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The South China Sea in the Age
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The history of the disputed Paracel and Spratly Islands in the period
1930—56 will be analysed here within a context of regional political and
strategic developments. The focus will be on how French and British
authorities estimated the economic and strategic value of the two
island groups in various periods. The Paracels and Spratlys are studied
the way one would examine the pawns in a game of chess. In themselves
they are unimportant, but in certain situations they gain significance,
and mediocre players may pay inordinate attention to their protection.
There is also the faint possibility that a pawn can be changed into a
queen, for instance if oil is discovered. In order to understand the
constellations that push simple pawns into the limelight, they must
be seen in relation to the general balance of forces on the chessboard,
and the strategies of all players.

It does not form any part of this article’s purpose to evaluate which
state today has the better historical claim to the two island groups.
Examples of such evaluations will be cited, but only as historical
occurrences, not in order to support or refute them. This is a work
of history, not law.

Historical Background

If the eighteenth century was ‘the Chinese century’ in the South China
Sea (Blussé), then the nineteenth centurywas ‘the European century’.!
The South China Sea then came to be dominated by the British and

I'Tt is often thought that the European domination of the South China Sea
developed incrementally from the arrival of the Portuguese and Spaniards in the 16th
century. This was not the case. The Portuguese and Spaniards tapped into local trade,
and met stiff competition from the Muslim sultanates. In most of the 17th century
regional trade was controlled by the Dutch East India Company, but towards the end
of that century, when Japan forbade the export of silver, and the Dutch were forced
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French navies, who made a common cause in subduing China and
opening it up to European trade and missionary activities. Britain
obtained its lease on Hong Kong after the Opium War in 1842. By
the mid-188o0s, France had established the French Indochinese Union
as one of the ‘pearls’ of its empire, and in 1898 France acquired a
lease to the territory of Kouang-tchéou-wan (around the current city
Zhanjiang, which the French called Fort Bayard). However, by the
end of the nineteenth century, Japan and the United States appeared
as rival powers in the South China Sea. Japan acquired Taiwan from
China in 1895, and the United States conquered the Philippines from
Spain in 1898. The Dutch navy also continued to play a role, with bases
in the ports of the Netherlands Indies (Indonesia). A condominium at
sea emerged between these five naval powers.

European trade in the region continued to rise until 1929, which
marked the apex of European strength. With the world depression,
Europe’s influence started its decline. Meanwhile, Chiang Kai-shek’s
Guomindang was defeating or winning over one Chinese warlord after
the other, thus creating a government with a legitimate claim to
represent China as a whole. Militarist forces were gaining ascendancy
in Japanese politics. Nationalist and communist movements in French
Indochina were launching revolts. And the Far Eastern trade lost much
of its value to France and Britain. The French economic historian
Jacques Marseille has spoken of a ‘divorce’ in 1930 between the
modern sectors of French capitalism and French colonialism.? After
1930 French financial capital showed little interest in the colonies
which became protected zones for the most backward sectors of French
industry (such as textiles). A period of European decline had set
in which, for France, would last until its withdrawal from Vietnam
in 1956 (not 1954!), and for Britain until the decision of 1965 to
withdraw from east of Suez.

During the period of rising European power, neither Britain nor
France had shown much interest in two uninhabited groups of minor
islands which on European maps were marked as ‘the Paracels’ and
‘the Spratlys’—or just ‘Dangerous Grounds’. They were mainly seen as
obstacles to shipping, and when they were surveyed, the main purpose

to leave Taiwan, Chinese junk trade expanded, and European influence diminished.
To some extent, therefore, the ‘opening up of China’ by the British and French in the
1gth century represented a European return. Leonard Blussé, ‘Chinese Century: The
Eighteenth Century in the China Sea Region’, Archipel, 58 (1999): 107—28.

? Jacques Marseille, Empire colonial et capitalisme frangais. Histoire d’un divorce (Paris,

Albin Michel, 1984).
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was to help ships avoid them. Businessmen from several nations had
explored the possibility of extracting guano from these islets, which
were known for a fabulous bird life. The British colony of Labuan (an
island north of Borneo that Britain acquired from Brunei in 1846)
had in 1877 issued a license for a group of businessmen to plant
the British flag on Spratly Island and the nearby Amboyna Cay, and
to use them for commercial purposes. Nothing, however, had come
out of this, except for an expedition ending in a murder case.’ In
the 1920s, Japanese businessmen produced phosphates from guano
in other parts of the Spratly area (Itu Aba) and the Paracels, but
these activities were not just commercially motivated. The Japanese
navy sponsored commercial activities as a means to penetrate Europe-
dominated waters.

It is not necessarily a coincidence that the French navy should assert
a Irench claim to the Spratlys and to the Paracels just as France
was facing the threat from what one might call ‘creeping Japanese
assertiveness’.

French Annexation, 1930-37

In the 1910s—20s, the French Ministry of Colonies and the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs more or less agreed that the Paracel Islands were under
Chinese sovereignty, and that France should not try to claim them
either on behalf of itself or Annam. Therefore France did not protest
in 1921 when the government of Guangdong province declared the
Paracels to be under the administration of Hainan Island.* Five years

® Properly speaking it was not a murder case since the killer was not the one
put on trial. The white businessmen working the guano on Amboyna Cay got into a
dispute with their Chinese ‘coolies’, who complained of too little food. They attacked
their employers (the latter reported), who then shot two of them dead. Two of the
surviving coolies were sentenced to two years of prison with hard labour for their part
in the attack. The verdict was pronounced by a court led by the Acting British Consul
General in Labuan, assisted by a jury ‘composed principally of Chinamen’. After this
episode, the businessmen seem to have lost interest in the guano. Apparently they
also forgot to plant the British flag. See documents attached to C. Howard Smith
(Foreign Office) to the Under Secretary of State, Colonial Office, 21.11.81, and draft
memorandum to the Law Officers of the Crown, Colonial Office (CO) 273/573/23,
Public Record Office (PRO), London, and Acting Consul General Labuan to FO,
No. 4, 30.10.79, T 161/622, PRO.

* Note pour Monsieur le Jurisconsulte du Département (M. Naggiar) a.s. de la sou-
veraineté sur les Iles Paracels, 6.5.30 (archivée le 7.6.50), page 74, dos. 215 sous-dos.
Chine, série Asie 1944-1955, Ministere des Affaires Elrangéres (MAE), Paris.
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later, in 1926, France refused an application from a French company
to exploit guano in the Paracels. It also refused a similar application
from a Japanese company. By 1926, however, China was divided into
a number of warring states that had little capacity for looking after
such peripheral interests as the Paracels. Actually, the Japanese had
proceeded with their guano project, without authorisation from either
France or China.’ By 1930, however, the French authorities in Annam
(the central part of today’s Vietnam, which formed a separate French
protectorate within the Indochinese Union) started to actively push
for a French claim on behalf of the protected state, based on the fact
that Emperor Gia Long had officially taken possession of the islands
in 1816, and that Emperor Minh Mang had sent a mission to erect a
marker and build a pagoda there in 18g5. The French Foreign Ministry
was sceptical, in view of the fact that Annam had done little to uphold
its claim, but concluded that it might be worth a try. If France could
establish and maintain a presence in the islands, the claim would of
course be strengthened.

A few vyears earlier, the government of the French colony
Cochinchina (the southern part of today’s Vietnam) had developed
an interest in the Spratlys. On 23 March 1925, the Governor
apparently decided, without much publicity, that Spratly Island would
be under the administration of the province of Baria (later Bac Ria) in
Cochinchina.® As a directly administered French colony Cochinchina
was a part of the French Indochinese Union, but not under the
nominal authority of the Annamese emperor in Hue. In December
1927, the Japanese Consul in Hanoi (the capital of French Indochina)
asked French authorities about the legal status of the reefs and
islands situated off the Philippine island of Palawan (the Spratlys).
This prompted the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs to prepare a
study of the question in 1928. By then, France had started to fear
that Japan might have designs on these islands. Two years later, on
13 April 1930, the commander of the French warship Malicieuse took
formal possession, on behalf of France, of Spratly Island ‘and the

5 Lettre du Capitaine de Corvette Le Corré 2 René Pléven (député de ’Assemblée
Nationale), joint & Pléven a Bidault (Ministre des Affaires Etrangeres), §1.1.4/7, dos.
214, sous-série (s.-s.) Chine, fonds Asie-Océanie (AO) 1944-1955, MAE.

® A Foreign Ministry study in 1946 said this had happened in 192g. Note du
Service Juridique de MAE (first draft called ‘Note pour la Direction d’Asie-Océanie
a Pattention de M. M. de Boissezon et Salade)’, Paris 6.8.46, signé Noél Henry,
dos. 213, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.
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islets depending on it’.” Afterwards, the French crew reported to
have rescued four marooned Chinese from starvation.® The Malicieuse
acted on instructions, dated 12 October 1929, from the Governor
General of Indochina in Hanoi, who thought (at least he later claimed
so) that he acted in consonance with the wishes of the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs. Contrary instructions from Paris reached the
Governor General three days after the event. Once the Quai d’Orsay
learned what had happened, it told the Governor General that it was
surprised.” However, as happened often in French colonial history, the
government accepted and defended what its local agents had done. It
now started to prepare legal arguments for French possession of the
Spratlys.

