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FOREWORD

The present report consgistsof summaries of two items
dealing with French experlences with riverine warfare
in Indochina in 19u6-y47 and 1954. The first period
is described by Jean Mauclere in the monograph Marins
dans les arroyos (Sailors in Inlend Waterways) and
the second in an article by Louls Julien-Binard, Mem-
orles of Nam -Dinh, in the Revue Maritime.
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) Mauclere, Jean., Marins dans les ar s (Sailors in Inland Waterways).
1PERA 8 1 L5005

This boolr describes naval operations carried out by the French in Indo-
china between March 1946 and May 19y47.

Introduction (pp. 9-;8): The author discusses the situation in Indochina

cn the eve of World War II, during the Japanese occupation, and following

the collapse of Japan and Crinoso oocupdtjon of the region to the north of
16° latitude as well as the rise of the Viet Minh.

Ch., I (pp. 8-32). The ocean [leet and the action at Haiphong (2-10 March
1946): French sea operations, which culminated in the capture of Haiphong
from the Chinese, are described. The names of naval units and of some of
the eommanding officers are given.

Cil. IT {pp. 32-513). The iiberetion of Hue (20 Dec 1946 - 5 Feb 1947): Since
Hue was inaecessible tc a dirert attack from the sea, owing to the 15 km of
swamps and lagoons separating them, and road communications had been ren-
dered lmpracticable by Viet Minh djstruction, the capture of the city had

£0 be achieved by naval operationzs in support of ground troups reconstruet-

ing the Route Coloniale which covers the 104 ln between the bay of Tourane
and Hue,

After the army, with the support of naval gunfire, had cleared the ap-
proaches and made possible the landing of the necessary personnel and ma-~
teriel, Tourane served as the base of operations. The task of the navy was
to support the ground troops by gunfire and te make landings at the entrance
of the lagoon of Phy Gia and on the beach of Chon May. Because of the
gentle slope of the shelf in this area, the LST's and LCI's were obliged to
stand offshore, and the burden of the landing operations was carried out by
smaller craft. As a result, the latter suflfered considerable damage to
their disembarking doors and electric generator units,

An espeeilally hazardous operation was the penetration of a task force
consicsting of one LCI and several small LCM's into the lagoons of Cay Hay
and Est (East). This penetration made possible riverine operations within
the confines of the lagoons and along the Song Hue (Rivjbre des Parfums),

which ensured the final success of the entire cperation - the occupation of
Hue by the ground forces.

Ch. III {pp. yu-65). On board the armed launches (16 Jan - 26 May 1947):
This chapter is concerned with the LCVP's used cn the waterways during the
first part of 1947. These craft, with a maximum displacenent of 11 tons,
were armed with one 20-mm Oerlikon gun, two 7.7-mm light machine guns, one
automatic rifle, and several rifles, revolvers, submachine guns and hand
crenades. Thelr speed did not exceed 7 or 8 knots They carried some ten
crew men and at most twenty-five infantrymen. Examples of their aetivity
serve to demonstrate their effectiveness both in coping with enemy attaeks
and in a2ssisting military poats stationed along the waterways.

Ch. IV (pp. 66-8u). The "Volcan" amidst mines (16 Feb - 12 Mar 1947): This
chapter describes the noviﬂation of convoys which for various purposes and
in various formations traveled along the waterways converging at the town of

Ca lMau, their point of departure. Formations consisted of a variable number
of Jjunks, the largest of which were capable of carryling up to 250 tons of
charecoal and had roofsg on which 1t was possible to bulld veritable pillboxes
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bricik and sandbags. The excor >on L1 barze '"Volcan"

d three armored launches, assis \ ! ! { AT,
atever the urpose ol the exped Lot | 8, removal
personnel 1o various posts, assis ] | {on frin
to leave combat zones), the convo; ha ] waters
surrounded by cnemy snipers, who occat it bar-

riers across the wateirway.

