Committee put forward the proposal
that in order to retain and further seize the initiative, we should
use part of our main force, in co-ordination with local forces, to
stage attacks at key strategic points where the enemy appearcd
vulnerable in an attempt to destroy the enemy’s vital forces, extend

‘the liberated zone and force the enemy to disperse his mobile

reserves to cope with the situation. Continuing efforts would be
made to widen the gap between concentration and dispersal of for-
ces facing the enemy in order to create a new battle situation and
gain the advantage. Developments would be closely monitored and
when the opportunity arose, we would regroup and assemble our
main force in order to destroy an important part of the enemy’s
vital forces and bring about a change in the war situation.

On the northern battlefield, a military operation would be
launched in the northwest to wipe out the remaining occupation
forces at Lai Chau and pin down the enemy in northern Laos.
This second battlefront would be pushed forward to central Laos
and the third to southern Laos. We would ask the Pathet Lao
Liberation Army to co-ordinate action with the VPA in launching
offensives in these two directions, aiming to destroy the enemy’s
lifeblood and expand the liberated areas. The fourth battlefront
would be in the northern part of Tay Nguyen. The vast liberated
area in the 5th Interzone would be the target of enemy attacks
this dry season. We would boldly use the bulk of our main force
troops in the Sth Interzone to push forward to mountainous areas
north of Tay Nguyen. This was really a measure designed to wipe
out the enemy’s vital force and at the same time defend the
liberated areas of the 5th Interzone effectively.Guerrilla warfare
would be stepped up in southern and south-central Vietnam and
behind enemy lines on the plains of the northern delta so as to
pin down enemy troops while forcing the French to redeploy their
mobile reserves to different battlefronts. On the main northern
battlefield, we had plans in hand for defending the liberated
zones and concealing a number of powerful units in mobile posi-
tions able to take immediate action against any break-out attempts
by the enemy. If we could just frustrate enemy efforts to regroup
the Navarre Plan to a large extent would be a failure.
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Uncle Ho asked, "What would the enemy’s reaction be if we
moved our troops to the northwest?"

"He may strengthen his garrxson in order to hold on to the
northwest or make an incursion into the liberated zone in an at-
tempt to force our troops to pull back. He could also withdraw
his troops from Lai Chau, in which case the whole of the
northwest would be liberated.” :

"Would we be“able to draw the enemy’s mobile forces in
other girections?!' . R

"Apart from the northwest and northern Laos, Tay Nguyen -

together with central Laos and southern Laos are particularly vul-
nerable areas which the enemy cannot afford to abandon.”

The meeting approved the strategy mapped out by the Army’s
Party Central Committee and offered further important ideas, stress-
ing the following guideline: "Energy, initiative, mobility and
flexibility."

At the end of the meeting, Uncle Ho said,"The northwest must
be the main area of activity for us and other battlefronts will join
the action. That main direction will for the present remain un-
changed but during operations this may change. There must be
flexibility in our conduct of the war."

Neither in the Navarre Plan or in our strategy for the winter-spring
campaign had the name Dien Bien Phu so far cropped up. But
Navarre’s fate was sealed right from the time of the Tin Keo meeting.

*
* *

In mid-October, Navarre took the initative by launching a
major operation codenamed "Seagull”. Thirty-four enemy bat-
talions launched a massive break-out at Ninh Binh. We had only
Division 320 on the spot to pin down enemy troops, but our
fighting men in the delta wiped out thousands . After 20 days of
attempting to break out, and taking heavy casualties without
result, the enemy battalions pulled back to their starting positions.

26

We fought hard to retain the initiative and preventNavarre
from prosecuting the war any further. A meeting of tield com-
manders from all over the country except distant southern Viet-
nam, was convened as scheduled.

On October 15, our first division advanced to the northwest.
On November 20 and 21, while the conference to give our infor-
mation on the winter-spring campaign strategy drawn up by the
Politburo was being held, I was able to report that six battalions
of French troops had been parachuted into Dien Bien Phu.

. 'We moved Division 308 up to the northwest to join up with
Division 316 (dispatched earlier) to quickly advance on Lai Chau.
On December 10, enemy troops in Lai Chau retreated to Dien
Bien Phu. Division 316 intercepted, pursued and attacked them,
eliminating 14 companies. Both divisions were ordered to quickly
change direction and move in to encircle enemy troops at Dien Bien
Phu. One regiment marched southward. at great speed, digging in
at Pom Lot to prevent an enemy withdrawal to northern L’gos

Between December 20 and 31, attacks were launched by
Laotian and Vietnamese troops in central and southern Laos. The
whole of Tha Khet province and the town of Atopa were totally,
liberated. Navarre hurriedly dispatched an army corps to the Seno
base in Savannakhet and more troops to defend the town of
Pakse. Navarre’s massive mobile reserves were on the point of vir-
tual disintegration.

Navarre continued to send reinforcements to Dien Bien Phu.

- By December 1953, about 10 battalions of enemy troops had

spent time there. A major base-camp was also being constructed
among the forest-covered mountains of the northwest.

In late December, I met with Uncle Ho and .other comrades(l)
to report on these new developments. The Politburo decided to
destroy that vital enemy base in the northwest.The historic Dien
Bien Phu campaign was about to begin .

1. Refers to members of the Politburo.
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On January 1, 1954, the éi’pjit’buro nominated the supreme
authority and camgaign command. I was concurrently chief com-

~mander and secretary of the batttlefront Party Committee.

More troops were deployed to the northwest.

Division 312, concealed in the Yen Bai) forest area, was the
third to be ordered to move to the northwest. Division 351, with
its newly-created artillery and 37mm anti-aircraft units, crossed the
Red River for the first time to join the campaign. Later on,
Division 304 (minus a regiment) was also moved to Dien Bien Phu.

Before setting off I came to Khuoi Tat to bid farewell to
Uncle Ho.

He asked, "Now that you are leaving to take up your field
command, have you any problems ?"

"Both the deputy chief-of-staff and the deputy head of the
General Political Department are alrcady there. We will set up
the forward post of the ngh Command. Nguyen Chi Thanh and
Van Tien Dung ) will remain here to deal with all other matters.
Our only difficulty is that being so far away means we cannot con-
sult regularly with you and the Politburo.”