From a legal perspective the claim, as described in the French press
at the time, was somewhat innovative in that France did not at first,
as was customary, claim a specific number of named islands. Instead,
France considered the whole area between the degrees of Longitude
111 and 117 East, and Latitude 7 and 12 North, to belong to France.!”
The concept was probably modelled after the Spanish-American treaty
of December 1898, which had defined ‘the archipelago known as
the Philippine islands’ as comprehending the islands lying within an
area defined by a set of specifically defined geographic coordinates.!!
France sought to avoid any overlap between the area it claimed in the
Spratlys and the area defined by the treaty of 1898 as belonging to
the Philippines. The precise content of the French claim in 1930 was
known only through press accounts; there was no proper declaration
of annexation.

7 ¢... Aujourd’hui treize Avril mil neuf cent trente, jour de la féte du dimanche des
Rameaux, j’ai pris possession au nom de la FRANCE de I'tle SPRATLY située par 8,
39 Nord et ITI, 55 Greenwich et des ilots qui en dépendent. En signe de quoi, j’ai fait
hisser sur I"lle SPRATLY le pavillon frangais et je I’ai fait saluer d’une salve de 21
coups de canon. DELATTRE, Lieutenant de Vaisseau, Commandant [signature] ...’
Document signé par le commandant et ’équipage de la Canonniére ‘Malicieuse’.
Photocopie dans ‘Note historique 842 sur Iles Spratleys et Paracelse’, Carton 26,
MAE.

% Foreign Office (FO) draft memorandum to the Law Officers of the Crown,
November 1981, Colonial Office (CO) 273/579/29, PRO, also in Treasury (T)
161/622.

9 Gouverneur Général Robin (Hanoi) au Président du Conseil (Paris), no. 2210,
31.12.90, sous-dos. 9, dos. ‘Iles Spratley’, Note historique 842, op. cit.

10 See map in CO 273/573/23, PRO.

1 Extract from The Washington Post 6.1.189g, printed for the use of the British
Foreign Office, March 1900, CO 273/573/23, PRO.
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Apparently, the French occupation had been undertaken without
knowledge of the British claim to two islands within the area. Spratly
Island itself had been ‘discovered’ by the British whaler Gyrus in
1848 (and named after its captain); it had been surveyed by the
HMS' Rifleman in 1863, and as mentioned, Labuan had issued a
license to three businessmen to exploit guano on Spratly Island and
Amboyna Cay in 187%7. On this occasion the businessmen had even
been authorised to plant the British flag, and since then the two islands
had been listed as British possessions in official British documents. A
new license had been given to the Central Borneo Company in 1889
after the islands had been visited by a British ship who found no trace
of actual exploitation by the former licensees. However, the Central
Borneo Company also failed to exploit the guano.

In 1930, when learning about the French occupation, the British
Consul General in Saigon asked the Governor of Cochinchina for
an explanation, and afterwards reported to London that the French
seemed to have made a mistake; apparently they had been unaware of
the British claim.'? A drawn out but silent dispute followed between
Britain and France, generating a number of legal studies in London
and Paris. The reason why the dispute was not made public may partly
be that the Foreign Office did not want to disturb Franco-British
relations in a region where the French navy and territories served
as highly desirable buffers against threats to British possessions. Key
Foreign Office officials also felt that Britain’s own claim was weak
in law and not really worth pursuing. The reasons they cited were
that the British licensees had not really utilised the islands, and that
Britain had never effectively administered them.!> On the other hand,
the Foreign Office did not want to give up the British claim since it
might be pursued in the future, if France should forfeit its claim.
Therefore, while not officially protesting the French claim, Britain
also did not recognise it. By contrast, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign
Affairs officially protested the French annexation, and prepared its
own claim to Spratly Island, based on its possession of Taiwan. Chiang

12 Two messages from Consul-General Saigon to FO, 23.4.30, T 161/622, PRO,
and CO 279/565/12, PRO. See also Geoffrey Marston. ‘Abandonment of territorial
claims: the cases of Bouvet and Spratly Islands’, British Yearbook of International Law
(1986) 39750 (at p. $44), who refers to FO 371/1491() folder 407.

% Another reason for the caution of the Foreign Office was that if Britain were to
pursue its claim legally, it would have to employ arguments which could be used by
other states in relation to other disputed islands, where Britain had much stronger
stakes.
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Kai-shek’s Chinese government, or the government of Guangdong
province, was also later said to have protested the French occupation,
but the French Foreign Ministry did not register any such protest.'*
Not everyone in London was happy about the pro-French stance of
the Foreign Office. The Colonial Office accepted it, the Treasury too,
and the Governors of Hong Kong and the Straits Settlements did not
display any particular interest in the issue,” but the Admiralty and
the Air Ministry thought differently. They argued that Britain should
push its own claim, since the Spratly Islands could have a strategic
value as a refuelling station for seaplanes, and possibly as an area of
naval manoeuvres.'® The idea seems to have been that the British navy
should be able to lure hostile naval forces into the shallow waters of

4 “L’occupation frangaise ne donna lieu & aucune réclamation des Etats ci-aprés,
qui pouvaient avoir des intéréts ou des droits a faire valoir: Philippines; Pays-Bas;
Chine; Etats-Unis. Le Gouvernement britannique demanda des explications: celles-
ci fournies, il s’en déclara satisfait (Avril 1930). Seul le Gouvernement japonais
protesta...” Note du Service Juridique de MAE (first draft called ‘Note pour la
Direction d’Asie-Océanie (a 'attention de M. M. de Boissezon et Salade)’, Paris
6.8.46, signé Noél Henry, dos. 213, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE. A later French
study said there had been ‘une certaine émotion’ in Chinese circles in Guangzhou
and above all Hainan after the French annexation of the Spratly islands in 1933, but
no official protests. Note sur les éléments d’échange possibles en vue d’un réglement
de laffaire des Paracels, Paris Juin 1947’, MAE Asie-Océanie, marquée RB/GM,
dos. 215, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE. However, according to British
intelligence, the Chinese minister in Paris ‘was ordered to lodge protests with the
French Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ on 26 July 1933, the day following the French
announcement of annexation. ‘Data regarding ownership of the following island. . ’,
OIR intelligence memorandum No. §486.50A, 15.4.47, FO 371/144419, PRO.

15 Governor of Hong Kong (W. Peel) to Lord Passfield, 19.9.30, T 161/622, PRO.
Deputy of the Officer Administering the Government of the Straits Settlements (M. B.
Shelley) to Lord Passfield (Colonial Office), 21.1.81, T 161/622, PRO. The Singapore
government had asked the opinion of Mr. A. G. Colina, formerly Vanscolina, a long-
standing resident of Labuan who had once been secretary of the Central Borneo
Company. He stated that about nine years ago his attention had been drawn to the
possibility of profitably working the guano deposits said to exist on Spratly Island and
Amboyna Cay. However, ‘I was never able to spare the time to visit them nor could I
gather very much reliable information about them. I did, however, learn from Native
sources that no safe anchorage for ships could be obtained in the vicinity and that it
was unsafe to approach the island in rough weather. This information, which decided
me against the venture, was subsequently confirmed by a Norwegian ship-master
whose name I now forget. As far as I am aware, the neighbouring waters have never
been properly surveyed and I very much doubt if it would be possible to charter a
merchant vessel to visit the islands’.

16< . the importance of this island from a Naval aspect is that it lies on the
strategic route between Singapore and Hong Kong amongst a group of islands about
half-way between these two places. The location of possible refuelling bases for light
forces in the China Sea is at present receiving attention; and although the utility
at the present time of this particular island for naval purposes may be doubtful, it
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the Spratly area, and utilise Britain’s superior charts and navigational
aptitude to outfox them. In response to these military objections, the
Foreign Office decided, on 21 November 1931, to refer the matter to
the Law Officers of the Crown, who in July 1992 came up with a report
more or less confirming the Foreign Office view:

In our opinion His Majesty’s claim to sovereignty over Spratley Island and
Amboyna Cay in April 1930 was of so doubtful a nature that it could only be
laid before the Permanent Court of International Justice with a faint prospect
of success. It is now well settled in general that an inchoate title to sovereignty
may be acquired either by discovery or by reason of circumstances having an
effect similar to discovery, but that the inchoate title thus acquired must be
perfected within a reasonable time by an open and continuous exercise of
sovereignty, of which the most common form is occupation in fact.!”

The Admiralty did not change its mind,'® but an interdepartmental
meeting decided, in July 1932, to refrain from pushing the British
claim.

In the following year, the French government, in response to a
British request for the (non-existing) text of the French official annex-
ation, decided to publish such a proclamation in the Journal Officiel of 26
July 1933. The French concept of possession was now modified to make
the French claim more compatible with customary international law.
France no longer claimed an area defined by geographic coordinates,
but instead claimed sovereignty to six named islands: Spratly,
Amboyna Cay, Itu Aba, Les Deux Iles, Loaita, and Thitu.'?

is undesirable that the French should establish themselves in the area’. Alex Flint
(Admiralty) to Under Secretary of State, Foreign Office, 27.8.30, T 161/622, PRO.
Coopy of the letter (M.02633/30) also in CO 273/565/12, PRO.