(/‘_Av. v (:-‘Dg E’_(, ") B Porte (?‘:'/‘\nn:uu ) } I*'cl -
lowing the occupaticn of Hue, the {irst t t nupport the
ground forces driving along the coast toward Lhe PForte d'Annam pass by gun-
fire and carrier alrcraft and by assilsat ! rossinzgs, At first
1t was intended to land 2000 men and combaf { lal at the estuarics of
the Dang Hol and the Song Giang. However, lac [ recent hydrographic
data on the state of the river beds, which in thi irea shift considerably,

made matters very complicated,

The channel of Ilong Hol proved inaccessible to all categories of LC's,
aond the landing of 800 men and 20 armored cars took place on a beach north
f the estuary. Only LCI's, LCT's and LCVP's drawing no more than
1.75 m aft were able to enter the channel of_Song Glang and land 800 men.
Later on, incrcasing swells hindered all navigation of LCT's and LCVP's ex-
cept within the confines of the Song Giang. Nevertheless, the LC's succeed-
ed in landing 800 men on the beach of Quang Khe and in providing the ground
forces with the materiel which ensured the successful completion of the
Porte d'Annam operations.

Ch. VI (ppo. 90-111). An agonizing drift (5-7 lar 1947): A detailled des-
cription 1s given of the vicissitudes of two LCVP's which, although in poor
condition and with damaged weapons ang machinery which could be repaired
only at Saigon, had been sent to carry replacements ancé materiel from the
village of Can Cilo to the post of Dong Hoa. Having fallen into an ambush
comprised of snipers on both banks and obstacles placed across the waterway,
they suffered severe casualties and were obliged to return without comple-
ting their mission. The return voyage was difficult, and one of the craft
was compelled to use a 20-mm cannon as a mast and a tent as a saill in order
to avold being dravn into the sea.

Ch. VII (pp. 113-127). Ten days of work in Cochin-China (10 lMar - 15 Aug
1947): American and British launches and barges designed for large combat
landings proved most efficlent in the course of various missions carried out
the delta of the Mekong both on the larger rivers, tributaries of the
.ekong, and on their affluents (rachs).

In order to give an i1dea of these riverine activities, two specifilc ex-
peditions are described. The first involved two LCA's which at 8 a.m. on
10 March 1947 started out to discover the cxact position of a junk which,
according to information received (and proved later to be inaccurate) had
been scuttled in order to bloclt the northern channel of the Cao Lanh.
However, at the village of that name, it was learned that a patrol of the
Foreisn Leglon which had started two hours earlier from the post of Mytho
(an important center of river convoy control and supply) had been intercep-
ted by the enemy and had disappeared. Accordingly, the two LCA's took on
board a platoon of legionaries and left for Mytho. Thelr search for those
wvho had disappeared was unsuccessful. The platoon was landed at IMytho to
reinforce the weakened garrisson. a1 the LCA's started patrolling the water-
ways in the vicinity of Mytho. osuddeznly, they were ambushed from a wooded
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by an enemy force of 500 to (.OC vily ermed with machlne guns,

automatic rifles, and rifies, The ene was sllenced without losses and
with little damage to the LCA's which returned to liytho, left their ammu-~
nition there, and proceeded toward C: anh, rcaching it at 2 p.m., There,
they awailted low tide and at 6 p.m., taking a few leglonaries aboard, they

started again on the search for the scuttled junk. Thirty minutes of nav-
igation proved that the latter was nonexistant, and the LCA's returncd to
Mytho, TFifteen minutes later they were asain ambushed from both banks and
a legionary was killed before the enemy could be routed. At 7 p.m., the
two LCA's anchored at Cao Lanh,

Another example of riverine sctivities 15 drawn from the experiences of
an LCA and an LCVP, to which, &s Lhe expedition proceeded, other vessels
were added, and which had for their task the transportation of troops be-
tween 6 and 15 August 1947.

Ch. VIII (pp. 129-149). The rescue of "Marché 17" (13-21 Apr 1947): The
channel of Tong Doc Loc in the south of the Plaine des Joncs had been in
times of peace an important commercial thorocughfare linking Saigon with
the towns of Chau Doc, Cho Moil, Sadecc and Cai Lay and making 1t possible for

chips to avold the currents and ctorms of the Mekong. Hence, numerous
fliad s 7 1l ey ) X . 1 o

rches” or marlets existed in the vi 3 along the channel,

The area surrounding Tong Doc Loc was covered by a network of shallow
channels dug in order to drain £l swvaipy terrain, but which, while inac-
cessible to IPrench vessels, were now utilized by the Viet Minh for theilr

plrogues and attacks on the markets and the convoys plyinz the Tong Doec Loc,
Therefore, military posts had to be maintained for the protectlon of the
markets. One of the most important was "lMarche 17." which was subordinated
to the Cal Lay headaquarters of the Mytho sector.

