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THE DEATH OF

GROUPE MOBILE 100

The Bataillons de Corée won three U.S. Presidential Unit Citations
for bravery in Korea, but they would not survive the First Indochina War.

By Robert Barr Smith

1o sound; there were no people; there were no animals,
not even birds. There was only the brazen sun and the
empty road, and a sense that there was danger everywhere.
“The sweat-soaked troopers of the Bataillon de Marche of the
43rd Colonial Infantry had halted near Kilometer 15, First
Company, in the lead, smelled trouble. Capain Leouzon, the
€O, looked out over a bend in the road, a lefe turn through
an open area covered with thick elephant grass, 6 feet tall
Leouzon conferred with Major Muller, his batcalion com-
mander. He was uneasy about the curve with its dense cover,
and he wanted to sweep the area some distance from the road
for a possible ambush. Muller was uneasy, too, but there was
1o time for a reconnaissance in force. Behind them, far down
the road east toward An Khe, sretched the vehicles, guns
and plodding infantry of the rest of the groupe: three more
battalions, a convoy of trucks loaded with supplics and am-
munition, a handful of armored cars and halftracks, and two
o three hundred terrified civilian refugees.

Muller, understandably, did not want to wait. Eleven kilo-
meters ahead lay Mang Yang Pass, where there were French
tro0psready o receive this long, unwieldy snake of a convoy.
And he knew the column was being chased. The Viet Minh
were out there somewhere, invisible and eager for the biood
of the men swearing along the road.

The column had left An Khe before dawn that morni
‘behind them tall columns of smoke from burning ammuni
tion dumps. Dien Bien Phu had fallen. Most of the equip-
‘ment and civilians had already been flown out of An Khe,
and the groupe commander, Colonel Barrou, dared not wait
to finish the destruction and evacution.

Barrou had hard intelligence hat the Viet Minh 803rd Regi-
ment was heading for this oed, Route Coloniale 19, in the hope
of cutting him off from Pleiku. And so he had decided to move
on June 24, 1954, a day ahead of schedule.
=

Ix was hot, oppressively hot, and terribly silent. There was

‘The column would move the entire 22 kilometers in a sin-
gle bound, Covering so much ground in one day, he could
not make the painstaking recon he would ordinarily insist on,
but he reasoned chat f he moved quickly he might bea the
803rd t0 Mang Yang Pass.

Barrou was an experienced officer, and he did what he could
to avoid surprise. A light recon aircraft—a mouchard or
“snooper”—was always near the column, flying low to spot
‘movement approaching the road and the convoy. Out in the
bush, north of the road, prowled Captain Vitasse with his
detachment of Bahnar tribesmen. If he could not avoid the
803rdsBarrou reasoned, at least he might have enough warn-
ing to prepare to meet them.

Barrou had divided his artilery battalion so that each in-
fantry battalion had a battery of its own. He would travel in
the middle of the column where he could exercise maximum
control, and he kept his tiny armor platoon near him.

He was confident in the quality of his foot soldiers. The
43rd was a veteran colonial outfit, composed of French and
Cambodian soldiers. The res of the infantry were the Ist and
2nd Corée (ie. Korea) battalions, the famous soldiers who had
fought so well beside the United States 2nd Infantry Di
sion in Korea.

They were professionals, many of whom had taken a re-
duction in grade in order to fight in Korea, and they still
proudly wore the American Indian-head patch. For a while
there they had been commanded by an amazing 59-year-old
Legionnaire called Monclar—a nom de guerre. Monclar him-
self had given up three-star rank to lead the Korea battalion
25 a lieutenant colonel.

These men had made a name for themselves in Korea for
derring-do and professionalism. They had won three Ameri-
can Presidential Unit Citations there. In one action they had
held vital ground against enormous odds, retaking one criti-
cal ridge with bayonets fixed and screaming like banshees.
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A Vietanese commando unit patrols @ paddy near the Plain of Jar in Laos in 1952. By 1954, such owfts wore the liesounding

e of “commanda” uneasily—mos¢ were rabbls of

ous rliahliy, often more of a labilicy than an asset o the French

Vietnam had been a different sort of war, a sixmonth
traveling slugfese, Here the Korea batalions of Groupe Mo-
bile (GM) 100 had traveled some 2,000 miles and fough sgain
‘and again, but this time in a country of dense bush snd jun-
sle, a place of slence and endlcss empty spaces and sudden
viglent ambush.