" A commander-in-chief goes out to the battlefront. As a field
commander, you have full authority to decide everything. This
battle is vital and must be won with flying colours. Fight only
when you are sure of victory."

I felt my responsibilities on this occasion would be heavy indeed.

*

On January 5, 1954, together with the forward section of the
High Command, I set out for the battlefront.

1. A mountainous province in northern Vietnam.
2. Chief of Staff replacing comrade Hoang Van Thai.

The forward command comprised two sections,one made up
of section heads responsible for battlefield operations throughout
the country and those in the fraternal countries of Laos and Cam-
bodia, and the other of deputy section heads with special respon-
sibility for the Dien Bien Phu campaign under the direct
leadership of the battlefront command. Besides myself, the field
commard included Hoang Van Thai, chief-of-staff, Le Liem, chief
of the Political section and Dang Kim Giang, head of the Logis-
tics section. They all joined the battlefront Party Committee. Thai
and Liem took with them Do Duc Kien, deputy head of Section
1 and Cao Pha, deputy head of Section 2 as an advance guard
preparing for the campaign. Accompanying me were Tran Van
Quang, head of the Operations section and Le Trong Nghxa, head
of the Army Intelligence section.

I had taken part in many military campaigns, including the key
Border, Hoa Binh and Northwest Campaigns,but I had never
before seen a spectacle as compelling as thc one witnessed in the
spring of that year.

Preparing for a major battle, our army and people had rebuilt
and widened thousands of kilometres of road. Crossing the Red
River, our jeep, a trophy won at the battle front, took us along a
newly-widened road, reddish coloured in the glow of our head-
lights. Seeing sections of road carved out of the mountain sides
beside plunging ravines we could sense the extraordinary amount
of effort expended over the last few months. Most of the streams
were still without bridges. Since the summer, Tran Dang Ninh,
head of the General Logistics Department, had instructed army
engineers and civilian volunteers to pile pieces of rock under-the
surface of the water for trucks to drive over.

At night, the cloud-covered mountains and forests of the
northwest became a hive of activity. Trucks hauling artillery plus
transport vehicles rolled by in long motorised convoys. The con-
voys of human beings scemed endless. Our fighting men, carrying
with them heavy loads made up of weapans, munitions and feod
supplies, marched by in single file at a quickstep. From their ap-
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pearance we could see that this year our troops were in good
form and that the operation had been well-organized. The lines of
carriers were very colourful. The bicycle convoys looked like a
herd of little elephants. People from the delta region, many of
them from behind encmy lines, carried supplies using squeaking
shoulder poles. Working songs, sung with a northern accent,
floated melodiously through the night air. Tunes from Zone 4
were sung in a low, soft voice. The highlanders, dressed in their
colourful costumes, carried baskets of rice on their backs or led
pack-animals along. A logistics officer was even escorting a herd
of pigs. All were moving in one direction.

Enemy planes struck repeatedly at important sections of road,
mostly on the high passes and at river crossings. The Lung Lo
Pass and Ta Khoa and Co Noi river crossings, a meeting point
of two roads from Hoa Binh and Yen Bai in the northwest,
became huge bomb craters. Flares were dropped throughout the
night onto key locations.

My thoughts returned to the problem of military and food
supplies. It was a very long way from the rear guard base to the
battlefront. It was not only people on the frontline who needed
rice. Those porters carrying rice also needed rice to eat along
the way ! This problem would become more acute if the cam-
paign dragged on.

On the way, I followed up on the enemy situation at Dien Bien
Phu and our activities on the various battlefields, particularly
those of joint Lao-Vietnamese units in central and southern Laos,
on guerrilla operations in southern Vietnam, and work on
preparations for the northern Tay Nguyen campaign.

As we approached Son La, we found that the deputy head of
Department 2 had sent a telegram saying that clouds of smoke
were emanating from the enemy camp at Dien Bien Phu. I in-
structed him to keep a close watch and report at once on any new
developments. Maybe the enemy: were burning equipment that
could not be transported out before a troop withdrawal ! Most
of our divisions were still moving towards the northwest. If the
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enemy pulled out of Dien Bien Phu now, although we had other
ways of* creating the conditions for wiping out the enemy’s vital
forces,the carrying out of the winter-spring campaign on the main
battlefield clearly could not be postponed. The rainy season
would arrive in no more than a few months’ time. But the clouds
of smoke did not reappear and the enemy at Dien Bien Phu con-
tinued to strengthen their fortifications.

In the coming battle, the responsibility incumbent on our army
and people would be exceedingly heavy. I had read - I could not
remember where — the words of Briere de P'Jele, commander-in-
chief of the French Expeditionary Corps at the end of last cen-
tury: "Officers and men of Brigade 2 ! Bear in mind the fact that
since the dawn of Creation no Asian army has never been able to
seize a position held by European troops." Eight years had
elapsed and this statement, to us had become meaningless. But
how it suddenly came back to me. Before us was a base accom-
modating crack units of African and European troops from the
French Expeditionary Corps.

This vital base first appeared on the northern battlefield
during the Hoa Binh campaign. At that time we encircled and
pinned down the enemy’s mobile forces in the provincial town of
Hoa Binh, attacked enemy troops on Route 6 and the Da River
and opened a second froat on the northern plains. In this way we
were able to secure quite an important victory. After the enemy
had withdrawn from Hoa Binh, I came to inspect their defensive
positions.

Separate fortifications linked together as a network and cover-
ing each other with the support of artillery, tanks, warplanes and
troop reinforcements, clearly had a different and quite definite

strength.

Another important base appeared at Na San one year later
when our forces launched the campaign in the northwest. On this

‘occasion we raced against time to attack the camp before the
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newly-deployed troops could strengthen their fortifications . We
destroyed two bunkers on the outer perimeter. But each attack
proved too costly. Once again we had to abandon our strategy.

Such bases, with their strategic significance, became the best
of the enemy’s defensive measures; we had to defeat them if we
wanted the movement to make headway.

