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I. Introduction

The objectives of this report are as follows:

(1) to describe the arrangements between the French and the Vietminh

on the exchange of prisoners of war during the period 1954-1962;

(2) to define the number of prisoners actually exchanged during the

period, as compared to the number of those whom the respective parties

expected to be returned; and

(3) to analyze significant aspects of the prisoner exchange data.
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II. Arrangements for the Exchange of Prisoners of War, 1954-1962

The prisoner of war issue was referred to in the Agreement

on the Cessation of Hostilities in Vietnam in the 1954 Geneva

Conference, but it was not a major problem in the cease-fire

negotiations between the French and the Vietminh, nor did it become a

major obstacle to a military settlement. Questions such as partition,

international supervision, and a political as opposed to a military

settlement were considered more imperative to the 1954 negotiations.

The Agreement on the Cessation of Hostilities in Vietnam of

July 20, 1954, provided in Chapter IV, Article 21, Section (a) that

"al] prisoners of war and civilian internees of Vietnam, French and

other nationalities captured since the beginning of hostilities in

Vietnam during military operations or in any other circumstances of

war on any part of the territory of Vietnam shall be liberated within

a period of thirty (30) days after the date when the cease-fire becomes

effective in each theatre."?/

A complete cease-fire came into effect on July 27, 1954.

According to the terms of the Agreement, the deadline for completing

the release of prisoners was set at 30 days after the effective cease-

fire date: i.e., August 26, 1954. However, the Vietminh and the French

did not sign a formal agreement on the exchange of prisoners until

August 14, 1954, and the exchange did not officially begin until

August 18, 1954.

Robert F. Randle, Geneva 1954. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1969, pp. 389-408.

2/ Ibid., p. 601.
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Even before the cease-fire agreements were signed, both parties

had been releasing prisoners in so-called "clemency periods" during

the years 1945-1954. The French, for example, ordered the release of

1,000 Vietminh prisoners on July'14, 1952, and the Vietminh released

4,744 French Union personnel, both military and civilian, between 1945

and 1954.

However, prisoners of war were not released in considerable

numbers until the exchange agreement was signed. It should be borne

in mind that there are different estimates as to the number of troops

missing in the war and those that were returned. It is difficult to

ascertain the relative accuracy or reliability of these figures, for

the following reasons:

a. Some troops that were listed as "missing" by both parties

may have died in battle or in prison camps.

b. Both the French and the Vietminh were extremely reluctant to

disclose official figures on the exchanges, as such disclosures

might be interpreted as "bad faith" by the other side and might

thereby undermine future negotiations on prisoners. The French,

in particular, did not wish to emphasize the alleged

New York Times, July 8, 1952, p. 2.
Bernard B. Fall, Street Without Joy, 4th Ed. Harrisburg: The

Stackpole Company, 1964, p. 300. "French Union personnel" is defined
as any troops or civilians who worked for the French military
authorities in Indochina prior to July 1954. The personnel included
Frenchmen, Africans, and Foreign Legionnaires of Gorman or East
European ancestry, as well as indigenous Vietnamese.
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discrepancy between the number of French Union prisoners they

expected the Communists to return and the number that were

actually turned over by the Vietminh, for fear of inflaming

French public opinion against the government over the POW

issue.

The exchange of prisoners proceeded very slowly; although the

French High Command in Indochina kept the exchange figures a closely

guarded secret, French sources estimated that only some 3,000 French

Union POW's had been freed by the official deadline of August 26,

1954, out of a number of 40,172 French military personnel who were

believed to be missing. The French sources also reported that the

French High Command had released close to 20,000 Vietminh POW's by

August 26.7

Although the official deadline had expired, the French and

Vietminh agreed to continue the exchange of POW's on August 27, 1954.