17 Law Officers to Sir John Simon, W 8733/178/17, 29.7.32, T 161/622, PRO. See
also Marston, op. cit., p. 349.

18 The Admiralty argued, on the basis of a number of records, that “. .. the discovery
of these islands and reefs was made by British ships in every case and that the original
as well as the later survey work in this dangerous area has been entirely carried out
by British ships’. The Admiralty to the Under Secretary of State, FO, 2g.2.33, CO
279/589/4, PRO. The Maritime Institute of Malaysia would 64 years later publish a
book-length documentation of this survey: David Hancox and Victor Prescott, Secret
hydrographic surveys in the Spratly Islands (Kuala Lumpur: MIMA, 1997).

19 Other European names for Spratly Island are Storm Island and Ile de la Tempéte.
Amboyna Cay has been referred to as P. Kecil Amboyna in Malaysia. Itu Aba, which
is a part of the Tizard Bank and Reefs, is called Taiping Dao in Chinese and Dao
Ba Binh or Dao Thai Binh in Vietnamese. What the French call Les Deux Iles is
called North Danger Reef in English. Loaita is Nanyue Dao in Chinese. Thitu Island
has later been referred to as Pagasa Island by the Philippines and Zhongye Dao by
China. In Zhenhua Han, History and Geography Studies on the South China Sea Islands,
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Evicted by Japan, 1937—45

Already in October 1936, before the Japanese invasion of China, the
French and the British admiralties worried that Japan might intend
to occupy Hainan Island, and use it together with Taiwan to challenge
Europe’s and the United States’ naval hegemony in the South China
Sea.?’ Chiang Kai-shek also warned Britain of this eventuality,?! which
would prejudice the security of Hong Kong and of French Indochina.
France also worried that Japan might try to establish a military
presence in the Paracels. An Anglo-Chinese project for establishing a
base in the Paracels had come to nothing, so now the French started
secretly preparing a move to pre-empt a Japanese occupation.?? A
French warship visited the Paracels in February 1997, and a report
was written which stated that these islands had no commercial value,
but could serve as a stepping stone (jalon) for Japanese southward
expansion. The proximity of the Paracels to the coast of Annam made
a Japanese presence intolerable. It was therefore proposed to set up a
lighthouse, and to study the question further.?®

With the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese war in 1937, the strategic
situation became precarious from the French and British points of
view. Taiwan, which had been Japanese since 1895, served as a base
area for the war against Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese government, and
the Japanese navy displayed a keen interest in preventing the shipping
of supplies from Europe’s Asian colonies to ports under the control
of the Guomindang. In September 1997, the news that Japan had
occupied Pratas Island west of Taiwan, increased French and British
anxieties.?!

On 2 July 1937, the British Air Ministry had also reported a Japanese
presence on Spratly Island and Itu Aba, the two largest islands in

there is a comprehensive list of what various Chinese sources have had to say about
the numbers and names of islands occupied by France in the 19gos.

2 Minute by D. of P. (S. H. Phillips), 6.10.36, ADM 116/3916, PRO.

21 British Embassy Nanking (H. M. Knatchbull-Hugessen) to Anthony Eden,
9.10.36, ADM 116/3916, PRO.

22 Le Ministre des Affaires Etrangéres au Ministre des Colonies, No. 1584,
19.12.36, photocopie dans Note historique 842 sur Iles Spratleys et Paracelse, Carton
26, MAE.

23 Le Vice-Amiral Esteva, Commandant en Chef FNEO, au Ministre de la Marine,
no. 19 EMe2, signé a bord Lamotte-Picquet, 16.5.97, 1BB4 74, Service Historique de
la Marine (SHM), Paris.

2 Admiralty (J. Lawson) to Foreign Office, no. M. 03656/37, 8.9.37, ADM
116/3916, PRO.
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the Spratly area. This caused considerable worry. After the Foreign
Office had waived the British claim in favour of the French in 1942, the
French had, in the view of London’s military analysts, failed in their
duty to protect these islands against Japanese incursions. Holland was
also deeply worried by these developments, since Japan had come to
rely entirely on provisions of oil from the Netherlands Indies.?> The
British Admiralty and Air Ministry therefore developed a proposal
to ask the French for a lease of either Itu Aba or Thitu, in order to
construct a British airfield.?® The French considered these islands to
be the only possible landing sites in the whole group, since all the
others, including Spratly, were ‘submerged during the monsoon’.?’
It would be tricky to lease Itu Aba to the British, however, since
France would then first have to evict a recently established Taiwanese
fishing settlement (Japanese nationals). In 1938, the French and
Japanese quarrelled diplomatically about the French occupation and
the Japanese settlement in Itu Aba. The French took a long time
to consider the British request, and before anything could be done
about it, the news came that Japan had also occupied Spratly Island,
which was closer to Indochina. Since there were no French forces on
Spratly Island at the time, the Japanese did not meet any resistance.
The British were furious, and on 19 February 1938, the Foreign
Office asked the British Embassy in Paris to convey to the French
government that if they did not intend to maintain their claim, ‘we
should wish to revive ours’.?® At an Interdepartmental Meeting held
in London on go March 1938 it was decided, subject to the opinion
of the Committee of Imperial Defence, (a) that it was essential to
prevent the establishment of Japanese air or submarine bases in the
Spratlyislands; (b) that it was extremely desirable to exclude Japanese
nationals altogether; and (c) that in case the French Government were
not ready to take action to exclude the Japanese without a promise
of support from His Majesty’s Government, it would be necessary
to discover from the Committee of Imperial Defence exactly how

2 British Secretary of State in British Delegation Geneva to Foreign Office, no. §4
(reporting a conversation with the Dutch PM), 15.9.37, ADM 116/3916, PRO.

% Minute with unknown signature, 28.10.37, CO 273/63572, PRO. See also
Marston, op. cit., p. 352.

27 According to a statement made by M. Hoppenot to the British ambassador in
Paris: French Ambassador Paris (Sir E. Phipps) to FO, no. 251, 28.2.38, copy in CO
2173/635/2, PRO.

28 Anthony Eden to French Ambassador Paris (Sir E. Phipps), no. 40, 19.2.38, Copy
in CO 273/635/2, PRO. See also Marston, op. cit., p. §52.
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much support it would be possible to promise them. Immediately
after the meeting, the Foreign Office asked the military authorities
how much they would be willing to do to defend the French in the
Spratlys. The Foreign Office also prepared itself for discussing the
matter with Australia, New Zealand, the Netherlands and the USA.??
France demanded that the fishing settlement in Itu Aba comply with
French regulations, but Japan refused. Britain urged France to occupy
the islands ‘with natives from Indo-China’, and sent the survey ship
H.M.S. Herald to the area in April 1938, to look for a suitable place
to construct an airfield.*” In June 1988, French Indochina charged a
colonial official with the task of setting up a meteorological mission in
Itu Aba.?!

At this time France worried deeply about Japanese designs on
Hainan, and suggested to Britain that they should ask China to
neutralise the Chinese island and place it under temporary Anglo-
French control.®? In the same month, France sent a mission to the
Paracels with instructions to establish lighthouses and a typhoon
warning station, and leave behind a detachment of ‘Annamite police’
at Woody and Pattle Islands. Their official task would be to combat
piracy. The French had informed Chinese authorities about this move,
and assured them that the action should in no way be regarded as pre-
judging the question of sovereignty. It was meant to prevent Japan
from utilising the islands, a shared Sino-French concern. However,
Japan had already established a military presence on Woody Island in
January 1938, and on Lincoln Island in April,** so when the French
forces arrived, they were met by two Japanese warships. The Japanese
made no difficulty about allowing the French to land, and the ships’
commanders exchanged courtesy visits. The French then proceeded

2 Islands in the South China Seas’, note from the Foreign Office, 27.4.38, CO
275/646/5, PRO.

% Minute signed E. M. Gent, 31.8.38, CO 273/646/5; ‘Islands in the South China
Seas’, note from the FO, 27.4.38, CO 273/646/5, both in PRO.

31 Le Chef du Réseau Météorologique Sud au Chef du Service Météorologique de
I'Indochine a Phu-Lien, Saigon §.6.88, pi¢ce annexe a Le Directeur P. I. du Service
Météorologique de I'Indochine & ’Amiral Commandant les Forces Maritimes en
Extréme Orient, no. 51/MET/D-60/ceuf, Saigon 28.8.51, dos. Iles Spratley, UU-Sup
12, SHM.

32 Foreign Office to British Embassy Tokyo (Sir R. Craigie), no. 435, 25.6.38, and
no. 449, 1.7.38, ADM 116/916, PRO. See also Minute by S. H. Phillips (Admiralty),
6.7.38, same folder.

% Bulletin de Renseignements sur I'extréme-Orient et le Pacifique no. 1§ du 2¢me
Bureau de I’Etat-Major des Forces Expeditionnaires Frangaises en Extréme-Orient,

1.8.45, TT A 276, SHM.
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to hoist the French flag, whereupon the Japanese Senior Naval Officer
politely pointed out that the islands were Japanese and had been
Japanese for the last sixty years.’* The French and Japanese now both
maintained a presence in the Paracels. The French kept garrisons in
Woody and Pattle Islands. On Woody Island, there was also a heavy
Japanese presence (150 men), but on Pattle Islands the French and
‘Annamites’ were alone. In June 1909, the twoislands received the visit
of the new French naval commander for the Far East, Admiral Jean
Decoux who in the following year became French Governor General
in Indochina.?® The French and Japanese in Woody Island never seem
to have fought each other.