Bt sofr, here on Route Coloniale 19, the growpe’s baraka—is
Iuck—had held. The rar guard had taken a few casualies fom
automatic weapons fire at Kilometer 6. Two kilometers far-
cher on, another man had gane down t a poisoned dart,
fired silondly from a blowgun. But otherwise, the recreat had
been a walk in the sun. The experienced Colonel Barrou was.
satsfed, but not comfortable.

Besides the approaching 803rd, Barrou worried sbout one
unit in the colum, a Vietnamese agglomeration called the
520th Tieu Doan Kinh-Quan, a so-called commando baccal
on. Far from being commandos, the TDKQ soldiers were an
ineffctive,fightened rabble, a fiabilicy acher than an asser,
Barrou also had scrious shortages in personnel. The groupe
had alrealy suffered heavy losses,the latest in a mass ambush
on April4at his same Kilomeer 15. Even before chat clash,
Barrou had been short 1 platoon leaders, some 20 adio oper-
ators,and a variery of other speciaists. In that igh, two com-
paniesof It Korea had lost over hlf their strength, including.
many NCOs and offcers

‘And then the radio crackled in Barrou's headaquarters cle-
ment, and Vitasse sent his uegent report. The 803rd was on
the way, and Vitasse had seen them only three kilometers
north of the road. At almost the same time a mouchard saw
another Vit Minh unic noreh of Kilometer 11 Just afr 1400,

the mouchand reported a barricade made ofight rocks, across
the road at Kilometer 15, although the pilot saw no people
near it, The ring was closing

‘And here an odd omission occurred, an oversight that
would cost Groupe Mobile 100 much blood and torment. The
eeports from Vitasse and the mouchard were duly passed on
o cach clement in the long column—cverybody,that is, exept
the 43td Colonial Infantry.

And 50 Leouzon's men pushed off acros that ominous bend
i the road, alert s auays, but without the criccal intelligence
chat might have saved thei lves. They were moving tovard a
litle pimple of  hill, a place from which they might a least see
farcher than a foot or two in the allgrass. And then Carbor
dian Sergeane Li-Som stopped and called urgenly for absolute
silence, As the men behind him froze, Li-Somys practiced car
clarly heard a sofe clicking from the long tough leaves of gras

LiSom knew that clicking. It was the sound the grass makes
asi vibrates back into place afte something lage has pushed
through ir. The Viet Minh were already here. Whatever
Vitasse and the mouchard had seen, the ambush was already
inplace. Li-Som, veteran NCO, reacted instaruly, pushing for-
ward into the gras,callng fo hisplatoon to follow him, pull-
ing the pin on a grenade as he moved.

‘s he did, wo Viet machine guns opened at almost point-
blank range, and Li-Som threw his grenade at the sound. One.
Viet crew died in the flash of Li-Som's grenade, but the sec-
‘ond gun tore the lctle secgeant’ chest wide open. Fist Com-
pany went automatically inco its bacee dril, patching up &
‘perimeter defense under a hail of mortar, automatic weapon
and recoiless-rifl fire. It was precisly 1420. .

S e e Sl





image3.jpeg
A French unit emerges from a rver to make the hagardous run chrough the apen toward. tre line that may aonceal a Vit
Mink ambish. The expeienced veteran of he Corée batalins cold ofe spt the sbile signs o impending ouble

Leouton was convinced they would sll die in that sifling
patch of grass by the bend in the foad, but he nd his men
were determined to do it like soldiers. His men deployed
smoothly and began to tecurn the torrent of Viet fire. Leou-
son's 57mm recoiless-rifle ganner dropped prone next to his
commander. " hope you wor't mind, mon Capitaine] he said,
“ut Tl have to_kick up quite a bit of dust”

Back with the headguarters element, Colonel Barrou heard
LiSoms grenade and the machine-gun fre, Before he could
react, smoke and duse and fre enveloped the headquarters
vehicles and the armored platoon just ahead. Vit mortar and
recoles rifle fire rained down on the road.