At the same time, the French blamed the Vietminh for delays in the

exchange; they also claimed that the list of French Union POW's

provided by the Vietminh comprised only a fraction of the number of

their missing POW's. Compared to the 40,172 French Union personnel

that French sources claimed were missing, the Vietminh only offered to

New York Times, August 27, 1954, p. 5.
2/ Ibid., August 29, 1954, p. 28.
3/ Ibid., August 27, 1954, p. 5. It should be emphasized that the

disparity between the French POW's released and those of the Vietminh
may be partly explained by the fact that among the Vietminh POW's
there was a much higher number of civilian internees. While the French
POW's consisted mainly of military personnel, the Vietminh POW's
included a large group of civilians, such as villagers and
propagandists, who performed indirect or non-military functions in
supporting the Vietminh belligerents in the war. See New York Times,
August 26, 1954, p. 8.
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return 9,138 POW's."" The French thereupon asked the Vietminh to supply

a supplementary list of POW's, and requested the International

Supervisory Commission to do the same. Both requests, however, were

unsuccessful, as the Vietminh representative in the armistice

negotiations refused to disclose any supplementary lists.2"

From August 27 onwards, both sides made charges and counter-

charges in regard to the POW exchanges. By August 29, the French

claimed that they had completed their part of the exchange; and

on September 6, the Vietminh declared that they had completed. the

release of French POW's on September 4. These claims were hotly

contested by both parties, but both sides quietly continued to

exchange prisoners until October 1954.

From October 1954 to October 1962, no further negotiations

between France and North Vietnam were reported. On November 17, 1962,

however, North Vietnam reported over Radio Hanoi that they had

approved of a French plan to repatriate and transport French Union

POW's on October 30, 1962. The broadcast did not indicate the number

of prisoners that North Vietnam was willing to release, nor the

number of POW's that the French expected to return.Y Bernard Fall has

estimated that only a hundred-odd French Union personnel, mainly

deserters, were repatriated after November 1962. At this point,

negotiations on the POW exchange program were apparently terminated.

New York Times, August 29, 1954, p. 28.
Ibid.

2/ Ibid., August 30, 1954, p. 5.
4/ Ibid., September 7, 1954, p. 9.
5/ Radio Hanoi, November 17, 1962.

6/ Bernard B. Fall, The Two Vietnams, A Political and Military Analysis,
2nd Rev. Ed. New York: Praeger, 1963. pp. 391-392.
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III. Final Figures on the Exchange of Prisoners

On the French side, more than 60,000 Vietminh POW's are

estimated to have been released. Robert F. Randle states that the

French estimated that 65,477 Vietminh POW's were released, and that

North Vietnam declared that 65,465 internees had been repatriated.

Although the North Vietnamese continued to protest the alleged

illegal detention of Vietminh POW's after November 1954, 2/ they have

made no attempt to negotiate for the return of these internees. It

appears, therefore, that North Vietnam was essentially satisfied

with the French efforts in the exchange.

The final figures on French Union POW's released by North Vietnam,

however, are much more difficult to ascertain. There are different estimates

of the number of French Union personnel listed as "missing" in the

Indochina War; furthermore, different figures have been given as to

the number of French Union POW's actually repatriated.

As to the first point, the New York Times reported the number of

missing French personnel at various times at 48,370, 40,172, and 40,229,

respectively. It is not known which, if any, of the above figures is

correct, but for the purpose of convenience the Times estimate will be

It should be emphasized again that these figures are very much in
dispute, as both the French and North Vietnamese Governments have
kept the final figures a closely guarded secret. The figures quoted
in this section are merely estimates offered by diverse sources.
Randle, op. cit., p. 458.
Ibid.
New York Times,, August 24, 1954, p. 1; August 29, 1954, p. 28; and
September 19, 1954, p. 2.
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stated as 40,000 to 48,000. Bernard Fall, however, estimates that

only 36,979 French Union personnel were missing.1

As to the second, the number of released French Union POW's has

been estimated from 10,754 to 16,000. Bernard Fall, for example,

claims that up to October 1954, only 10,754 French POW's were released.

Robert Randle puts the figure at 11,706 to 11,882 up to September 9,

1954; the New York Times estimates the number as 12,608 through

September 18, 1954;5 Mr. Bujor de Lestan of the French Embassy in

Washington states that about 16,000 were freed up to May 1955. Since

no figures have been disclosed on the release of French POW's after the

October 30, 1962, agreement between France and North Vietnam, it is

impossible to estimate with precision the total number of French Union

POW's released.