The garrison of "Marche 17" consisted of 30 men, more than half of them
Annamite partisans or Cambodlan light infantry. By the time of this nar-
rative, the guerrillas had stopped all commercial navigation along the chan-
nel, and the post was completely isolated, receiving lts weckly supplies by
armed shipments from Cal Lay. On 13 April 1947 it was the object of a vio-
lent attack which was repulsed with difficulty. As the post was at that
time deprived of radio facilities, the I'rench command became aware of the
situation only four days later, and Cal Lay then dispatched two LCVP's
carrying one squad, sonic suppliecs and a radio set to "Marchd 17." On their
vay they were ambushed and suffered casualties, but ultimately they reached
the post at a time when its garrison, surrounded by the enemy, had almost
exhausted its ammunition. The LCVP's repulsed the guerrillas by gunfire but,
in their turn, they exhausted their ammunition and rcquested reinforcements,

The comnand at Mytho ordered the armored barge "Devastation" to proceed to
"Marche” 17",

In peace time, barges of this tvpe served -for shipping vaddy. High ar-
mored hatch covers were fixed vertically on thelr decks to give protection
aczainst pirates, They served as permanent residence to thelr crews, which
consisted of %welve to fifteen men including officers and enlisted men.
Betiieen the forward and after declkhousces in which were kept the weapons was
erectced a wooden, tarpaulin-covered cabin, The after compartment contailned
the master's cabin, the radio, and the ship's store., The commander's cabin
was located amidships. The crew compartment and the galley were forward,
The large hold was used for pocultry and livestock bought at villages on the
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way and consumed aboard or supplioecd o« ~ posts vislted.

The "Devastation" carried thrce rifle platoons for landings. Its ar-
manent consisted of two 25-mm c 15, two 13- and one 8-mm Hotchkiss ma-~
chine guns, onc 50,8-mm mortar with 1 {lares or smoke sheclls, one Sten
Sun, one 9-mm large-~caliber revolver, one rifle, and 42 offensive and as
many fragmentation grenades.

From Mytho, the route of the "Devastation' lay weztward along the Song
Mytho and the Tacombe and Tong Doc Loc channels,

Among the navigational hazards to he reckoned with were barricrs erec-
ted by the enemy across the waterway, which were particularly dangerous.
They are described - somewhat unclearly - as follows:

" ... They consisted of a row of varallel stakes driven into the mud
covering the bed of the channel; thece logs, 12 w in length and 50 cm in
diamcter, weres of wood heavier than wa Lﬂ“ and vere 1in“vd to each other at

the top by a steel cable or a solid che When the chain or cable was
wound by means of an improvised winch, 1h~ barrier suddcnly shot upwards.,
In order to reinforce thesc stakes, a sccond row of stakes was then put up
[leaning] against the first one, The cable, which was only a temporary fix-
ture, could then be removed., Suech bariiers could be easily reinforced with
mines."

The "Devastation" struck such a barrler in the Tong Doc Loc channel at

3 a.m, on 18 April, and at the s { 2 a seccond barricr was observed some
200 m farther on. It was dceided to return to Nza Tu and awalt high ti
Gt et dasy St hed it hatd de dnade 1tepossSibier-Gompass~ove i chiel THRSGc
barricr, and the "Devastation”" proceeded toward the second barrier, while
glving proctection to troops landed on both banks. The latter were under
attack from snipers firing from the tops of coconut palms and had to with-
stand the assailants while knee decp in the channel mud. Owing to the in-
equality of forces, the troops were ordered to rcboard their craft. The
reembarikation proceeded under heavy fire wit.: the barge mancuvering with
dlfficulty between the two banks. This critical situation ended when a
couple of vollcys from the machine gunc of two Mosquito aircraft, answering
the radio request of the "Devastation'", silenced the enemy. Then the troops
could safely reboard, and the "Devastation" rcturned once again to Nga Tu.

Next mﬂrning she was back at the barriers with a squad of engineers and
silxz platoons of infantry riflemen. Threce platoons were landed and assisted
the sailors in disconnecting the componnents of the first barrier. It took
the engincers 6 hours to blow up the second barrier with charges of several
iKilozrams ol plastic explosives.