In February 1939, Japanese crack forces made the anticipated
landing on Hainan island,*® and quickly overcame local resistance.
This was followed up in the following month with a declaration
claiming Japanese sovereignty to the Spratly islands. Japan informed
the British and French authorities in March 19g9 that it had
incorporated the ‘Sinnan islands’, i.e., all islands between 7 and 12
North latitude and 111 and 117 East longitude (the same area claimed
by France) under the Government-General of Taiwan (Formosa).’
This time Britain protested loudly and at once. In an oral statement
to a Japanese representative, the Foreign Office declared that Britain
had never formally abandoned its own claim.*® Then the Foreign Office

3 R. G. Howe (FO) to the Secretary of the Admiralty, no. 1526, 11.7.38 and
no. 1560, 14.7.38, ADM 1/9951, PRO.

% Compte rendu mensuel d’activité no. 4 (mois d’Avril 1939) des Forces Navales en
Extréme-Orient, signé bord ‘Lamotte-Picquet’, Saigon 5.5.39 par le Vice-Amiral Le
Bigot, Commandant en Chefles Forces Navales en Extréme-Orient, et Compte rendu
mensuel d’activité no. 5 (mois de Mai 1939) des Forces Navales en Extréme-Orient,
signé bord ‘Lamotte-Picquet’, Saigon 6.6.49 par le Vice-Amiral d’Escadre Decoux,
Commandant en Chef'les Forces Navales en Extréme-Orient, 1BB4 75, SHM. Decoux
would succeed General Catroux as Governor General of French Indochina in June
1940.

3 Tokyo (Craigie) to Foreign Office, no. 124, 10.2.39, ADM 116/3916, PRO.

37 The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs made the announcement: ‘Spratley
Islands are a group of small reefs lying in South China Sea off the coast of French
Indo China. These reefs have long been ownerless. However in 1917 the Japanese
began before Nationals of any country to embark upon economic development of
the reefs which has continued ever since by investing a considerable amount of
capital and erecting various permanent establishments. ... in order to eliminate
such inconveniences and disadvantages have decided to place the reefs under the
jurisdiction of Governor General Taiwan...” In an aide mémoire of §1.3.39 to the
British government, the islands were called the ‘Sinnan Islands’ and said to be half way
between Saigon and Palawan. Craigie (Tokyo) to FO, no. 16, 31.3.39,FO 371/23543,
PRO. See also Marston, op. cit., p. 353.

3% FO to Craigie (Tokyo), no. 169, 1.4.39, FO 871/23543, PRO.
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had second thoughts.*® On 6 April 1939, when being asked about the
matter in the House of Commons the Parliamentary Under-Secretary
of State for Foreign Affairs referred only to the French claim, not
the British. Anthony Wedgwood Benn asked if ‘this island’ did not also
have strategic meaning for Britain itself, but the Foreign Minister just
answered: ‘Obviously this island is of great strategical importance’.*”
When Britain, four days later, sent a diplomatic note to the Japanese
Minister of Foreign Affairs, it did not refer to either the British or
French claim, but merely stated that the Japanese claim lacked any
legal foundation, and would ‘complicate still further the situation in
the Far East’."! France, on its part, delivered a strongly worded protest
to the Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs.

At this time, Japanese-Taiwanese and Franco-Indochinese
settlements lived side by side on Itu Aba and Spratly Island, just as
on Woody Island in the Paracels. On Spratly Island, a French retired
master mariner led a small group of Indochinese turtle fishermen.
He had a wireless receiving and transmitting set. At the same time
there were about eight Japanese who worked, according to the British
consul in the French colony, ‘with the help of natives’, at collecting
and shipping guano. As the Island was known to be only 8 feet high,
500 yards long and o0 yards broad, the humorous Consul remarked
that ‘the alleged annexation can hardly be said to be inspired by the
need for vital space’.*? Regardless of British humour, the Japanese
presence in the Spratlys did cause anxiety, and not just in Britain and
France. The Americans and the Dutch were worried as well.*

39 Ronald and Howe minutes in FO §71/23543, PRO.

¥ “The question of a protest is a matter which primarily concerns the French
Government’. Newspaper clipping (perhaps from The Times), 6.4.99 in FO 371/23543,
PRO.

' Marston, op. cit., p. 354.

2 British Consulate-General Saigon (H. G. Walsh) to FO, no. 24, 1.4.39, FO
371/23543, PRO.

# The United States protested in Tokyo. The Dutch were speculating that the
Spratly Islands might represent more economic value than the British and French had
thought, and that the Japanese had a greater awareness of the island group’s economic
opportunities. Minute of conversation with the Netherlands Minister, signed in the
Foreign Office by R. S. Howe, 3.4.39, FO 371/25543, PRO. In May 1939, Mr. Lovink,
the Netherlands East Indies’ Adviser for Far Eastern affairs advanced a theory, in
conversation with a British representative, that the fact the area had been chartered
as ‘dangerous for navigation’ had deterred other countries than Japan from making
a thorough exploration: “The central Japanese figure concerned in the Storm Islands
group is one Sueji Hirata of Takao, Formosa and the Paracels Islands, who has been
interested in the Storm Islands area since 193g. This man seems to be an adventurer of
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Concerning the Paracel islands, the British authorities were not
sure what to do if Japan were to push its claim and clash with the
French. On the one hand they thought China had the best claim there.
On the other hand the most effective way of opposing the Japanese
occupation would be to back the French claim on behalf of Annam. On
the first hand, again, the British did not trust that the French would
resist Japan effectively. And if Britain abstained from recognising the
French claim, and instead supported the Chinese, the British Navy
could feel free to utilise the Paracels if need be. Then on the other
hand again, the Paracel Islands had been found to be unsuitable for use
as an advanced fleet base in operations for the relief of Hong Kong.
The difficulties of defence against air and submarine attack were
simply too great. And since it was most undesirable that the islands,
which occupied ‘an important strategic position on the route from
Singapore to Hong Kong’, should be allowed to fall into the hands of
Japan, who might be prepared to spend the time and money required to
defend the anchorage, the best would be that France assumed the task
of keeping the Japanese out.'* This reasoning was typical of British
pragmatism, based on a combination of sound strategic and petty
financial judgement. To defend the Paracel Islands against Japan was
not worth good British pounds, but it would be nice if France could be
induced to spend its francs on it.

The developments in Hainan and the Paracel and Spratly Islands
in the period from the Japanese invasion of China in 1937 to the
outbreak of the European war on 1 September 1939 foreshadowed
what would happen to the whole of the region in 1940—42. This story
is too well known to be repeated here. To be brief, French Indochina
came under increasing Japanese pressure, and sought British and
American assistance. Since Britain was now at war with Germany, and
since France, on 22 June 1940, signed an armistice with Germany,
the British were not willing to do anything effective to help defend
the French colony. Nor was the United States.” In this situation,
after hard negotiations and also some fighting, the French decided

sorts, interested in fishing and other enterprises, and is reported . .. to have controlled
a concern whose capital was nominally for commercial purposes, but was in fact put
at his disposal by the Japanese naval authorities’. British Consulate-General, Batavia
to Foreign Office, no. 103, 3.5.39, FO 371/23543, PRO.

# Minute by C. G. Jarrett for the Head of Military Branch, 1.3.39, ADM 1/9951,
PRO.

# The classic accounts of how France was ‘deceived’ by the Anglo-Americans were
written by the Governor Generals of Indochina in 1939—40 and 1940—45: Général
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to yield to a series of Japanese demands. French Indochina, under
the authority of the Vichy government, signed agreements that made
French Indochina, in practice if not in name, a Japanese ally. The
USA reacted by instituting an oil embargo against Japan. Japan then
decided to expand southwards with the aim of securing oil provisions
from the Netherlands East Indies. French Indochina, in the same way
as its local enemy Thailand, served as an important staging area for
the swift Japanese southward offensive of early 1942, leading to the
fall of Singapore, Manila and Batavia ( Jakarta).

It is not easy to find out what happened to the Nippo-Taiwanese
settlements in the Paracels and Spratlys during the rest of the Pacific
War, at least not in French and British archives. Studies in Japan
would be needed. By August 1940, the relationship between the
Japanese and French missions in the islands had been reported to
be correct if not cordial, but in October 1940, the Japanese cut off
the radio communications of the French mission in Itu Aba, which
was then ordered to repatriate to Indochina. French meteorological
reports from Itu Aba ceased on 10 October 1940. This might therefore
be considered the date when Japan fully occupied the island.** On
Woody Island in the Paracels, the Japanese seem to have allowed the
Franco-Annamite mission to stay at least until March 1945.*” The
fact that Japan acted less aggressively in the Paracels than in Itu Aba,
may be a result of the Navy’s forward strategy, which put greater
emphasis on preparing for a southward offensive than maintaining
the blockade against China. Before launching its southward offensive,

Georges Catroux, Deux actes du drame indochinois (Paris: Plon, 1959); and Amiral Jean
Decoux, A la barre de ’Indochine (Paris: Plon, 1949).