From our surveys and experience acquired at Hoa Binh and
Na San, we realized that our troops were not incapable of
destroying the enemy’s "hedgehog" defences. There were two
ways. One called for simultaneous attacks using our entire armed
forces. One column would make a powerful incursion into the
base command post, like driving a sword into the heart of the
enemy causing panic within the camp while others targeted the
enemy’s vulnerable points and mounted simultanebus attacks to
harrass them from both within and without. This was what we
called our "swift attack, swift victory” strategy. The other way was
to attack step by step, destroying pockets of resistance one by one
and meving to wipe out the entire camp using our advantageous
terrain. We called this "steady attack, steady advance".

In the report of the Army Party Central Committee and the
operational strategy for Dien Bien Phu, submitted to the Polit-
buro on December 6, 1953, we anticipated that "the duration of
the Dien Bien Phu battle would be about 45 days" excluding time
spent assembling our forces and carrying oul preparations. The
battle might begin in mid-February 1954. We estimated that it
"would be the biggest battle ever seen in terrain warfare" requir-
ing the deployment of three infantry divisions and our entire ar-
tillery, engineering and air defence forces. If one included the
- Campaign Command, units under its command, troops defending
supply lines and supplementary forces, the overall campaign
strength would be 42,000 people. This view was based on the
"steady attack, steady advance" strategy. I had always thought that
with our army’s present level of combat skills and weaponry, we
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could only destroy powerful bases using step-by-step fighting. Ac-
cording to reports from Dien Bien Phu, the enemy were going
ahead withstrengeningtheir fortifications and the French in-
fantry were traditionally well skilled in defensive tactics. Since the
troops were parachuted into Dien Bien Phu, they had had nearly
two and a half months to prepare the battleground. The Dien
Bien Phu base was an entirely different matter from the one
destroyed at Na San the previous year. ’

{As ‘the days passed, I became more and more anxious to get
to the battlefront as soon as possible.

*

* *

That dry season, the entire country went to war. But never
before had the roads to the battlefront been pounded as fiercely
as they were during this campaign.

It took a whole night to cross the 30-km-long Pha Din Pass.
And to finally reach Dien Bien Phu we stilll had to pass through
fields full of delayed-action mines and bombs.

_ On the morning of January 12, we arrived at Tuan Giao. We
rested by day and moved on at night to reach field command
headquarters.

Already we were on the territory of Lai Chau. The provincial
capital had been liberated for the first time a month ago.The
houses of our Thai countrymen were built on stilts with stceply
rising roofs. A water jar and ‘some wooden pots with spring
onions growing in them could be seen standing on the bamboo
floor in the corner of one of the houses. The hospitable owner
prepared tea for his guests. We had a short nap, then woke up
and saw Hoang Van Thai from. ’the : battlefront H.Q. sitting

waiting.

33




According o reports from officers responsible for cumpaign
preparations, the valley at Dien Bien Phu was fairly large but
completely surrounded by high mountains. OQur troops were al-
ready grouped around the valley. The enemy could no longer pull
out without incurring major losses, and were entircly isolated as
far as road and airborne communications were concerned. Ten
battalions of e¢nemy troops were garrisoned at Dien Bien Phu.
They had worked hard building their forts but had only just been
able to set up field fortifications. There were vulnerable arcas on
all sides of the base. On our side, all units were in form and
showed a high level of combat readiness. We exchanged views
with comrades who were helping with battleficld preparations and
who favourcd the use of blitzkrieg tactics to annihilate the enemy.
The enemy would get a shock when our artillery and anti-airceraft
guns went into action. With these tactics, our troops would
remain in form, be able to mimimise lossces, and would not have to
cope with the major difticultics that would arise concerming am-
munition and food supplies for tens of thousands of fighting men
and civilian porters in a long-drawn out fight.

A sketch of the base was spread out on the tloor, For the first
time 1 was able (o see what an intricate network ol positions the
enemy had created. From cvery direction, particularlv from the
west, in order 1o close inon the enemy we would have to cross
extensive arcas of rice ficlds. To the cast of the base in particular
were mountains and forests, the way through which  was already
barred by a scries of positions virtually side by side on the

halltops.
"Any more problems to be dealt with?” 1 asked.

CWaork on repairing the road from Tuan Giao to Dicn Bien
Phu is being speeded up. This road, nearly 100 km long, was pre-
viously accessible to horse-drawn carts only and was abandoned a
long time ago. When the repair work s finished, artillery picces
will be hauled into position and we can then start firing.” '

"What arc the views of the division commandcers?”
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“They generally opt for an immediate attack betore the enemy
has sccured a firm foothold.”

{ sensed that this option would not work and wanted to hear
more about the situation. Navarre had no doubt decided to
engage in battle at Dien Bien Phu. Our troops sull nccdgq time
for more road repair work. The enemy were still in a position to
bring in rcinforcements. Alrcady it was getting morc.und.murc
difficult to mount a lightning attack and be surc of a quick victory.
That difficulty could only increase as time went on.

In the afternoon, we moved on to a command post set up al
Milestone 15 on the Dien Bien Phu - Tuan Giao road.

There was a lively atmosphere at the post. Staff officers were
busying themselves working out operational strategics using maps
and sand tables. Officers who came to meet me said with great
emphasis that we would have to race against time in order to
launch a lightning offensive and achieve swift victory.

Al a mecting of the battlefront Party committee, as Ht)alpg
Van Thai had <aid, members of the advance guard responsible for
campaign preparations had been unanimous in thcjr view that if
was imperative to attack the enemy right now al a nmc.whcn they
were still unable to bring in more troops and consolidate thair
defences, so that victory might be attained In just a i‘cw.du)\ They
estimated that, with the "open @ route to vigl.ory" spirit curr_cnlly
widespread among our fighting men and ci.whim pnrlcrs,‘urllllcry
picees could be hauled into position within five days. Everyour -
was concerned that if the enemy were allowed to boost their
troop streagth at the base too much , the chance to destroy them
this winter and spring would be lost, and that a.pmlungulmn’ of
the campaign would hamstring the flow of supplics over the 500
km distance from the rear to the battletront through rugged ter-
rain frcquently raided bv encmy aircraft.