‘Within five minutes the radio truck was a laming pyre, cut-
ting Barrou offfrom his bartalions and destroying the radio
crew, the only men who might have said why the 43rd was
nevet told of the danger into which is soldiers marched. The
armored platoon was gone too. Theee halftracks and an M3
armmored car wer in flames almost immediaeely, heir ammu-
nition exploding amid the din of nonstop firing from both
the Viets and the convor.

For s liccle while the lone surviving M-8 fough on alone,
raking a Vit hillres machine gun position with canistr from
its 37mm gun. Under it fire, Barrou and Captain Fieve, the
Headquarters company commander, alicd a few men for a
counteratcack. For  moment, against al hope, i looked ke
the councerstroke had a chance. But then Barrou was down
with 2 bullet in the thigh, Fievet sas dying, his chest torn
open, and the last M8 ceased fire, it gunner killed.

‘As the attack broke down, Barrou tried t drag himselfonto
the M8 to get its gun back in action. Hit again, this tme.

i the other leg, he fll from the silene M-8 and rolled inco
the roadside ditch. Barrou had done all he could. Headguar-
ers Company was finished, He had conferred the Legion of
Honor an the dying Fiever, and on Lt. Col. Lajouanie, com-
mander of the Korea Regiment, moreally wounded as he, to0,
tried to get to the machine guns that were killing the column.
Now Barrou tore off his rank insignia and destroyed his iden.
ifcacion. Masses of Vict nfantry were running down tovard
ehe road. He could hear their cries of “Tienle, tiewlen (For-
ward, forward)” amid the roar of firing.

By now many of the surviving cruck drivers had run for
cheir live, leaving the road solidly biocked with their vehi-
cles, many of which were burning and exploding. Some of
them had been carrying loads of ammunicion. The wretched
TDKQ soldiers had run o, leaving the few remaining Head-
quarters men to fight alone. Up shead, the 43rd sl held to-
gether, fighting on with very licle hope. They were silla uni,
but their casualtes were high. It was 1530.

‘And now, with the Headquarters elemen in its death
throes, the survivors heard heavy firing from the rear of the
column. One battery of the arcillery battalion had gone into
action on the road in spite of murderous casualties from che
Viet mortar fire

Two companics of 2nd Korea fought their way through to
che 43rd, and Major Kleinmann, commander of Ist Korea,
took command in the pocker. About 1620, he and Major
Guinard, commanding 2nd Korea, decided they could hold
enough ground for an airdrop. Ominously, ammunition was
‘running out, and casualtes were everywhere. Butfor now they
ehrew the Viets back, and received some unexpected help.
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A column of MSAI Sart and M24 Chafee lght ank, mast of them World War -
vintage American lend-lease surplus, makes its way along a road frought wich danger.

And he went back t©o his wounded.

Up the road the remaios of che 43rd
had already smashed 2 hole in the circle
around them and begun to move. Now
Isc and 2nd Korea began their own
preparations. As darkness came on, about
1900, chey crammed chermite grenades
into howitzer tubes and set fire to what
undamaged equipment remained. And
then, 25 the wounded who could stll
shoot held off the Viets, Kleinmana's
men struck offinto the tracklessjungle-

"And they broke out cleanly. The vet-
eran Kleinmann had wisely chosen t0 g0
¢ south, avoiding the short, obvi-
ous western route closest o Kilometer 22
‘and safery. Once out of the trap and into
deep jungle,the men broke into platoon-
szed grotups, each commanded by an of-
ficer or NCO.

“They plodded on through the night of
the 24ch, hacking at vines and brush,
unable 1o move silently in this wilder-
ness, wondering cach minute when the
night would explode in a torrent of
bulets from ambush. And some of them
simply sank o the ground, exhausted.
Their comrades could not carry them;
cheir friends could not wait. And 50 they.
died there n the silence alone, slowly of
hunger and thirse, quickly under the
knife of a tribesman eager for loot.

The resc went on, driven by the cer-

For down the deadly cwising valey few B26 f the Fiench
A Force, theie noss loaded vith guns. Everybody on both
ides hugged the ground; the two sides were o closely nter-
Tocked tha the i from above threatened French and Viec
sike, A radio in Headquarters Company crackled as some
hard pressed soldier made the clseic infanteyman's comment
o the rain of oxdnance from the ae. What he said was typi
Cally French: “This gocs o show you again—this whole a
al warfare business st quite perfcted. .