Final figures on French POW's not returned were given by the

French and South Vietnamese embassies in Washington. According to

Mr. de Lestan of the French Embassy, the French Government estimates

that North Vietnam did not return some 1,000 French Union POW's.Z

These were French Foreign Legionnaires of Eastern European ethnic origin.

In December 1954, the European Assembly of Captive Nations charged that

the Vietminh had forcibly repatriated them to their Eastern European

Fall, Street Without Joy, p. 299.
See Appendix I for a statistical tabulation of the French
Union POW estimates.
Fall, op. cit.
Randle, op. cit.
New York Times, September 19, 1954, p. 2.

I Bujon de Lestan, French Embassy, Washington, D.C., on July 2, 1971. This
figure was given to the Congressional Research Service.
Lestan, as above.
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homelands. Mr. de Lestan'stated on July 2, 1971, that the French

Government believes this charge to be true.

Additionally, it was reported in Saigon on May 11, 1971, that

a defector from the North Vietnamese Defense Ministry, Dr. Dang Tan,

claimed to have seen more than 300 French Union POW's in North Vietnam.

According to Mr. N.N. Bich of the South Vietfnamese Embassy in

Washington, however, these "prisoners" were actually brainwashed

French Union personnel who had become cadres and military advisors for

North Vietnam. it is not clear, therefore, that these three-hundred-

odd personnel were actually French Union POW's who were forcibly held

by-North Vietnam. I

New York Times, December 19, 1954, p. 3.
Mr. N.N. Bich, South Vietnam Embassy, Washington, D.C., on July 12,
1971, in an interview with the Congressional Research Service.
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IV. Evaluation of the POW Exchange Figures

The statistics cited earlier clearly indicate a wide

discrepancy between the number of missing French Union personnel and that

of the released French Union POW's. Taking even the lowest

estimate of missing French personnel and. the highest estimate of

released POW's would still leave the fate of more than 20,000 missing

French Union forces unaccounted for. According to the French EBbassy

in Washington, however - as noted above - only 1,000 French Union

personnel are believed to have been definitely not returned by North

Vietnam. The question arises: why have the French neglected to

include at least 20,000 missing personnel in their list of POW's

allegedly held by North Vietnam? The answer probably lies in the

following factors:

1. A large number of missing French troops probably died in battle

or in prison camps. No observers of the Indochina war have estimated

the number of missing troops who died in action, but there is ample

evidence to support the contention that many POW's died in prison

camps. French military surgeons made extensive investigations of the

condition of returnees, and they obtained much information on prison

camp conditions from these returnees. According to Fall, the French

military surgeons reported that most returning POW's were "walking

skeletons." These POW's had been force& to march as far as 500 miles

over jungle paths to their assigned prison camps. Many prisoners were

believed to have died on the marches, for one or another of the

following reasons: (a) The Vietminh captors provided only cold rice to
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the prisoners throughout the duration of the marches. Hence, most

POW's were undernourished, and some may have died from lack of

nutrition. (b) The extreme climate of the Indochina region was probably

responsible for the death of many prisoners. In winter, the

temperature in the Indochina uplands drops to freezing, and in summer

the region is severely malarial. (c) POW's were forced to march daily,

regardless'of the state of their health or wounds.

Conditions in the prison camps were not good. Sanitary conditions

were extremely poor, and the medical facilities and personnel provided

by the Vietminh were grossly inadequate. With the exception of the

officers,.French Union POW's had to drink water from the streams near

their camps; more often than not the water was harmful to the health of

the POW's. In three prison camps, Fall reported, the mortality rate from

water-borne intestinal diseases was approximately 55 percent at various

times.i/ Even with better sanitary and medical facilities, the

officers' camp still listed a mortality rate of 18 percent during 1951-

1954.~

The infirmaries built by the Vietminh lacked proper facilities and

personnel. Many infirmaries had only anti-malaria tablets and a lancet

or two; and field hospitals were generally equipped only for light

surgery and staffed with Vietnamese physicians who had only elementary

training in medicine. The French military surgeons' statistics bear

1
Fall, op. cit.
Ibid.
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eloquent testimony to the inadequacies of Vietminh medical facilities:

not one POW with injuries to the abdomen, the skull, or the chest

survived Vietminh captivity, and of the 10,754 Fall estimated to be

released, 6,132 required immediate hospitalization.i

Another factor which might account for the large numbers of

missing French Union personnel is the prevalence of defections. George

Kelly reports that all prisoners were subjected to political indoctrination

by their Vietminh captors, as the Vietminh regarded the POW's as raw

material for conversion. The prisoners were treated according to

nationality, and non-Caucasian POW's in particular were singled out

for friendly treatment; the Vietminh employed propagandists of various

nationalities to brainwash their compatriots, in order to persuade the

POW's to work for the Vietminh cause.

Although it is not known how many French Union POW's were persuaded

to stay in North Vietnam under Vietminh control, it appears that the

Vietminh may have been successful in converting some of the Vietnamese

POW's over to the Communist side. While estimates of the percentage of

returnees from the missing French, African, and Foreign Legion personnel

averaged from 43.9 to 60.2 , that of the returnees

from the missing Vietnamese who fought on the French side was estimated

to be only 9.1 to 11.6. Since most observers agreed that the

Ibid., p. 296, 300.
George A. Kelly, Lost Soldiers. Cambridge: The M.I.T. Prss, 1965,
pp. 87-90.
Fall, op. cit., p. 299, and New York Times, Sept. 19, 1 9 5 4., p. 2.
Ibid. For a statistical account of the percentage of missing troops

who returned, refer to Appendix II.
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Vietminh rarely executed POW's, it would be hard to believe that

North Vietnam had killed all or most of the missing Vietnamese POW's,

who have been estimated to total at least 15,000. A more plausible

explanation of their absence is that many have been indoctrinated and

absorbed into the North Vietnamese forces. However, because of the

lack of international supervision of the prisoner exchange, it is

impossible to determine how many Vietnamese actually defected and

how many were forcibly detained by the Vietminh at the, time of prisoner

exchange.
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APPENDIX I

Estimates of Missing French Union Personnel and Released

French Prisoners of War in the Indochina War

Source

New York Times

Bernard Fall

Robert Randle

French Embassy

Missing, 1945-1954

40,172-48,370

36,979

Released PCW's-

12,608V

10,754

11,706 - 1l,882

16,0005

Range: 36,979 - 48,370 Range: 10,754 - 16,000

up to September 18, 1954.
up to October 1954.

, up to September 9, 1954.
..up to May 1955.

Sources: New York Times, August 24, 1954, p. 1, August 29, 1954, p. 28,
September 19, 1954, p. 2. Bernard B. Fall, Street Without Joy,
4th Ed. Harrisburg: The Stackpole Company, 1964, p. 299.
Robert F. Randle, Geneva 1954. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1969, p. 458.
Bujon de Lestan, French Embassy, Washington, D. C., July 2, 1971.
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APPENDIX II

Numbers and Percentages of Returnees from Missing French Union Forces

Classified According to
1/

Composition of Military Urit-

Unit Composition

French, African,
and Foreign
Legion

Vietnamese

Returned

21,220 (16, 429)

15,759 (23,800)

9,319 (9,886)

1, 435 (2,772)

Percent of
returnees

43.9 (60.2)

9.1 (11.6)

36,979 (40,229) 10,754 (12,608)v 28.5 (31.3)

Figures given without brackets are take from Bernard B. Fall, Street
Without Joy, (Harrisburg: The Stackpole Company, 1964), P. 299.
Figures given with brackets are estimates according to the New York
Times, September 19, 1954, p. 2.
One of the three bracketed figures in this column, as given in the
New York Times, is in error. If the first two are correct' the last
should be 12,658. Thus the percentages in the next column should -be
taken as approximate.

Totals

,.JL LA -L.JL.L %A %.J %.- L.L.L.L.L C.4 tin Indnchi na
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