I felt there needed to be a meeting with the head of the team
of friendly militarv experts who was also prcscr.\l“ Generally
speaking, refationships between us and fricndly military cxperts
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ever since the Border Campaign had been excellent. Our friends
had given us the benefit of their invaluable experience drawn
from the revolutionary war in China and the anti-US war in
Korea. The team leader was a veteran of revolution, an ex-
perienced, wise and mature man. Our exchanges of views were
generally frank and sincere. On the eve of his departure to return
home he told me that the years he had spent working in Vietnam
weré a golden period in his revolutionary life. He presented me
with a painting showing a phoenix and a pine tree, with the five
words "The east wind welcomes victory."

In my view, it was impossible to mount a lightning attack.
After a few moments weighing up the pros and cons, the team
leader said he had met with the experts who would be joining
Vietnamese officers in battlefield preparations. The experts
agreed with the Vietnamese officers that it was necessary to
launch an early attack in order to be able to win using the "swilt
attack, swift victory "strategy. If the enemy were left to build up
their strength and consolidate their fortifications, in the end there
would be little chance of victory.

I still maintained that a swift attack would not pay off, but still
did not have enough grounds lor rejecting the plan opted for by
members of the advance guard. 1 was not in a position nor was
there time to present my case to Uncle Ho and the Politburo. In
‘these circumstances I agreed to convene a conference to provide
information on operational strategy.

[ told an official in the office of the army’s Party Central Com-
mittee about my private thoughts and asked him to observe, study
and think carefully, and exchange views with me in private on this
matter. I instructed the deputy head of Department 2 to carfully/
study enemy positions on the western plains seen as Lo be vul-
nerable to attack from an armoured column. I also requested that
reports be issued daily on any new developments.
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On January 14,1954, at Tham PualV) cave, the battle orders
were made known and explained over a large sand table. All high-
ranking officers from divisions participating in the campaign were
present — military commanders Vuong Thua Vu, Le Trong Tan,
Le Quang Ba, Dao Van Truong and Nam Long, political instruc-
tors Tran Do, Chu Huy Man and Pham Ngoc Mau, and so on.
Many regimental and battalion leaders became very dear to me
through the years of fighting.

The task of making the initial incursion was assigned to
Division 308, the first main-force division of the High Command.
It would attack the base from the west by way of positions down
on the plains and thrust directly through to de Castries’H.Q.
Divisions 312 and 316 were assigned the job of launching lightning
attacks in an easterly direction where the encmy had key but vul-
nerable fortifications high up on the hills. The action was planned
to last for two days and three nights. In the first place, our entire
troop strength should be concentrated on completing the last
stage of road construction to enable us to haul artillery pieces
into position. While communicating our determination to fight as
part of ideological work, I said, "There is still no sign of any major
change in the enemy situation. We need to maintain a close watch
so as to be able to deal speedily with any cventuality.”

Prior to any battle, I used to encourage officers to discuss any
difficultics, so as to jointly seek ways of overcoming them. This
time, however, all units accepted their assigned tasks with zcal.
Some asked for further clarification and none had any doubts.
Later on, it came to my knowledge that a number of commanders
felt the tasks assigned to their units was too heavy as they would
have to make repecated assaults and were anxious about the

_ evacuation of wounded soldiers and about ammunition supplies if

the fighting dragged on. In the prevailing atmosphere, however,
no-one would express their true feelings.

1. Name of a village near Tuan Giao district, Lai Chau province.
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Some writers and journalists from fricndly countries had followed
our troops to the battle front. One cvening, Le Liem'’ suggested
that Thai and | meet them before they set out to return home.

The meeting took place by a brook in the moonlight under a
parachute, a trophy captured during attacks on Lai Chau.

A Polish writer said, "Nature here is very beautiful. The view
is really peaceful.”

At that time the guns were silent. In the moonlight, the jagged
cliffs seemed almost translucent.

"l too find the scenery here very beautiful,"l said. " I rarely
write poems but this view is truly poctic. We are about to do
battle just to make the whole country as beautiful as it is tonight."

The Czechoslovak journalist said, "How strange your army is !
I see no diffcrentiation between generals and the rank and file.”

He then recounted that when wading through a stream to
get to the command post he had seen the deputy chief of staff
offering his horse to a soldier with sore feet and shoes in hand,
then wading through the stream as the others were doing.

"Our army is like that. Our relationships are first of all those
between comrades and comrades-in-arms.”

When the meating ended, the Polish writer, scemingly unwitl-
ing to part with us, anxiously asked, "You are about to fight while
we are about to return home. Please let us know what information
we will be able to receive later on.”

I replied,"You may receive either no news about Dien Bicn
Phu but news about our successes on other battlefields, or you
may bc informed of our victory at Dien Bien Phu, and a major
victory at that.”

. Deputy head of the General Political Department at that time.
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The field command was transferred from the Km 15 to the
Km 62 marker near Na Tau village.

The staff of the command and the battlefront Party committee
set about supervising and expediting work on combat preparations.

Most of the gun emplacements 1 had visited were in exposed
terrain, meaning that when the artillery pieces started firing, they
would be casily spotted and would become targets of encmy air
strikes and artillery bombardment.

The longish roads and tracks along which the artillery was
being hauled passed through rugged terrain with almost perpen-
dicular slopes and plunging ravines. I would find it difficult to
bring the guns into firing position within the two days permitted.
Keeping up ammunition supplies would also be a lnugh job
during the fighting.

The ficld command mobilized Division 312 and Regiment 57
to bring in the guns. After a week, however, not all $he artillery
pieces had been moved into position. Qur officers and men had
undcer-estimated the strength required to move giant 105 mm.
howitzers and A-A guns through thick forest and up steep
gradicats.

Comrade Cao Pha reported that the enemy were continuing to
boost their troop strength. At a number of French strongholds,
defensive positions had been well fortified. Each of them were
ringed with mineficlds surrounded by barbed wire traps, some
extending for hundreds of metres in length and breadth. Strong-
holds to the west which Division 308 would have (o break through
although vulnerable in places, were located in expanses of open
ficld where the enemy could use tanks, artillery and other
weapons to counter-attack, while our forces would be unable to
find shelter. Comrade Hicu'! said to me in private, "ldeological
work is more about determination to win than about ways of over-
coming difficultics in battle.”