‘And 50 the colum fought on, and ac ae the endless day
began tocraw toward sundown. Guinard and Kleinmann con-
ferred agan. They had diven the Viet infancey back with
heavy losss, but mortar fe stll e down on che burn-
ing vehicles and the desperate wourded. Their own howit-
s were sen now, heir ammunion gore,thfe rews dead.
There was no more water, Kleinmann had authority fom
higher headquarters o break out tovard Kilometer 22 with
‘whatever he could bring, and it seemed (o him that o say
longer in this evil place would produce nothing but more
casialties. His brother officer nodded: it was time o go.

“Wht tore at boeh ofcers’ hearts was che question of the
wounded. Unless they could walk, they could no go. The
rly way out was through the bush —hosel, vast and lagely
rackess. Each stretcher case nceded elght men jus o carry
ne. The seriously wounded would have 1 .

Bt not alone. Any medical personnel who velunteered to
do 50 would stay with them. I was time to tell the doctor.
Doun behind some overturned trucks,lile Major Varme:
Janvilleehe colump surgeon, had been fghting fo men's lves
all through the baking afternoon. Now, exhausted and cov-
ered wieh blood, he heard his commander’ decision.

e underseoods b was  soldier. He simply nod-
“Gentlemen, 1 dor'e think | can be much fur-
her helpin this, They've got good doctors up in Pleiku, but

my men need me here. Ill stay. ..

ainty thae the Viets would try to cut
them off. For the victorious Viec Minh had to know where
they were headed—senctuary lay in only one direction, up
the twisting road toward Pleiku.

‘But when dawn broke on the 25th, the litle groups sill
held together, sl carred their weapons. Some men cartied
an extra weapon, 5o tha the walking wounded could el cheie
lives dearly if they were caughe by the Viets. They were hag-
gard, hungry and dead tired, but they were sill sldier.

"And now they began o encounter resisance, groups of Vet
Minh probing for them, met slmost poincblank in the jun-
sle. The beleaguered soldiers were ed by lst Korea, and four
imes between 0630 and 0830 men of the batalion bloodied
Viet Minh probes and drove them back. The men of 4th
‘Company broke the inal Viet block with a wild charge, and
heir enemy gave way, leaving a dosen corpses behind.

“And then at last, sbout noon, the survivors began t©
see blue sky above them and fecl a brecze. The point of
che advance froze, ready to fire, asa voice challenged them,
B the voice ws Feench: “(Qui va 14? (Who goes there?)®
A survivor answered: “Ne ire pas. Francais! (Dot shoot.
We're French,)”

“And the exhausted men of Is¢ Korea fellinto the arms of
paratroopers of Ic Airborne Group. The ordeal was over. . at
east for now.

Members of st Airbone Group did notintend co stay ac
Kilometer 22. They werethere only tocollect whoever might
have broken out of the trsp back at Kilometer 15. Among
them were the survivors of Ist Company of the 43rd, tll led
by the redoubtable Leouzon, although the indestruccible cap-
tain had lose his pants to thorns somewhere back in the jun-
gle. The last ofthe Groupe Mobile 100 men sirggled in about
Righeall that evening, and there would be no more.

“The wounded were trucked back up the road to Pleku. The
survivors who could sl fight trudged up the road to Mang.
Yang Pass, where lay Groupe Mobile 42, 8 groupe composed
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French sodiers come under mortar fire o the road outside Dien Bien Phu on May
7, 1954. With the fall of tha forres, the French evacuated An Khe.

fire, pushing burning vehicles shead of
cher of the road. This time chey made
it 10 a leas temporary safey in the pe-
imeter, leaving 10 crucks blazing on the
road behind them.

“And then, about 1215, human-vave
atack sruck che long sufferng survivors
of I Company, Is¢ Korea. There were
only 60 of them,wichout havy weapons,
but they stood thir ground and fought
itout with te timesthei number—undl.
finaly che wave simply drowned them,
and lse Company ceased to exis.

