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Introduction

The French Navy’s riverine and coastal forces played a pivotal role in the tumultuous years that followed the end of
World War 1l in Indochina. Between 1945 and 1954, as the region plunged into a complex struggle for
independence, the naval component of the French colonial army was tasked with maintaining control over the
Mekong Delta, safeguarding coastal shipping lanes, and supporting ground operations against the rising Viet Minh
insurgency. This article explores the organization, operations, and legacy of these forces, shedding light on their
strategic importance and the challenges they faced in a rapidly changing geopolitical landscape.

Historical Context: French Indochina After WWII

Political Landscape

Following Japan’s surrender in August 1945, France sought to reassert its authority over Indochina, a region that
had been under Japanese occupation for the preceding six years. The power vacuum created by the collapse of
the Japanese administration allowed the Viet Minh, led by Ho Chi Minh, to declare independence on 2nd
September 1945. France’s attempt to regain control sparked the First Indochina War, a conflict that would last until
1954. In this environment, the French Navy’s riverine and coastal units became essential tools for projecting power
into the interior and along the coast.

Military Challenges

Unlike conventional warfare, the French forces had to contend with a vast network of rivers, canals, and shallow
coastal waters. The Mekong Delta’s labyrinthine waterways demanded specialized vessels capable of navigating
narrow channels and shallow depths. Moreover, the French had to secure supply lines to remote garrisons while
countering guerrilla tactics employed by the Viet Minh. These operational constraints necessitated a unique blend of
naval engineering, tactical innovation, and close cooperation with army and air units.

The French Navy’s Riverine and Coastal Forces: An Overview

Organizational Structure

The riverine and coastal units were organized under the umbrella of the Marine Nationale, with the primary
command structure being the Division Navale d’'Indochine(Indochina Naval Division). Within this division, two
main branches operated:

e Fluvial Forces (Fluviales) — tasked with patrol, escort, and interdiction along rivers and canals.
e Coastal Forces (Cétiéres) — responsible for coastal patrol, harbor defense, and anti-smuggling operations.

Each branch comprised a mix of patrol boats, gunboats, minesweepers, and support vessels, all under the
command of a senior naval officer who coordinated closely with the French Army’s Division d’Infanterie de Marine
(Marine Infantry Division).

Key Vessels and Classes



The fleet was diverse, reflecting the varied operational demands. Notable classes included:

Patrol Boats (PBRs) — small, agile vessels with shallow drafts, ideal for riverine patrols.
Riverine Gunboats (RGs) — armed with 20 /mm and 40 /mm guns, providing fire support to ground troops.
Minesweepers (MS) — equipped with mechanical and acoustic sweep gear to keep navigation channels clear.
4. Coastal Patrol Vessels (CPVs) — medium-sized ships with radar and small-caliber guns, used for coastal
surveillance.
5. Supply and Repair Ships (SRS) — essential for sustaining operations far from major naval bases.

Operations and Missions (1945 1954)
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Patrol and Control of the Mekong Delta

The Mekong Delta’s complex network of tributaries was both a logistical lifeline and a strategic vulnerability. The
French riverine forces conducted daily patrols, using a combination of speed, firepower, and intelligence gathering
to deter Viet Minh activity. Patrol routes were carefully mapped, and small detachments were stationed at key
junctions to intercept supply convoys.

Coastal Defense and Supply Lines

Along the coastline, the French Navy’s coastal units protected vital ports such as Saigon, Da Nang, and Nha Trang.
They employed a layered defense strategy that combined radar early-warning systems, coastal artillery batteries,
and patrol boats to detect and engage enemy vessels. Additionally, they safeguarded maritime supply routes that
delivered ammunition, food, and reinforcements to inland garrisons.

Joint Operations with Army and Air Force

Riverine and coastal forces frequently operated in concert with the French Army’s infantry and the French Air
Force’s aviation units. Joint missions included amphibious assaults on Viet Minh strongholds, coordinated air strikes
followed by naval bombardments, and joint patrols that leveraged the strengths of each service. These integrated
operations were vital in maintaining French influence over contested regions.

Notable Engagements and Incidents

Battle of the Mekong (1945)

In the immediate aftermath of Japan’s surrender, the French Navy launched a series of riverine operations to
secure the Mekong’s upper reaches. During the Battle of the Mekong, a flotilla of gunboats engaged Viet Minh
forces attempting to disrupt supply lines. The French achieved a tactical victory, securing the river corridor and
preventing the insurgents from establishing a foothold along the waterway.

Coastal Raids against Viet /Minh Forces

From 1946 to 1949, the French coastal forces conducted a series of night raids on Viet Minh hideouts along the
coast. Using small patrol boats equipped with night-vision gear, crews would approach enemy positions, engage
with machine-gun fire, and retreat before the insurgents could mount a counterattack. These raids disrupted
Viet /Minh supply chains and demonstrated the Navy’s adaptability to unconventional warfare.

The 1950s Naval Campaigns

The early 1950s saw intensified naval campaigns as the Viet Minh intensified their guerrilla tactics. Notably, the
1950 “Operation Tr §n Th E” involved a coordinated riverine assault on a Viet Minh supply depot. The French flotilla,
supported by air cover, successfully destroyed the depot and captured a significant cache of weapons. This
operation highlighted the Navy’s growing proficiency in combined arms operations.



Technology and Tactics: Riverine Warfare in Indochina

Adaptation to Riverine Environment

Operating in shallow, debris-filled waters required significant modifications to standard naval vessels. French
engineers reinforced hulls with steel plating to resist damage from submerged logs and improvised mines.
Additionally, they installed shallow-draft propellers and upgraded ballast systems to maintain stability in variable
currents.

Coastal Patrol Techniques

Coastal patrols employed a combination of radar, sonar, and visual observation. Patrol boats were often fitted with
GPR (Ground Penetrating Radar) to detect buried supply caches along the shoreline. The Navy also used small
arms teams that could disembark quickly to conduct raids or secure beachheads.

Logistics and Supply

Maintaining a steady supply of fuel, ammunition, and provisions was a logistical challenge. The French established
a network of floating warehouseson the Mekong, which served as resupply points for patrol boats. These
warehouses were protected by coastal batteries and patrol units, ensuring uninterrupted operations.

Legacy and Impact on Modern Naval Doctrine

Influence on Vietnamese Navy

After the French withdrawal in 1954, many of the vessels and training doctrines were transferred to the newly
formed Republic of Vietham Navy. The emphasis on riverine operations and shallow-water tactics became a
cornerstone of Vietnamese naval strategy, especially during the subsequent Vietham War.

Lessons Learned by French Naval Forces

The experience in Indochina prompted significant doctrinal changes within the French Navy. Key lessons included
the importance of joint operations, the necessity of lightweight, highly maneuverable vessels for riverine
environments, and the value of intelligence-driven patrols. These lessons informed later French operations in
Africa and the Middle East.

Conclusion

The French Navy’s riverine and coastal forces were instrumental in shaping the course of the First Indochina War.
Their ability to navigate the Mekong Delta’s intricate waterways, secure coastal supply routes, and collaborate with
ground and air units exemplified a versatile maritime strategy adapted to a complex conflict environment. While the
French ultimately withdrew in 1954, the legacy of their riverine and coastal operations lives on in the doctrines of
modern navies operating in littoral and riverine settings worldwide. Understanding this chapter of naval history
offers valuable insights into the challenges and innovations that define maritime warfare in contested regions.
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