1. Heagd of the Office of the Ministry of Defence




Comrade Tran Van Quang reported that on 20 January,
Navarre had thrown about 15 battalions into tht; field to the south

of Phu Yen.Our forces inthe 5thInterzone continued carrying our

the strategy as mapped out earlier,leaving a small group to join
the regional armed forces in countering enemy attacks while most
units moved towards the north of the western Tay Nguyen. Our
military offensive was about to begin.

After many days and nights of hardship we could only inch our
artillery pieces forward into position. We were to open fire at
1700 hours on January 25. D-day was fast approaching when a
fighter from Division 312 was unfortunately captured by the
enemy. The enemy were reported to have extracted and com-
municated elsewhere information about the timing of our offen-
sive. Such a development had not been anticipated. All units had
been deployed and were standing by for the final order. I decided
to postpone the attack for another 24 hours and assigned to our
officers the task of reassessing the combat-readiness of the
‘various units.

I felt that a great deal of time had passed since the meeting at
Tham Pua cave, but in reality only 11 days had gone by.

As each day passed, 1 became more and more convinced swift
attack was impossible. I remembered Uncle Ho’s instructions
before my departure and a sentence in the resolutions adopted by
the Party C.C. at the beginning of 1953: "Our battlefield is narrow
and our people few in number, so we will accept only victory, not
defeat, as defeat means the cxhaustion of our assets.”

Through eight years of resistance, our army had matured but
our resources were still modest — only six main-force divisions,
and most of them were taking part in this campaign.

I stayed awake all through the night of 25 January. [ hud a
headache. A doctor applied some traditions! medicine to my
forehead.
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When hearing Comrade Thai talk for the first time at Tuan
Giao about the possibility of a "swift attack, swift victory”, I was
already thinking that such a choice would be risky. Two weeks
had elapsed since then. The enemy situation had changed sub-
stantially. Troop strength at the base had increased from 10 to 30
battalions. Defensive installations had been strengthened and
were no longer field combat positions. Our army would have to
become involved in a major position warfare operation in order
to destroy a strongly defended base assisted by on-the-spot air,
artillery and armoured attacks @nd certainly given priority support
by the northern Indochina air force. Three obvious difficulties had
cropped up. Firstly, our main-force units had so far succeeded
only in wiping out at the very most one'rleinforced battalion with
entrenched fortifications as at Nghia Lo" ’. In our assault on the
Na San base, We only attacked separate enemy battalions in field
positions — not a bad performance of course! Sccondly, in this
battle, we had neither tanks nor aircraft and for the first time
there would be substantial co-ordinated action between foot sol-
diers and heavy weaponry, in which our army had not yet had any
training . A regimental commander had recently asked to be able
to return a number of weapons because he did not know how to
conduct joint operations. Thirdly, our army had so far been ac-
customed to night combat in terrain offering plenty of shelter. It
had no experience in daylight operation<«mflat terrain against an
enemy with air superiority and greater a: tillery and tank numbers.
The battle would take place on a plain measuring 13 km by 6 km.
No contingency plans had been drawn up to deal with such dif-
ficulties.

I spent a sleepless night, more conscious than ever of my’
weighty responsibility, and wished that daylight would 3oon return
so that a meeting of the battlefield Party committee could be con-

vened.

1. The old name of a mountainous province in northern Vietnam

41




On the morning of January 26, 1954, our comrades in the
Party committee, down with units to assess the situation, had not
all returned. While waiting for the meeting to start, I met the
leader of the team of military experts from friendly countries. He
was astonished at seeing the dab of wormwood stuck to my
forehead. He thoughtfully inquired after my health then said, "the
battle is about to begin. Please, General Vo, let us know some-
thing about the situation as it stands."

"That is just the issue I would like to discuss with you,"l said
and went on, "Having studied the situation, I believe the enemy
are no longer in a state of provisional defence but have turned
their base into a well fortified and well dug-in encampment. It is
therefore impossible to attack as was previously planged*

I talked about the three major difficulties facing our army and
concluded by saying, "If we attack, failure will be inevitable."
"Then what would be your course of action?"

"It is my intention to postpone the offensive thxs very evening,
regroup to our carlier positions and make new preparations ac-
cording to a strategy of "steady attack, steady advance.”

After a moment’s reflection, he said, "l agree with you,
General Vo. I will put the matter before the other experts."

"Time is passing. I need to convene a meeting of the Party
committee in order to decide the issue. Division 308 has been in-
structed to move towards Luanﬁ?rabang and reveal its strength to
some extent, drawing the enemy air force in that direction so as
to avoid attack from the air when we pull back our troops and
heavy guns."

This exchange of views took just a little over 30 minutes.

When I returned to the command post, all the comrades from
the Party committee were already present. I revealed what had
long been on my mind about ways of attacking the base and the
important changes that had taken place in the enemy situation since
the Tham Pua conference. We firmly maintained our determination
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to destroy the enemy at Dien Bien Phu but had to devise a new
method of attack.

There was a short pause.

Then the head of the Political section said, "Our army has
been thoroughly mobilized and everyone is brimming with con-
fidence and determination to fight. If the plan is to be modified,
howwill we explain it to our men?" The head of the Logistics sec-
tion added, "In my opinion, it is imperative to maintain our deter-
mination. Logistical preparations are already proving difficult. If
we don’t fight now it will be impossible to fight later on."

I said, "The spirit that exists among our soldiers is a matter of
great importance but that determination must have a firm basis.
Logistics work is a prerequisite but the right method of attack
must be worked out before we make the final decision."

The chief-of-staff said, "Brother van® is right to weigh up the
pros and cons. But this time we have superiority in troop numbers
and firepower, in addition to benefiting from the experiences of
our friends,yso I think we have the capacity to win if we attack."

For a while, the meeting remained inconclusive. There was a
short break and when the meeting resumed, I said, "We have a
very tense situation and need to make a decision very soon.
Whatever the circumstances, we must keep to the essential prin-
ciple, that is, attacking only if certain of victory. Before I left,
Uncle Ho set me this task: This battle will be very important, we
must attack to win. Attack only when certain of victory. If not
certain of victory do not attack."