Bt they had held up the Viets for
o quartechour ot 5o, and that was
cnough. Now thiee platoons of 2nd
‘Company struck the Viets in flank in
the same kind of hllfor leather charge
chat had o aswoished the Chincse.
“Coréel” they roared, “Caée!” They
went in hard,the anks wih chem, che
howitzer gunhers fring point blank into
e faces of the Viets

They stopped the Viets col, piling
them up short o the guns, and s they
id, the ai wasfll o th roa ofaiecaft
engines. The B-26s came i low, all the
oy fom Nha Tang on the South China
Sea, and chey caughe the Viets away
from cove. Splashed with gouts of am.

napalm and lshed by he nose s
ofthe bombers,the Vies broke and (el
back into the bush. Even n the heart of

mostly of Montagnard cribesmen. There was reason (o hur-
£, forthe 803rd Viec Minh Regiment was close behind. Rein-
forced with a full addiional baralion.

"And 50 the remnants of GM 100 el back, alorg wich the
clements of GM 42 and the airborne group. With them vas
2 welcome reinforcement, some tanks of 5th Armored Cav.
aly, a famous unic whose nickname, “Royal Polandy” dated
from the grea days of Napoleoris Grande Armée. They moved
slowly and carchlly, che infantry combing the sides of the
road as they pushed toward Pleiku.

By the night of the 26th they had safely reached a place
called PhuYen, some 10 kilometers west of Mang Yang Pas.
‘Afee a night'sres the column pushed on toward a stream,
the DakYa-Ayun, smashing through a Vit ambush on the
eastside ofthe crosing. Leading on the approach to the Dak.
Ya-Ayun, Ist Korea took 59 dead, but wich the tanks opened
the road to the bridge.

Next day, June 28, the country around the road began ©
broaden, and at st the troops began to see peasans and cul.
ivated fields. Pliku was noe far now, and there lay safey.

But as the head of the column closed in on the junction
of Rowte Colonial 19-and RC. 19%, the sense of greae danger.
aurned, There were hesanc ominous i he men knew
of old: ocks piled on the rosd, no birds and total, ceri si
lence. The leading unics,including two companics of the 43rd
and what was lek of Isc Korea, looked to their weapons.

And just before noon it cyme, the same barrage of mortar
and recollesriflefir,the same automatic-veapons ire from
the bush near the road. This ime, however theleding roops.
pulled into a perimeter, hovitzers i the centr, and poured
fire on the charging Vie nfantry. This ime theicenemy vas
Regiment 108, reinorced by another firscclass bartalion.

Down the road the convoy'strucks were lasted by basookas
and mortars, but this time che native drivers did not jump
. This e they et roring o trogh the

|

‘and chese faichful men built a ltter and began o carry their

this carnage, the French kepe theie a-
‘mous savoi-faie. Sniffng the stench of burning Viet, one
I Korea man temarked: I¢ would even smell ke fried pork,
bu ics tha awful gusoline stench which spoils everychin

It was ver. The Viet Minh had had enough and were
into the bush, leaving heaps of dead behind. And for a while,
ateas,the road to safecy lay open. The convoy reached Pleiku
on the 29th without further fighting, agsed, exhavsted,sufer-
imgfrom dysentery and jungle sors, But they were eill soldiers.

“The losses had been scaggering, The thre infantry bttal-
ons,Ist and 2nd Korea and the 43rd Colonial, had a paper
srengh of 834 men cach. When they counted noses at Feiku,
they numbered respeccively 452, 497 and 345. There were 213
unners lf outof 474, and thels commander ay dead at Kilo-
meter 15.

Dead siso werethe badly wounded menlef a¢ Kilometet 1S.
“The gallant doctor VarmeJanvillecould not help chern. They
were colleted by the fighting units of the Vit Minh and
teturned to An Khe. But thre the doctorlooked dirctly into
the soulles face of communism. Here, his captors were the
commistars,the politcls, ot the fighting men of the 803rd.

"And 50 Varme Janville had to sit and watch his wounded
dicin the middle o a fully cquipped hospialthe French had
deliberacely lef undamaged. The commissars simply forbade
him o trea the suffring men: “You are no longer a doctor,
but simply a dirt imperialisc oficer. Our wounded have no
doctor. Your wounded have no doctor”

"And sothey died, one by one, while in Geneva diplomats
droned on and on about ending the war. The litle doctor
‘passed into Viet captivity, survived the death march to north-
€rn POW compounds, and was epatriated at war's end. His
healch was destroped by his ordeal. S i i sid, was his piic.