1 Ily eut des moments d’assez grande tension dans I’Archipel entre les occupants
du camp frangais et du camp japonais. Malgré les rebuffades dont ils furent 'objet,
nos représentants remplir [sic] avec fermeté la mission qui leur était confiée et, a
la suite sans doute d’instructions venant de Tokyo, les Japonais se montrant plus
courtois, les rapports entre les occupants de ’archipel finirent par devenir corrects
sinon cordiaux’. Note de la Direction des Affaires Politiques et Commerciales du
Ministere des Affaires Etrangeres (Vichy), 10.8.40, dos. 213, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944—
1955, MAE. Télégramme Decoux a Colonies (Vichy), no. 57, Hanoi 6.10.40 et no. 58,
Hanoi 7.10.40; Le Secrétaire d’Etat aux Colonies (Platon) au Secrétaire d’Etat
aux Affaires Etrangéres, no. 57, Vichy 10.10.40; pages 68—72, dos. 262, s.-s. Asie,
série Guerre 1939-1945 Vichy, MAE. Le Directeur P. I. du Service Météorologique
de PIndochine a ’Amiral Commandant les Forces Maritimes en Extréme Orient,
no. 51/MET/D-60/ceuf, Saigon 28.8.51, dos. Iles Spratley, UU-Sup 12, SHM.

7 Postes de garde indigénes de I'ile Pattle et ile Boisée ont quitté iles aprés g mars
1945’ Haussaire Indo Saigon 8 EMGSN Paris, no. 5454, $.6.46, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine,
AO 1944-1955, MAE.
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Japan actually withdrew from several occupied territories on the
Chinese coast. This reduced the strategic importance of the Paracels.
The Spratlys, however, were probably seen to have a role in preparing
for the attack against the Philippines.

For three years from the Japanese southern conquests in early
1942 to January 1945, the South China Sea was a ‘Japanese
lake’. Malaya, Singapore, Borneo, the Philippine islands, Taiwan,
Hainan, Hong Kong and most of the Chinese coast were all under
Japanese administration. Thailand was an ally, and French Indochina
had been compelled to accept Japanese occupation, and important
trading privileges. No allied surface vessels could venture into the
South China Sea, although bombers and submarines increasingly
threatened Japanese ships from above and below. The Japanese built a
submarine base in Itu Aba, and used both the Spratlys and Paracels as
weather stations and listening posts. In Indochina, the administration
of Governor General Jean Decoux, which remained loyal to the
French Vichy government, collaborated effectively with Japan. Decoux
allowed the Japanese military to make use of Indochinese airfields,
railways and ports, and served Japanese economic war needs through
multiple deliveries, while jealously guarding French prerogatives in
Indochina’s internal affairs. Through this policy of collaboration,
Decoux managed to preserve the French Indochinese state, including
its army and navy. The latter, with cruisers such as the Lamotte Picquet
and the Dumont d’Urville, had on 17 January 1941 won a decisive
victory against the Thai navy in the battle of Koh Chang.*® ‘Since
the armistice [the Franco-German agreement of 22 June 1940] the
Navy has been, and still remains, the pillar of loyalism in Indochina’,
wrote the commander of the French Indochinese Navyon 1 June 1g942.
He was not exactly fond of the Japanese, but France had to gain time,
so he was playing confident and cordial relations, he claimed.*

* A rich documentation can be found in dos. ‘Combat de Koh-Chang 17.01.41’,
TTD 821, SHM.

# “Pour ce qui est Marine, tout va tres bien ici. Le moral de tous est excellent et j’y
veille par dessus tout. La Marine a été depuis I’Armistice et reste le pilier du loyalisme
en Indochine. (...) Avec le Gouvernement Général les relations sont excellentes. Je
me permets de penser que si I’Amiral Decoux a parfaitement réussi c’est en bonne
partie parce qu’il a pu s’appuyer sur des collaborateurs marins que je lui ai fournis
sans marchander. Le Gouverneur Général a dans ses services 15 Officiers et go Sous-
Officiers, Quartiers-maitres ou Marins Européens. C’est beaucoup pour nous mais
le résultat est 1a; il en vaut la peine. La question Japonaise est, 2 mon avis, le gros
point noir de 'Indo-Chine. L’intention de ces gens la est trop certaine. Nous devons
agir avec eux en souplesse pour gagner du temps. C’est toujours ce que j’ai fait dans



THE AGE OF EUROPEAN DECLINE 17

With the coming of the year 1945, the days of the Japanese
domination and the Franco-Japanese condominium were counted. In
Europe, the Vichy government was gone. The new French leader
Charles de Gaulle despised Indochina’s Governor General Jean
Decoux for his collaboration, and secretly appointed the retiring Army
commander in Indochina as the leader of a local ‘Resistance’. In
October 1944, the US Navy won the battle of Leyte Gulf, and this
so decimated the Japanese navy that the United States could start
contemplating offensive operations against new territories, such as
Hainan, Taiwan, French Indochina, the Chinese coast, and Okinawa.
President Franklin D. Roosevelt had long taken a strong interest
in Indochina, which he wished to take away from France and place
under an international trusteeship. He also wanted to do something
effective to bolster Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese regime, and give it a
more prominent role in the war against Japan. Thus he now asked his
military planners to come up with a plan for the invasion of northern
Indochina (Tonkin) in order to open a supply route to Chiang Kai-
shek. They complied, and came up with a plan in late October 1944
for a Tonkin invasion. The planners found it necessary to make prior
landings in Hainan to neutralise Japanese threats to the east flank and
establish a land-based air support for the ground campaign and for
the protection of carriers in the Gulf of Tonkin. Their plan, however,
made no mention of the Paracels. This omission is of interest to us
here. Although the Joint Planners consistently dismissed the idea of
invading Hainan and Tonkin as ‘eccentric to the main effort’ against
Japan, planning for the realisation of Roosevelt’s idea continued until
late January 1945,”° but the operational plans paid no attention to
the Paracel islands. They did not even appear on the maps drawn
by the planners.’! A French intelligence report on the Paracel and

mon rayon et je joue avec la Marine Impériale la collaboration confiante et cordiale’.
Extrait d’une lettre de ’Amiral Bérenger, Commandant la Marine en Indochine,
Saigon 1.6.42, pages 19g—200, dos. 262, s.-s. Asie, série Guerre 1939-1945 Vichy,
MAE.

% Joint War Plans Committee, ‘Appreciation and Outline Plan of Operations
against Hainan Island’, JW.P.C. 289/1, 2.1.45, and ‘Operations against Hainan
Island’, J.C.S. 924/12, 20.1.45, both in CCS 381 Hainan Island (10-30-44), Record
Group (RG) 218, United States National Archives (USNA), Suitland, Maryland. The
latest plan included a map of distances from Hainan to important targets that could
be reached by air. On this map, which included the whole South China Sea, the Paracel
and Spratly Islands were not included.

3 Joint Logistics Plans Committee Directive ‘Indo China as a Substitute for the

Burma Supply Route’, J.L.F.C. 28/3/D, 21.10.44; Memo for the Joint Chiefs of Staff
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Spratly islands, dated 1 August 1945 (before anyone knew what would
happen in Hiroshima and Nagasaki a few days later), explains why:
‘Although these islands were of some interest in 1938 or 1940, the

same is not the case today when Allied strategy leads directly to the
principal targets while ignoring intermediary support points’.”?

Towards the end of 1944, the Japanese had come to anticipate a US
invasion of Indochina. Their fears were reinforced by heavy US naval
raids in mid-January 1945 along the Indochinese coast, Hainan and
Taiwan. On g January, at a time when General Douglas MacArthur’s
forces were about to complete the conquest of Luzon, a formidable
naval force under the command of Admiral William Bull Halsey sailed
through the Luzon strait into the South China Sea. Its mission was
to destroy two important Japanese warships, the Ise and the Hyuga,
falsely believed to have sought refuge in Cam Ranh Bay. When Halsey
did not find his ‘fat target’, he instead sank 44 smaller ships, many
of them French, the largest being the cruiser Lamotte-Piquet. This was
a heavy blow to the I'rench colonial navy, and the destruction of sea
based and land way communications in Indochina by allied bombing
had catastrophic effects for the Vietnamese population.’® After having
raided the Indochinese coast, Halsey proceeded to raid Hainan and
Taiwan, before leaving the South China Sea again on 18 January.”*

Secretary with enclosure ‘Indochina as a Substitute for the Burma Supply Route,
Report by the Joint Staff Planners’ and a draft ‘Memorandum for the President
from Admiral Leahy’, 30.10.44 (documents delivered to Adm. Leahy on g§1.10.44);
Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS) 401 (10-11-44); Joint War Plans Committee,
‘Appreciation and Outline Plan of Operations against Hainan Island’, J W.P.C. 28¢/1,
2.1.45, and ‘Operations against Hainan Island’, J.C.S. g24/12, 20.1.45, both in CCS
381 Hainan Island (10-30-44), all in RG 218, USNA. The latest plan included a map
of distances from Hainan to important targets that could be reached by air. On this
map, which included the whole South China Sea, the Paracel and Spratly Islands were
not included. See Stein Tennesson, The Vietnamese Revolution of 1945 (London: SAGE,
1991), pp. 168—7o0.

52 < . si ces fles présentaient quelque intérét en 1938 ou 1940, il n’en est plus de
méme aujourd’hui ott la stratégie des Alliés les mene vers les objectifs principaux en
négligeant les P. A. intermédiaires’. Bulletin de Renseignements sur extréme-Orient
et le Pacifique no. 13 du 2¢me Bureau de I’Etat-Major des Forces Expeditionnaires
Frangaises en Extréme-Orient, 1.8.45, TT A 276, SHM.