Very conscious of my responsibility towards Uncle H.(’) and the
Polithuro, I asked the comrades to answer the question, ,If we at-
tack, can we be 100 per cent sure of victory?"

1. Author’s nickname
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The head of the Political section said, "Your question is really
hard to answer. Who would venture to offer such a guarantee?”
The head of the Logistics section added, "How could we offer
such a guarantee?"

"I think that in this battle, we must be 100 per cent sure of
victory,"l said.

Not until now did the chief-of-staff state, "If 100 per cent cer-
tainty is a requirement then we have a big problem."

A moment later, the Party committee reached unanimity on
the fact that the battle might encounter many difficulties with no
concrete measures worked out to overcome them.

I concluded by saying, "Given the essential principle of ‘attack-
ing with the certainty of victory’, it is imperative that we change
our guiding philosophy for wiping out the enemy from ‘swift at-
tack swift victory’ to ‘steady attack, steady advance’. We will now
make the decision to postpone our offensive. Qur army on all
fronts is now ordered to pull back to regroupment areas and ar-
tillery pieces are to be hauled out. Political work must ensure the
thorough execution of the order to withdraw just as with the order
to attack. Logistics work must switch over to preparations'accord-
ing to the new guideline.” I then asked Hoang Van Thai to issue
the order to the infantry units. I gave the order to the artillery
units and assigned the new task to Division 308.

I telephoned our artillery units to inform them "The enemy
situation has changed. Our determination to destroy Tran Dinh
(the codename for Dien Bien Phu in this campaign) remains un-
changed. Our plan of attack has changed. I therefore order you,
as from 1700 hours today, to haul the heavy guns out of position
and back to regroupment areas for new preparations. This order
must be strictly executed. No explanations can be provided.”
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From the other end of the line came the voice of Pham Ngoc
Mau, political commissar of the artillery forces: "Your order will
be strictly executed."

Not until 1430 hours was 1 able to establish telephone'com-
munication with Vuong Thua Vu, commander of Division 308.

"Stand by for the following order: The situation has changed.
Your division is to proceed towards Luang Prabang. On the way,
if it encounters the enemy, it should attempt to destroy them if
practical. The division must conserve its strength and return im-
mediately upon receiving orders to do so. Maintain radio com-
munication. Respond only when requested to."

"Yes!" replied Vu.
"This order is to be strictly executed!”

"What are the orders regarding the use of military forces?”

"You have full authority to make decisions on this, from bat-
talion up to division level. The logistics are for you to resolve.
Move out at 0400 hours preciscly.”

"Your orders will be strictly executed.”

At the same time I instructed a small party to move towards
Moc Chau, carrying with them a radio set and three times a day
communicating reports on the arrival points of Division 308. The
secret messages were to include some unencoded words. These
messages at first caused the enemy to believe that Division 308
was moving back to the delta plain.

That day, 1 made the most difficult decision I had ever had to

"make in my time as commander-in-chief.
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Unable to communicate by radio, I sent an urgent letter
reporting my decision to the Politburo.

A few days later I received a letter from Truong Chinh letting
me know Uncle Ho and the other comrades were unanimous in
their view that the decision to change the guideline was entirely
correct. The party Central Committee and Government would
mobilize the entire people to make all-out efforts to assist our
front line forces until our army won total victory at Dien Bien
Phu.

On the Dien Bien Phu battle front, although each individual
had different thoughts and anxieties,all the officers and men car-
ried out the order to withdraw to the letter, demonstrating their
trust and absolute discipline.

Over seven long days and nights, the entirc complement of
Division 312 and artillery forces toiled to haul all the guns to
safety out along a rugged track in what became ia free-fire zone;

The members of Division 308, supplied with half a kilo of rice
each, pursued the enemy over a distance of 200 km with the col-
laboration of Pathet Lao troops and the support of the Lao
people, smashed the Nam Hu line of defence and wiped out 14
companies. Navarre again split up his mobile reserves in order to
build another base at Muong Sai and strengthen Luang Prabang’s
defences. ' '

The lunar new year arrived unexpectedly with the traditional
white ban flowers blooming all over the mountain slopes and
along the streams around our headquarters. From southern Viet-
nam and the Sth Interzone, came messages eftending wishes for
an early victory to the fighters at Dien Bien Phu. Among the tens
of thousands of letters reaching the battlefront were many from
Moscow, Peking and Pyongyang. On the eve of the lunar new
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year, I checked on the movements of the last artillery pieces on

the way back to the regroupment areas. Vuong Thua Vu radioed

in, reporting that the first members of Division 308, together with

the Pathet Lao army, had already been on the other side of the

;\(Jiekongmver, 7 km from Luang Prabang, imperial city of the Lao
ng.

The offensive in upper Laos, launched simultaneously with the
attack to liberate Kontum? following the earlier liberation of
Tha Khet province and the Bolovens plateau, along with
Navarre’s military build-up at Dien Bien Phu, caused mass disin-
tegration of the enemy’s mobile reserves.

.Division 320, in conjunction with the regional armed forces of
various provinces, dominated the northern delta plain, shattered
the Day River line of defence and made incursions into various
airfields, destroying one-sixth of all enemy aircraft in Indochina.
Twenty out of Navarreis 44 battalions of mobile reserves were
split up and dispersed to different points in order to protect im-
portant communication lines, cspecnally Highway 5.

The enemy’s militafy action against Phu Yen(® wa} bogged
down.Guerrillas in south-central Vietnam carried out raids on
Nha Trang(3 and the town of Khanh Hoa“) The regional armed
forées of Quang Nam, Phu Yen, Khanh Hoa and Binh Thuan®
destroyed many company-strength enemy defence posts. Navarre’s
dream of pacifying southern Vietnam that dry season went up in
smoke. Main-force battalions from the various zones and provin-
ces of southern Vietnam moved into occupied areas, strengthened
the people’s war of resistance, attacked military posts, intercepted

1. A province in Tay Nguyen in central Vietnam.
2,34,5. Names of provinces in central Vietnam.
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troop reinforcements, waged mobile warfare, and carried out am-
bushes on roads, destroying more than 1,000 enemy posts and
watch towers (many company-strength positions) and inflicting
heavy losses on enemy motorized convoys, military trains and
rivercraft. Enemy troops were forced into retreat to defend arcas
carlier regarded as pacified. The libcrated areas of the 9th zone
were secured and further extended.Guerrilla bases and zones,
large and small, were rcoccupied and substantially extended.
Many new arcas were liberated. '

On all fronts the French army was bogged down. But on the
Dien Bien Phu battlefront, the decision taken on January 26, 1954
still meant we were facing difficult challenges. Enemy troop
strength at Dien Bien Phu had increased to 19 battalions and
might increase still further in the course of battle.