‘Colonel Barrou lay n is ditch for two days, cravling .
nallyto  wrecked vehicle to find alcle water. He was found
atase by orher Frenchmen, survivors of the deadly ambush, |
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‘A wounded defender from Dien Bien Phu arrives at Luang Prabang by helicopter, ane of 700

ring a ruce

amanged for that purpose by the Vi Minh. The non-walking wouded of Groupe Mobile 100 fll ino less humane hands.

colonel up that bloody road toward Pleiku. They did ot get
far,fo the Viees had kept watchers on the road. Barrou and
his saviors would also become prisoners

Premier Mendes France had even promised an armistice by
July 20, and chere was some reason to think he would keep
s promise. Even though there had been some replacements,
by rights the exhausted urvivors of GM 100 should have been
Ifalone, to watch the war sputter out in some sort o safty.

But down at Nha Trang, Zone Headquartees insisted on a
other offensive ofore. The Batallon de Marcheofthe #3rd was
gone now, and 2nd Korea had the job of defending Pleiku,
the province capital. And 50 it fell o battered Ise Korea to
saddle up and move south down Route Coloniale 14 t help
clear chat vital road to Ban Me Thuot, another importanc
province capital,

“The batealon was il tred, worn out with war. Two of s
companies were commanded by junior licutenants, and most
of the platoon leaders were sergeants. The men of Ist Korea
had no ilusions sbout this operation, ominously named
“Forgecme-not” One corporalspoke or them all "My God,
they e kil o e ot dms cnng

ey had, of course. More than enough. But being
men and good saldicrs, they went off down Rawte Coloniale
14 with GM 42, the Montsgnard Groupe,  few guns, and
some armored vehicesof Royal Poland. About hlfvay there,
in the bowels of a narrow gut called Chu Drch Pass,  lile
e noon on Bastille Day, the curain fnaly el o ¢ Kore.

T was another ambush, sprung afer all of GM 42 had
passed through the pas o thesouth. First Korea,closing the
long colum, ook the full weight o it Fourth Company died
inthe middlc ofthe pass where there was o covr, cut down
by carcflly laid machine gune firing down the road.

Professional to the lst, It and Headquarters companies
puled into a ough perimeter west of the road and began to
inch back toward the northern end o the pas. From there

they fell back by bounds,covering one another and dragging
with them their wounded, including Msjor Guinard,the bat.
alion commander. They lef behind  trail of dead.

Atlast, a suicdl rush by tanks and halfiracks of Royal Po.
and roared back north through the pass, eleving some of
the pressure atthe cost of burning halftracks and silen crew-
men. At about 1400 the guns finally el silent, as the Viets
pulled back once more. The Geneva cease-fire was only three
days avay.

When ic was all over, and the stragglers had worked cheir
way back to Pliku, the gallant lsc Korea counted 107 men.
Halfof even these were hospitalzed. The battalion was dead.
e id ater find resurrection as a conventionl infancry bat.
talion of the French Army.In its new incanation i lef Viet.
rama yea fe che Ch Dreh ambush..fo Algeria and

Grope Moble 100w ficily ablshed by she French
‘command on the firs of September. The groupe’s last com-
‘mander, Colonel Masse, pronounced its epitaph in his last
order of the day. He pu i precty well: “Beyond the diversity
of your origins, nationalites and unit raditons o which you
remain deeply aached, you have succeeded in acquiring a
collective soul which has given ts unity to GM. 100....

Indeed i had. And that soul had acquired 2 measure of
immortaliry. For when men talk who admire courage and loy-
alty and profesionalism, GM 100 will be remembered. That
memory i probably ics only monument. As late as 1964, there
was asimple memorial near Kilometer 15: “Mart pour L Patrie
(Fllen for che Fahedand)?” But who knows whechr c i

Robert Barr Smith s a prfessor at the Univesicy of Oklahoma's
Callege of Law in Norman, Okla. He says the bescbook on the
Lt days of the Corée batalons—indeed the bestbook abow Vier.
‘nam of any kind—is Berard Fall’s Seec Without Joy.
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