5 The Indochinese railroads had already been severely damaged by US bombing,
so the transport capacity both of the Japanese and the French had been crippled. With
most of the small coastal ships now also destroyed, it became impossible to transport
rice from south to north Indochina. This may have contributed significantly to the
famine that cost some one million lives in north and north central Vietnam during
mid-194#5. While the northern populations starved, rice was used as fuel in the south.

% On 16 January (according to a US intercept), the German naval attaché at
Tokyo had reported to Berlin: “The appearance in the middle of the South China Sea
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What happened to the Japanese and French personnel and
installations in the Spratlys and Paracels during Halsey’s raid? Did he
just ignore them, like the Joint Staff planners had done when drafting
their plan for a Hainan-Tonkin invasion? Or did he destroy the French
and Japanese installations in order to prevent the enemy from listening
to his radio communications? Did he ever think about occupying the
islands? We do not know, but when a French ship visited Pattle Island
in the Paracels in May 1946, it found that the buildings constructed
there before the war had been severely damaged, seemingly from
bombing, but it was not possible to judge if this had been done from
the air or from a ship.”® A British ship inspecting Itu Aba and Spratly
Island in April 1951, found the solid Japanese buildings in ruins. A tour
of Itu Aba revealed the remains of ‘what must have been a flourishing
concern’, said the Commander’s report, ‘before it was demolished by
shellfire and/or bombing’. All buildings were of reinforced concrete,
but ‘the whole place was blasted by bombardment from the sea and
air...”. This does not necessarily mean that the US Navy bombed the
Japanese while they were still there. The British visitors thought the
Japanese might have done the damage themselves, perhaps blasting
the place before withdrawing. It also seems possible that the US Navy
may have used the deserted island for targeting exercises after the end
of the war. The British visitors in 1951 found graffiti and inscriptions
in several languages, including American English.%

After Halsey’s raid in January 1945, Japan concluded that there
was a strong risk of a US invasion of Indochina, and therefore
proceeded to eliminate the French administration, which was rightly
thought to be unreliable.”’ Japan defeated the French forces in a
short war in March-April, where after the Japanese allowed the three
Indochinese monarchies to proclaim themselves independent, and
to start constructing new national institutions. After the Japanese

of strong Allied naval forces, the assembling of which the Japanese never detected, is
regarded by the Navy itself as cause for deep shame’. War Department, Office of A.C.
of S, G-2, SRS 306, 20.1.45, Magic Far East Summaries, Box 4, RG 457, USNA.

% Bulletin de renseignements sur les iles paracels, annexe au rapport de mission
No g6/OFF du 26 mai 1946, joint 2 Haut Commissaire d’Argenlieu a Chef d’Etat-
Major Général de la Défense Nationale (EMGDN), no. 194 EMP/g, sans date
(photocopy in author’s possession, probably from UU-sup 2, SHM).

% The Commanding Officer, H. M. S. Dampier to Commander-in-Chief, Far East
Station, Singapore, No. 50/12/4834, 24.4.51, FO g71/92075, PRO.

7 For the French preparations to assist an Allied invasion from the inside, see
‘Rapport du Capitaine de vaisseau Commentry’, 5.6.45, dos. ‘Evénements du g mars

45°, TTD 822, SHM.
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surrender, the successful Vietnamese ‘August Revolution’ led the Viet
Minh league to power in Hanoi, Hue and Saigon. A new Democratic
Republic was proclaimed, with Ho Chi Minh as president. Similar
events in Indonesia led to Sukarno’s proclamation of independence,
but in the British possessions in Malaya and north Borneo, there were
no comparable revolts.”®

European Resurgence, 1945-49

Whereas the years 1930-1945 form a period of European decline and
Japanese ascendancy in the area around the South China Sea, the first
five years after the Japanese surrender were marked by European return
andreform. The United States, as an extra-European power, was now the
prevailing naval power in the region. It ruled Japan, retained bases,
influence and economic hegemony in the Philippines, and was the
main supporting power for Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese government.
In most of Southeast Asia, however, it practised a hands-off policy,
allowing the British, Dutch and French to re-establish colonial rule,
often with American weapons. The three European powers were at
this time engaged in an active effort to re-establish local prestige, and
to thoroughly reform their imperial institutions. As in the past, their
navies were prime instruments in demonstrating power.

After the Japanese capitulation, of course, the Allies gave priority
to reoccupying the main, inhabited areas, and had no time to pay
attention to the minuscule Paracel and Spratly Islands. In China,
Chiang Kai-shek rushed to seize control of the territories abandoned
by Japan, while a British naval force sailed at full speed up through
the South China Sea to get in his way and reinstate British rule
of Hong Kong. In the Philippines, the USA fulfilled its promise to
grant independence, while securing a treaty on the lease of military
bases. Britain reoccupied Singapore, Malaya and north Borneo, and
the Southeast Asia Command of Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten
took responsibility for reoccupying the Netherlands Indies and French
Indochina. Meanwhile, I'rance and Holland were asking the United
States for material support to equip and transport the forces needed

% See Stein Tonnesson, ‘Filling the power vacuum: 1945 in French Indochina, the
Netherlands East Indies and British Malaya’, in Hans Antlév and Stein Tennesson
(eds), Imperial Policy and Southeast Asian Nationalism (London: Curzon Press, 1995),

pp. 110—43.
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to reinstate colonial rule. By September—October the first Dutch and
French forces arrived in Jakarta and Saigon, and were helped by the
British to reinstate control. In Northern Indochina, where Ho Chi
Minh had established his Democratic Republic of Vietnam, a huge
Chinese (Guomindang) army undertook the role of Allied occupying
force, and of receiving the Japanese surrender. The stage had been
set for the Indonesian and Indochinese resistance wars, or wars of
liberation.

Under these circumstances, who found time to think about the
Spratlys and the Paracels? The answer is Generalissimo Chiang Kai-
shek, France’s new High Commissioner in Indochina, Admiral Georges
Thierry d’Argenlieu, and parts of the Philippine press. It took about
a year from the conclusion of the Pacific War, but towards the end of
1946 both the Chinese and the French made moves to demonstrate
their rival sovereignty claims in the two island groups, and parts of the
press in the Philippines took an active interest in the question of the
archipelago to the west of Palawan, as part of the domain of the former
Sulu sultanate. The new independent Philippines was a newcomer
to the scramble for the Spratlys. As a colonial power, the USA had
never had designs on these islands, but had respected the parameters
established in its 1898 treaty with Spain. In July 1946, Philippine
Vice-President Quirino, who had eagerly tried to convince the USA
to occupy the Spratlys on behalf of the Philippines already in 1938,
stated at a press conference that the Philippines would claim the island
group west of Palawan as essential to its security. The French Consul
in Manila reported that the Philippine press was so eagerly demanding
an active Spratly policy that the government had decided to undertake
a study. However, although the US Navy had itself displayed an active
interest in the Spratlys, it did not seem to encourage the Philippines to
assert itselfin this island group.’ Not all Filipinos were enthusiastic. A
humorous report, published in the Philippine press at the time, listed
all the claims to this ‘group of barren coral reefs’, and remarked:
‘Presumably the birds roosting on the Spratlys don’t care who owns
them’.%” In August 1947, the French consul in Manila met Quirino,
now foreign minister, and told him the island group he wanted west

% M. G. Willoquet, Consul Général Manille 3 MAE, no. 217 AS, 18.7.46, dos. 213,
s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE. For US disinterest, see also Francis Lacoste, Chargé
d’affaires aux Etats-Unis a Bidault (MAE), no. 450/AS, 21.2.47, dos. 213, s.-s. Chine,
AO 1944-1955, MAE.

80 AP News Report, written by James D. White and published in the Philippine
Liberty News, 6.8.46, clipping in dos. 213, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.
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of Palawan was the same island group (the Spratlys) that France had
declared to be under French sovereignty in 1933. The French Consul
reported that he had never seen anyone so surprised as Quirino when
learning this news. He apparently had thought that the French were
claiming islands further west, and that his islands were positioned
between the area claimed by France and the Philippines proper. The
French consul thought that after this encounter, the affair would be
put to rest and filed by the Philippine authorities.®' Quirino, however,
did not quite give up. In May 1950 he held another press conference,
saying the Philippines would not push its claim as long as Chiang
Kai-shek maintained control, but if there were a danger of Chinese
communist occupation, the Philippines would assert its rights.®? A
French report said the Philippine government had rejected a proposal
from the Ministry of War to occupy the Spratlys, but that Quirino was
harbouring the idea of buying the Spratlys from Chiang Kai-shek for
money.%

Despite the Philippine interest, the main quarrel in 1946—49 was
between France and China, and they disputed both the Spratlys and
the Paracels. A Shanghai journal claimed in January 1947 that the
Chinese flag had been hoisted on Woody Island in the Paracels already
in December 1945 by a meteorological mission from Taiwan. One
wonders if this could be the former Japanese-Taiwanese settlement
changing colours.%* The Franco-Annamese settlement, as noted, had
been forced to leave the Paracels after the g March 1945 Japanese
coup against the French in Indochina. However, when the French
frigate Escarmouche surveyed the Paracels one year later, in May
1946, it did not find any inhabitants, either Chinese or Indochinese,

61 M. G. Willoquet (Manille) a Sivan (Nankin) par voie de MAFE (Paris), 18.8.47,
dos. 213, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

2. 0On 14th May 1950, at a Press conference, President Quirino stressed the
strategic importance of the Spratley Islands to the Philippines, but added that ‘as
long as Nationalist China is holding them, there is no necessity for the Philippines to
seize control’. He also asserted that during 1946, when he was Foreign Secretary, he
had asked the US State Department for assistance in acquiring a foothold in these
islands, but that no action had been taken. C.O.S. (50) 273, 27.7.50, p. 5, Dominions
Office (DO) g5/2827, PRO.