With new preparations having to be made in accordance with
the new directive, the battle had been postponed one and a half

months already.

We built a system of fortifications completely surrounding the
basc, with hundreds of kilometres of trenches so that our Tighters
could wage combat both day and night und&r ecnemy bombard-
ment. We managed to get the artillery into secure shelters dotted
among the surrounding mountains and built roads to enable
trucks to transport artillery shells to each gun emplacement.

With the motto "everything for the frontline, everything for vic-
tory", our army and people spared no efforts and worked wonders
to ensure that ammunition and food supplics get through to our
combatants. "

The greatest surprise we had in store for the enemy was our
refusal to cngage in all-out lightning clashes with the entire elite
strength of the* Expeditionary Corps, firmly dug in in their solidly
built forts. We decided to destroy pockets of resistance one by
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one and gradually, in our own'way, at a time and place of our own
choosing, launch attacks with overwhelming superiority in each
battle and at the same time consolidate our bunker system and
cut the enemy’s supply line until the basecamp was strangled.

On March 13, 1954, we opened fire ‘at Dien Bien Phu. The
d_eputy commander of the base, responsible for artillery, killed
himself because he could find no way to silence the Vietnamese
army’s heavy guns. De Castries and the high command of the
French Expeditionary Corps watched helplessly as the mightiest

. points within the basecamp fell in the face of assaults by

barefooted.Vigtnamesq shock troops. Our system of trenches ran
from the high mountains down to the plains, further sealing the
fate of the base with every day that the battle continued.

' On May 7, 1954, the "Determination to fight, determination to
win" banner was raised over De Castries’ bunker. More than ten
thousand enemy troops in Muong Thanh waved white flags and
surrendered. ‘

That May, our army and people scored a major military suc-
cess to mark Uncle Ho’s birthday. His congratulatory letter ar-
rived the very next day, saying:

"Our army has liberated Dien Bien Phu. The Government and
I personally extend congratulations to our officers and men,
civilian porters, shock youth brigades and local people on such a
magnificent fulfilment of their assigned tasks. Yet while the vic-
tory is a great one it is only the beginning...".

"I record these reminiscences as a bouquet of fragrant flowers
with which to pay tribute to fallen soldiers, and also to doGyment
the miraculous power of national unity in battle and of the épecial
Vietnam-Laos-Cambodia alliance which laid the foundations for
such a glorious feat-of-arms during that historic spring 35 years

ago.
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His first great contribution to the cause of revolution in Viet-
nam was finding the path to national salvation and opening up the
way to liberation for the Vietnamese nation and the oppressed
peoples of the. world. This issue is ‘discussed in most published
works dealing with his life. At this symposium some lively discus-
sions have focused on it. Why did he succeed in finding the path
to national salvation while so many of our earher patriotic
scholars failed to doso?

An eminent son of the Vietnamese nation, Uncle Ho
cherished the ideal of independence and liberty for ' his
Homeland. Born into a poor scholar’s family, he was profoundly
sensitive to the humiliation of a people in a subject nation and the
abject misery of the wretched of the earth. To him, saving the
country was closely associated with saving the people. He grew up
at a time when the " Go East" movement had run into difficulties
and with his dynamic forward-looking thought processes, he al-
ready said at that tme, "The liberation of the nation is a task we
must undertake for ourselves. And to overthrow French
colonialism, it was vital to know how France was." He opted for
a new direction and moved westward.

Immediately upon arriving in France, he discovered that in this
very country there were not only colonialist circles but also op-
pressed and -exploited classes. He travelled to many other
countries in Africa, the Americas and Europe. He found that it

~was not only in Vietnam but in all these countries that there were
wretchedly poor people. This is why he was so active in movement
to liberate oppressed nations and in the working class movement
in capitalist countries. It was for just this reason that he was led
to Lenin — a natural progression.

Lenin’s genius lies in the fact that he put forth the slogan
"Proletariat of the world and oppressed peoples, unite !" As a
student of Lenin, Uncle Ho was aware that the only correct path
to national salvation was that of proletarian revolution. Only by
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following the path of Lenin could the emancipation of all peoples
be fully realized. Only socialism and communism could éntirely
liberate nations, the working class and humanity. A citizen of a
colonized nation, he became one of the founders of the Com-

munist Party in the "mother country". A strange but splcndid
thing indeed ! In him, genuine patriotism is inseparable from
flawless internationalism. This great Vietnamese patriot becamc
our country’s first communist.

With his spirit of total revolution and boundless humanism, he
closely associated the cause of national liberation with class and
human emancipation. Very carly on he realized that mankind was
the decisive factor in history. This is why throughout his active life
he held humanity in high esteem and whatever the place or cir-
cumstance was first and foremost concerned with human beings.
"The Pariah” was the first weekly published by him. In an article
for issue number one, he made it clear that the purpose of the
weekly was the "liberation of mankind". As a leader, he loved and
respected his comrades. With the army, he constantly reminded
officers to respect the dignity of fighting men. He wrote letters to
Death Volunteers of the capital city in words of great respect. In
meeting with members of the teaching profession, he recom-
mended that they not beatschoolchilden as they were human
beings like the rest of us. He treated old people, youth and
children with affection, regarding all of them as human beings like
himself. [tWas ior precisely- this reason that the image and thoughts
of Uncle Ho became part of everyone’s heart, not only in Viet-
nam but across all five continents, irrespective of nationality, skin
colour or culture: I believe that in the world there have been very
few leaders who visited many countries and took part in the
revolutionary movement in different continents as did Uncle Ho.
In this symposium, you have touched upon the quintessence of the
cultural influences he assimilated. He absorbed the spiritual
values of every world culture but the overriding ones remained
those of his own nation. He hoped that each and every Viet-
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tasks: "to wipe out famine, eliminate ignorance and expel foreign
invaders". He put forward the slogan: "To carry out simultaneous-
ly resistance and national development". He devoted great atten-
tion to efforts to painstakingly build up a new society and a new
existence, he called on the people to do everything possible "to
increase production and practise thrift", to develop the economy
and culture, to organize general elections, draw up a new Con-
stitution and set up the State of the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam, a people’s State, by the people and for the people.