The "Devastation" proceeded wcstward accompanied by the troops marching
alonr hoth banks. However, two more barriers- had to be overcome bpefore

eachinz "Marche 17. At 4 a.,m. on 20 April, the "Decvastation" returned to
Hvtho vith the wounded, and departed that same afternoon with the equipment,
matericl, and labor force required for the erection of a new post at

"arehd 17”

Ch. IX (pp. 151-168). The tragic combat at the Xano channcl (28 May 15y7):
This 1s a cGetalled description of a disastrous cxpedition in which a convoy
of seven Junks loaded with paddy and escorted by an armored launch and ftwo
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I,CvP!'s fell into ¢ particularl i Ml ) 5 a result, five of the

junks were destroyed and the cr ; c0 base with numerous casual-
ties and heavy damage., The aul 1 icularly efficient because the
rebels, armed with automatic i 2505 ¢ hidden in foxholes and were,

therefore, protected from FFrench {ire.
ch. X (pp. 169-188). The death of the harge "lLave" (21 May - 17 June 1947):
Vhile carrying supplies along the Muonsg from Ca Mau to the post at Tan Du
Yet, the armored barge "Lave" came across a fomnidable barrZer erected by
the viet Minh, which covered the whole width of the ~.am and was 70 to

80 m long, It consisted of interconnected ntakes and bamboo cemented with
earth, Tor the next several days the "Lave' returned to the barrier bring-
ing coolles who carried out demolition operacions. Attempts to blow up the
barrier with 50-kg underwater mines and bansalore torpedoes failed owing to
the poor quality of the charges. On 16 June, on itz way back to Ca Mau for
further demolition charges, the "Lave" struclk a mine and was partly sunk
suffering heavy casuvaltles in dead and wounded, The survivors used what
remained of the guns to defend themselves against Viet Minh gunfire and gre-
nades from the banks., They were {inally rescued by riverine forces dis-
patched rom Ca Mau,




?) Julien-Binard, Louls, Lieutenant Commander, hemor}es of Nam-Dinh,
lMarch 1954. La Revue Maritime, Numero Special 123, Noel 1956, 1583~
TEC 6 ,

Following the Viet Minh offensive of December 1955 - Fcbruary 1954, the
road communications between the French strongholds in North Viet Nam ?Tonkin),
particularly between Nam Dinh (sce Fig. 1L Haiphong, Hanol, and Hung Yen,
were by larch rendered so precarious that the strongholds were threatened
with isolatlion from each other. Illence arose the necessity to reinforce the
riverinc forces in order to ensure contact through the waterways.

To this end, the French Naval Command at Nam Dinh took the following
measures: The 35th and 32nd commando units were brought to reinforce the
63rd commandos of the Nam Dinh DNA-3 (3rd Waval Assault Division). To the
latter were added the Vietnamese DNA-2 grouped aroung an L3IL, 12 Vietnam-
ese VV (ex-LCVP) river vessels, 12 LCM's of the transportation corps, 2
LSSL's, and the majcr part of DNA-12, which had retreated to Nam Dinh.
Grumman Goose aircraft were added to the Moranc aircraft of the Navy used
for reconnaissance flights. At the same time the naval forces of Hailphong
consisted of 8 LCT's to which were added 2 civilian LCT's and a number of
scows. (Bec Fig. 2,)

This buildup made it possible to establish contacts every three days
at the estuary of Cua Balat between convoys arriving from Halphong (the
source of all supplies) and those from Nam Dinh (the center of distribution
to the combat zone). The Nam Dinh convoys consisted of 3 to 5 LCT's and
scme 20 smaller craft.

Upstream, the main purpose of Nam Dinh convoys was to maintain contact
with the Hung Yen sector, which was inaccessible to ground forces and de-
pended on Nam Dinh for its supply. Each convoy returning from Cua Balat
inecluded one or two LCT's destined for Hung Yen. At the confluence of the
Nam Dinh Glang and the Red River the convoy was met by a formation consist-
ing of a group of mine swecepers (1 monltor, 3 LCM's, L4 VV's), sucking
dredges, 6 LIIC's (carrulng the commando units) and 2 VV's for command and
lilaison. This formation escorted the LCT's hcading for Hung Yen, whlle the
rest of the convoy returning from Cua Inlat was unloaded and reloaded at
Nam Dinh for its next voyage douvumnstreai.