8% Colin (Manille) 2 MAE, no. 61, 22.5.50, dos. 215, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955,
MAE.

% On 29 January 1947, the Shanghai newspaper 7a Kung Pao claimed that ‘le
drapeau chinois a été arboré sur I'ile Boisée le 12 décembre 1945 lors “d’une prise de
possession par le service météorologique de Formose™’. J. Baeyens, Consul Général de
France a Changhai a Meyrier, Ambassadeur de France en Chine, 29.1.47, dos. 214,
s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.
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only a few fishermen collecting turtles.”> Two months earlier, on
6 March 1946, France had signed an accord with the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam, recognising it as a ‘free state’. Later that month,
High Commissioner d’Argenlieu had tried to impress President Ho
Chi Minh by receiving him pompously on board one of his ships
off the Indochinese coast. Now d’Argenlieu wanted to establish a
naval mission in the Paracels. He asked Paris to confirm that this
island group, as well as the Spratlys, were under French sovereignty.
The main value of the Paracels would be as an advance post to
be used for meteorological purposes, he said, but in the future
its phosphates might also be exploitable.®® Since d’Argenlieu and
the French government were busy negotiating with Ho Chi Minh’s
Vietnamese government while at the same time seeking to persuade
Chiang Kai-shek to end the Chinese occupation of northern Indochina,
the French did not immediately take action in the South China Sea.
Meanwhile, Chiang Kai-shek’s government was making its own plans,
and in August 1946, the I'rench ambassador to Nanjing reported that
China intended to occupy the Spratlys (for which he used the Japanese
name Shinangunto).®” Shortly afterwards, the French foreign ministry
came up with its reply to the request from d’Argenlieu concerning the
Spratlys and the Paracels.

The Spratlys were said to be of virtually no economic value,
but with strategic interest due to the development of seaplanes. A
clear distinction was made between the Spratlys, as French territory
attached to the directly ruled French colony Cochinchina, and the
Paracels, as Annamese territory under French protection. Although
the Spratlys had no doubt been res nullius when France took possession
of them in the 1920s-go0s, and French sovereignty to them could
not be contested, it would be desirable to reatfirm French sovereignty
through naval reconnaissance, replacement of markers, establishment
of a garrison and official pronouncements. This should not wait for the
peace treaty with Japan since France had never accepted the Japanese

% Le Haut Commissaire pour I'Indochine (Haussaire) 3 MAE, no. 106 & 107,
3.2.46 et Haussaire Indo Saigon & EMGSN Paris, no. 5454, 3.6.46, dos. 214, s.-s.
Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAL.

% D’Argenlieu (Saigon) &4 MAE, no. 829 F; d’Argenlieu a Juin, Chef d’Etat-Major
Général de la Défense Nationale, no. 194 EMP/3, 11.6.46, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO

1944-1955, MAE.
7 Meyrier (Ambafrance Nankin) 2 MAE Paris, 5.8.46, dos. 218, s.-s. Chine, AO

1944-1955, MAE.
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claim.% The French Foreign Ministry wanted instructions to be sent to
d’Argenlieu to take proper measures to reaffirm the French claim, but
warned its ambassador in Nanjing against any initiative that could
engender a Spratly quarrel with China. Since the Chinese had not
protested in 1933, China could not contest French sovereignty.® In
the following month, the French ship Chevreuil visited the Spratly
islands, and found them uninhabited. It erected a cement marker
on Itu Aba on 5 October 1946.”°

The Foreign Ministry found that eight features in the Paracels
were ‘real islands’. The Hue court had created a company in the
eighteenth century to exploit these islands, and Emperor Gia Long
had claimed them on behalf of ‘Annam’ in 1816. In the years
190937 the group had been contested between China and France
(acting on behalf of Annam), and in 1938 I'rance had occupied the
Paracels in agreement with China, with the understanding that this
was a measure undertaken to prevent Japanese expansion, and that
it would not prejudice the sovereignty question. The study found
that the nineteenth-century Annamese claim formed a historical
basis for making a modern claim, but to satisfy modern principles,
effective occupation would be needed, under some publicity. The
problem, in the view of the French Foreign Ministry, was that since
France claimed the Paracels on behalf of Annam, the government
of Vietnam ought to be involved in the occupation, but to consult
Ho Chi Minh’s government was ‘inconvenient’.”! From October to

% Note du Service Juridique de MAE (first draft called ‘Note pour la Direction
d’Asie-Océanie (a l’attention de M. M. de Boissezon et Salade)’, Paris 6.8.46, signé
Noél Henry, dos. 213, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

69 Chauvel (MAE) au Secrétaire Général de Cominindo, no. 628 AS, 21.9.46;
Chauvel (MAE) a Meyrier (Ambafrance Nankin), no. 482 AS, 21.9.46; tous les deux
dans dos. 213, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

0 Lettre de C. C. Hiribarren, 2¢me Bureau Forces Maritimes d’Extréme Orient a
un Colonel et 2 Hunter, Saigon 19.5.49, dos. Iles Spratley, UU-Sup 12, SHM.

I ‘Etant donné l’accord du 6 mars 1946 entre la France et le Viet-Nam, on
doit se demander si ’Annam doit étre associé, d’une maniére ou d’une autre, a la
réoccupation des Paracels. Une consultation préalable du Gouvernement vietnamien
aurait de nombreux inconvénients pratiques; par ailleurs il n’est pas possible de hisser
le drapeau annamite sans la participation de représentants de ce gouvernement.
L’accord du 6 mars 1946 ayant seulement reconnu au Viet Nam des droits de
souveraineté intérieure, son statut extérieur étant laissé en suspens, la situation
n’a pas changé. C’esta la France qu’il appartient de faire valoir, pour le compte de
P’Annam, les droit de celui-ci au dehors. Nous sommes donc fondés a procéder a une
réoccupation des Paracels pour le compte de ’Annam. Il va de soi que, s’il y a une
réaction de la part de celui-ci, il sera possible, aprés coup, de ’associer a 'opération en
fonction du statut extérieur qui lui sera reconnu’. Note du Service Juridique (MAE)
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December the relationship between Ho Chi Minh’s government and
the French Fourth Republic entered a period of crisis, and war broke
out on 19 December 1946.”% An inter-ministerial meeting in Paris on
17 October decided to instruct d’Argenlieu to establish a meteorolo-
gical station in the Paracels in order to mark the reoccupation
of the archipelago.”” The Minister of Overseas France instructed
d’Argenlieu on 22 October to both establish a meteorological station
and a garrison of local militiamen on behalf of ‘Annam’, but
without involving the Vietnamese government.”* Amidst the Franco-
Vietnamese crisis d’Argenlieu does not seem to have found time to
carry out this instruction. Thus China got to the Paracels first. The
French ambassador to Nanjing warned that this might happen on
29 November, but this was the very date when the supreme
commander of the French forces in Indochina decided to teach the
Vietnamese a lesson and engage his naval forces in bombarding the
port city Haiphong, the event that precipitated the outbreak of war one
month later. The French sent a reconnaissance plane to the Paracels
on 25 November, but did not detect any Chinese presence. The French
Foreign Ministry instructed d’Argenlieu on 28 November to occupy the
Paracels without delay.”” D’Argenlieu, however, further postponed the
operation, citing weather conditions and practical problems as the

sur la ‘souveraineté francaise sur les Paracels’, Paris 6.9.46, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine,
AO 1944-1955, MAE. The note is printed as appendix 49 in Monique Chemillier-
Gendreau, La souveraineté sur les archipels Paracels et Spratleys(Paris: ’'Harmattan, 1996).
For an interesting cover letter from the Foreign Ministry to the Interministerial
Committee for Indochina, see Le Ministre des Affaires Etrangeres (signé Chauvel)
au Secrétaire Général du Comité de I'Indochine, 15.9.46, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO
1944-1955, MAE.

2 For detailed studies of the crisis, see Philippe Devillers, Paris-Saigon-Hanoi (Paris :
Galliard/Julliard, 1988) and Stein Tennesson, 1946: Déclenchement de la guerre d’Indochine
(Paris: 'Harmattan, 1987).

8 Compte rendu de la réunion du Comité Consultatif pour I'Indochine du 17.10.46,
dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

7 ¢ .la réoccupation, qui devra faire I'objet de publicité, s’effectuera pour le
compte de ’Annam sans que le Viet-Nam vy soit associé’. Le Ministre de la France
d’Outre Mer (Moutet) au Haut Commissaire de France en Indochine (d’Argenlieu),
22.10.46, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

> ¢ . En présence des intentions manifestées par la Chine de réaffirmer sa
souveraineté sur ces iles, il devient trés important que notre pays puisse invoquer
une priorité de réoccupation. Je vous serais donc reconnaissant de rappeler cette
question a ’Amiral d’Argenlieu en lui demandant de détacher sans retard quelques
éléments militaires dans I’archipel des Paracels’. Le Ministre des Affaires Etrangeres
au Ministre de la France d’Outre-Mer, no. §176/AS, 28.11.46, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine,
AO 1944-1955, MAE.
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reason.’® Meanwhile, the Chinese arrived. The Chinese press was full
of reports at this time about a southern expedition to reaffirm Chinese
sovereignty to Pratas (Dongsha), the Paracels (Xisha) and the Spratlys
(Nansha).”’