+ Ho Chi Minh discovered the values of {ndependence, freedom
and happiness in the objectives and ideals of scientific socialism
~ of Marxism-Leninism. For President Ho Chi Minh, socialism
was not a set of rigid dogmas, alien to the material and intellec-
tual interests of human beings. He set a very specific and practical
objective for the period of transition from the people’s democracy
to socialism: "To make everybody well-fed, well-dressed, happy
and free", "to liberate the working people from poverty, to provide
everybody with employment, welfare and a happy life". This ob-
jective is indicative of the consistent nature of Ho Chi Minh’s
thoughts with regard to people’s democratic revolution as well as
in socialist revolution — always giving priority consideration to the
interests of the country and people. One can call this socialism a
socialism that makes the people rich and the country strong — a
kind of socialism in accordance with the nation’s characteristics
and the common path of mankind.

In the process of leading Vietnam’s revolution and in his crea-
tive search for a road to progress for the country, President Ho
Chi Minh highlighted the main aspects of the new society:

— In the economy: to gradually develop the infrastructure of
socialism, to provide everybody with employment; to institute a
democratic management and distribution -system in accordance
with work done, to continuously boost labour productivity and
raise people’s material and intellectual living standards; to ad-
vance to the end of a system of exploitation of people by people.
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— In politics: to set up an order where the working people are
masters, takmg the alliance between workers, peasants and intel-
lectuaISIsthe basis; to establish a people’s State, for the people
and byﬁle people, where all power belongs to the people and the
people are the masters while the government and officials are
only public servants, etc. '

— In cultural and social affairs: " to bring into being a just and
democratic society, where humans are friends and brothers to one
another, a society endowed with fine traditions and customs,
where traditional values are given prominence in combination

with a selective acceptance of the cultural quintessence of the rest

of mankind; where science and technology are developed, the
people’s cultural standard is raised, talented people are trained
and used effectively, and the new man is given the right conditions
to gradually come into being and to develop his existing creativity.

According to President Ho Chi Minh, socialism in Vietnam
does not evolve along a path of natural historical development,
from capitalism to socialism, as Karl Marx said, but from a back-
ward agricultural economy with an under-developed production

capacity to socialism. This advance is still full of hardships and

will be of long duration, and one cannot achieve a high material
standard of living overnight; however, right now there should be
a struggle to build up a democratic and just society, with a healthy
lifestyle and good relationship beween men.

In short, President Ho Chi Minh’s concept of socialism is the
creative application of Marxism-Leninism combined with the col-
lective cultural traditions of the Vietnamese nation and the
aspiration for justice and brotherhood in traditional Eastern
philosophy. Therefore, other nations, while refusing to embark on
the tormentous road of capitalism, may study and find in Ho Chi
Minh’s socialist ideals directions appropriate to their chosen path.
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We believe that in the context of the present world situation
the Vietnamese people, as well as the peoples of other countries,
while promoting international co-operation and applying the cul-
tural and scientific achievements of civilization and of our crea-
tive minds, are all the more affirming their national rights, and
preserving the identity and fine traditions of their nation. The
desire for independence, freedom and real happiness for each na-
tion is a condition for unity among the nations of the world.

In this spirit we expect from this forum commemorating the
centenary of the birth of President Ho Chi Minh that all those
who value peace and justice and strive for real independence,
democracy and freedom, for social equality and progress, should
promote solidarity, increase mutual understanding and assis-
tance and join in efforts for a new world order in which equality
must be implemented in all respects — political, economic, cultural,
social, industrial, in information and so on for peace, happiness
and a bright future for mankind.

Ho Chi Minh, a hero of the Vietnamese people, a loyal friend
of all nations and progressive people all over the world, was a
thinker, a sage, a social activist whose theories always matched
reality. The thoughts of Ho Chi Minh form a set of tenets that can
be summarized as follows — independence and reunification for
the homeland, freedom and democracy for the people, equality
and happiness for everyone, peace and friendship for every nation
and the development of cultural and humanistic relationships in
our time.

This scientific Symposium held in Calcutta represents a new
advance in the study of the thoughts of Ho Chi Minh. In this
work, Indian scholars will make a significant contribution. Presi-
dent Ho Chi Minh set great store by India. "India is a powerful
independent country", he said, "which has made a valuable con-
tribution to peace in Asia and has been playing an important role
in the international arena. She has, moreover, made valuable
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efforts fo-‘r“thc'acglffevement of peace in Vietnam. The basis and
traditions of Indian philosophy lie in the ideals of peace and
fraternity. For centuries, Buddhist ideology, the alrts and the
science of India have spread throughout the world." ),

Once again, we would like to say that in the Eastern origins of
the thoughts of Ho Chi Minh there are beliefs stemming from the
philosophy of your country. Between Vietnam and India there are
many similarities in terms of history and culture. We both have a
common goal, and a tradition of solidarity and mutual asistance
both in the past and now for the sake of peace, security and co-
operation in the regions of Southeast Asia and Southern Asia, in
Asia, in the Pacific region and in other areas throughout the
world. Following the path illuminated by the thoughts of Ho Chi
Minh the Vietnamese people will for ever treasure and promote
warm friendship between the two countries, the foundations of
which were laid by the late President Ho Chi Minh and the late
Prime Minister P.J. Nebru, the great sons of the two nations, and
two great men of culture.

May the friendship and co-operation between Vietnam and
India stay vibrant and last for ever.

May our Symposium achieve fruitful results.

Once again, thank you all for listening.

1. Ho Chi Minh, Selected Works (in Vietnamese), Vol. 8, pp 38 and 47.
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