During the unloading of the LCT's at Hung Yen, the Chree commandos, re-
inforced by 2 or 3 companies of the Hung Yen Vietnamese garrison, carried
out security operacions intended to reduce to some degree the Viet Minh
pressure on both hbanks of the river. TUpon completion of the unloading, the
whole convoy rzturned down the river and was met at the confluence of the
Nam Dinh Glang and the Red River by the Nam Dinh convoy headed for Cua Balat.
Here the Hung Yen LCT's destined for Haiphong placed themselves at the rear
of the Nam Dianh convoy, while the smaller craft and the commandos, after
60 hours of continuous operations, remained at Nam Dinh.

The L0 lar sevarating Nam Dinh and Lung Yen were covered by the convoy
in a state ol constant combat rc:.din . 1Its armament consisted of LO-mm
guns, 20-wmm machine guns and 00- -, 'd 120-mm mortars. and the commen-

dos were ready to land at any emcrgenc: .  ‘The more dangerous sectors, before
beiny reached by the convoy, werce coverced vty 105-mm gunfire from army bat-
teries, Alr observatlons obligecd the encmy to hide and hindered its ac-
(CHRARGRT




In splte of such precautions, a convoy heading for Hung Yen was am-
tushed on Marer 15, Since the purpose of thls expedition was to recon-
noiter beyond Hung Yen, the convoy did not include any LCT's, but consist-
ed of two LS3L's, one LCI, three monitors, three LCM's and two VV's for mine
sweeping, and two VV's and six LCM's with the three commando units aboard.
As the convoy reached the 86th km it was subjected to heavy mortar and ba-
zooka fire from positions which could not be detected from the air. The
answering fire of the yO0- and 20-mm zuns of the LSSL at the head of the con-
voy was so efficient that the rear of the convoy was hit by only a few au-
tomatic small weapons and 12.7-mm volleys, and the convoy proceeded upstream
without having to land the commandos, Next day, on thelr way back to
Nam Dinh, the commandos went ashore and diccorered deeply buried heavy guns
and mortars abandoned by the enemy.

For'the next ten days riverine operations proceseded normally and con-
tacts hetween Hanoi and Ham Dinh riverine forces were reestablished,

" On March 27, the convoy heading from Hung Yen to Nam Dinh was ambushed
ncar the village of lgoai-Thon (see Fig. 3). The convoy consisted of a
torward group {groupe d'ouverture) — mine sweepers, the LSS1 "La Rapiere",
and one minesweeping LCM; an assault group — one LSIL (HQ 31), which was
the flagship of the commander of the expedition, two VV's which carried the
commander of the commandos and his staff, and 6 LCM's having aboard the
63rd, 35th and 32nd commandos; four empty LCM transports; and a support

oo u

group — LCT's 9062 and 9067, onc of thom armed with a 120-mm mortar.

While the convoy prcceeded at a spced of 3 knots toward the dangerous
river bend in the vicinity ~f Ngoai-Thon, alr recconncicsance reported the
presence of the enemy on the right bank and the forwsrd group opened fire,
the yO-mm mortar of the HQ 31 firing continucusly frz. her starboard over
the top of "La Rapiere", However, as "La Rapierc" reached the right bank
and swung to port in order to take the bend and whil~ the HQ 31 was 120 m
veliind and the LCT's had not yet left the left bank, the enemy attacked si-
multanzously at the front and the rear of the convoy from both banks., One
of the LCT's was heavily damaged and the rear of "La Rapiere" was hit by a
57-mm shell, In spite of their proximity to the HQ 31, the LCM's succeeded
in landing all three commando units, Supported by the ship guns; whose
fire was directed mainly on Ngoal -Thon, the base of the ambush, the com-
mandos gaged the Viel {iinh in ground conbat and cleared the river banks of
the enemy. The entire convoy could proceed to Nam Dinh, where preparations
vere made to recelve the wounded :ad ma e repairs., The French losses were

6 dead and 18 wounded. The commandos itilled y3 Viet Minh and gunfire from
the ships destroyed many more,

At 6 a.m. the following day, the next convoy was ready to weigh anchor
fu> Cuz Balat,
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