On 4 January 1947, while war was raging on the streets of
Hanoi between French and Vietnamese troops, a Chinese detachment
landed on Woody Island.”® A spokesman for the Chinese Foreign
Ministry declared at a press conference a few days later, that the
Chinese government had taken back the Paracel Islands, which had
never ceased to belong to China.”” And on 10 January, a French
reconnaissance plane confirmed the presence of some twenty men
waiving Chinese flags on Woody Island.®’ France protested formally
to the Chinese government and in this protest, quite interestingly,
claimed that France was upholding sovereignty to the Paracels on
behalf of ‘Viet Nam’,®! thus using the new national name for the nation
that France was in principle ‘protecting’ and in practice fighting. The
name ‘Vietnam’ was anathema to d’Argenlieu, who insisted on calling
the country ‘Annam’ and its dominant ethnic group ‘Annamites’.

On 19 January, d’Argenlieu finally decided to take action. He sent
a naval ship, the Tonkinois, to the Paracels, and instructed it to occupy
both Pattle and Woody Island, in case there were only fishermen and no
regular Chinese detachment there.®?> When arriving at Woody Island

76 ‘La saison de la mousson augmente notablement la durée traversée 380 N (...)
Rang-Paracels et rend accostage embarcations sur les récifs tres délicat et parfois
impossible . ..’. Télégramme Haussaire Saigon &4 MAE et Défense Nationale, no. 298
a 302, 12.12.46, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO, MAE.

77 New Taiwan Monthly quoted in R. Heydon (Australia House) to C. R. Price
(Commonwealth Relations Office), 27.1.48, DO g5/2827, PRO. Excerpt in English
of China Mail 19.12.46 and French translations from Kung Sheung Jih Pao, 24.12.46,
and from Sing Tao Jih Pao, 8.1.47, all in dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

8 Le Capitaine de Frégate Gilly, Attaché Naval prés ’Ambassade de France en
Chine a PEMGDN, 26.1.47, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

79 AFP reports in dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE. An extract of the
Central News Agency Bulletin about the Foreign Ministry spokesman’s statement of
8.1.47 can also be found in FO g§71/63462, PRO.

8 Note pour le Haut Commissaire a.s. des Iles Paracels, Saigon §.2.47, signé par
le Conseiller Diplomatique au Haut Commissaire (Royere), dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO
1944-1955, MAE.

81 The French Foreign Ministry referred to ‘les droits souverains que nous exergons
au nom du Viet Nam sur les Iles Paracels’. Le Ministre des Affaires Etrangeéres a
Haussaire Saigon et Ambafrance Nankin, 11.1.47, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944—
1955, MAE.

82 Haut Commissaire Saigon 2 EMGDN Paris, no. de circ. 36 EMHC, 13.1.47,
dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.
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on 17 January, the Tonkinois found a detachment of g Chinese officers
and 60 men. Acting in accordance with d’Argenlieu’s instructions,
the French commander offered the Chinese to transport them to
Indochina. He even tried to bribe them into it, and—at a distance—
fired some shots in the air.®® The Chinese commander radioed Nanjing
about a French ultimatum. In Nanjing there was an uproar, and the
French government worried that the incident could provoke a new
Chinese intervention in Indochina, in support of Ho Chi Minh (the
Chinese occupation forces had withdrawn from northern Indochina
earlier in the year).?* A diplomatic row ensued, and in the end France
backed out. The Tonkinois sailed away from Woody Island and left a
garrison just on Pattle Island. A pattern had thus been established
which would last until 1974 (with an interruption of Chinese occupa-
tion 1950-55): Chinese troops held Woody Island in the Amphitrite
Group, while French-directed Vietnamese forces held Pattle Island in
the Crescent Group.®® The Chinese occupants were in regular contact
with Hainanese fishermen who occupied temporary settlements on the
other Paracel islands, while the Franco-Vietnamese garrison did not
have rival fishermen to help them carry out their mission. Vietnam’s
fishermen had only small fishing boats and would not normally go thus
far out to sea. Many of them moreover were ethnic Chinese.

We will not here go into the details of the Sino-French incident
on Woody Island in January 1947, or its ramifications (shortly after
the incident the French government decided to replace d’Argenlieu
as High Commissioner).®® This might warrant a special study, but
we must briefly examine the French Foreign Ministry’s attempt to

8 Haussaire Saigon 2 MAE, no. 50057, 20.1.47, dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO
1944-1955, MAE. Haussaire Saigon a MAE, no. 50057-60, 20.1.47; Note pour
le Haut Commissaire a.s. des Iles Paracels, Saigon §.2.47, signé par le Conseiller
Diplomatique au Haut Commissaire (Royere), tous les deux dans dos. 214, s.-s. Chine,
AO 1944-1955, MAE.

8 MAE a Haussaire Saigon (signé Chauvel), expédié 19.1.47 14h20, dos. 214,
s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE. Meyrier (Nankin) 8 MAE, no. 111 2 115, 21.1.47,
dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

% On 15 October 1950, troops from the French Foreign Legion were replaced
by a purely Vietnamese detachment. Le Capitaine de Vaisseau Brachet a Haussaire,
no. 3/EMz2 268, Saigon 29.1.51,dos. Po1, UU-sup o2, SHM. A few years later, however,
the Legionnaires were back.

8 See Stein Tennesson, “The Paracels: The «Other» south China Sea Dispute’,
Asian Perspective, 26, 4 (2002): 145-69, p. 151. The government first reprimanded
d’Argenlieu: ‘Action du Tonkinois aux Paracels aurait pu provoquer grave incident
diplomatique. Gouvernement ne peut que regretter que notre installation sur archipel
ait pas été faite fin octobre, ainsi que je vous I’avais demandé. Estime également
facheux que des instructions aient été données concernant une opération qui dépassait
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resolve the dispute over the Paracels. What it did was to propose to
China that the dispute be sent to arbitration, a suggestion which had
already been made in 19g7. France now even promised to withdraw
from Pattle Island if China accepted arbitration.?” Documents were
prepared in Paris to serve as a basis for the French argumentation in
case China should accept. These documents are open to interpretation.
My reading of them is that the French Foreign Ministry more or less
expected the decision to go against its claim on behalf of Annam.®
One report mentioned the possibility of a bargain where France gave
up Annam’s claim to the Paracels if China in return abandoned
its claim to the Spratlys. However, such a bargain would not, from
the French point of view, be attractive, the report argued, since the
Spratlys represented much less interest than the Paracels.® Today,
with the prospect of finding oil and the possibility that the Spratly
Islands might have a right to their own Economic Zones, this seems
strange, but at the time the Spratlys were clearly even less valuable
than the Paracels. D’Argenlieu’s successor as High Commissioner in
Indochina, who rapidly identified himself with the local interest, did
not agree with the French Foreign Ministry’s policy of abandonment.
He argued that the Paracels were needed for meteorological purposes,
and that I'rance should not abandon the Annamese claim without first
consulting legitimate representatives of Vietnam. His chief-of-staff
argued in the same direction, emphasising the strategic location of
the Paracels at the entry to the Gulf of Tonkin and right outside the
strategic base at Cam Ranh Bay.”

manifestement cadre reconnaissance navale sans prendre accord Affaires Etrangéres
et mon Département’. Cominindo Paris a Haussaire Indo Saigon, signé Moutet, no. de
circ. 169D, 24.1.47,dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944—1955, MAE. French governmental
circles had already lost confidence in the Gaullist admiral d’Argenlieu because of his
handling of the conflict with Vietnam. The Woody Island incident may have been the
factor triggering the government’s decision to revoke him.

8 MAE (signé Baudet) 2 Ambafrance Nankin (Meyrier), no. 160-161, 12.2.47,
dos. 214, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE. Note d’audience, MAE Secrétariat
Général, Paris 10.9.47, dos. 215, s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

8 < il convient de rappeler que sur ce dernier terrain notre position a toujours
été considérée comme assez incertaine’, a French Foreign Ministry study said. It
emphasised that Chinese authorities had manifested their claim to the Paracels
on several occasions between 19og and 19g1 while France had not made any
representations concerning Annam’s claim before 19g1. Note pour le Secrétaire
Général a.s. Iles Paracels, MAE Asie-Océanie, marquée RB/MP, 18.5.47, dos. 215,
s.-s. Chine, AO 1944-1955, MAE.

59 ibid.

% Le Conseiller de la République, Haut-Commissaire de France pour I'Indochine
a MAEL, signé (a sa main) Bollaert, no. 4320, Saigon 2.6.47; Piece jointe a Haut
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In some of the French documents one sees a realisation that the
Annamese claim to the Paracels was far from solid, and between
the lines one reads a feeling that perhaps it might be preferable
to let China win the case. A Chinese victory of this kind could
perhaps increase its trust in the workings of international law.
However, Chiang Kai-shek’s government does not seem to have had
any confidence that the International Court of Law in the Hague would
ever reach a decision in favour of a non-European nation in dispute
with a European power. Thus China refused to go for arbitration.”!
At the time, China may also not