Michelin
Rubber

Plantation

by Specialist 5 Arnold Bracske

e words U Michelin Rubber Plan-
@muon” have an omMinous nng 1o
5. soldwrs Oghting in the 11 Corps
Tactical Zone (WUCTZ). Like the
notorious plices 10 miles away Ho

Bo Woods, War Zone "C.” the lron
Triangle—ihe Michehn Rubher Plan-
tation has also exploded with vicious
fighting

“The Michelin® has led a life ovher
than that of a battlefeld. however li
has Been a crucial area of Victnam's
economy, and is one of the more
famous, French-owned rubber plania
tions of the “Indo-China™ era.

The 35 squarc miles of rubber
trees that make up the plantation are
localed a1 [au Tweng, 43 miles north.
wes: ol Saigon. This wooded area,
halfway between Cu Ch and Tay
Minh, has been a favoriie roule
of heavy MNorth Vietnamese Army
(NVA) infiltranon  from  Cambodia
and an area of a decply imbedded YO
infrasirociure.

In 1925, however, when the colo-
mial government conceded the plania-
tion area to the Michelin Company of
Plantaons  and  Pogurmatics  (Tires)
of Vietnam, the region was linle more
than a thick woods weeming wih wild
ammals. .

Throughout the late 1920's, Tonk:-
nese . people, contracted by Michelin
from Vietnam, cleared the
brush off the land that now forms the
plantation. The  Michelin  Societé
{French for “company™} then buili
a large rubber processing laclory on

the bank of the 50-fom wide Sagon
River in what is now the tense village
of Daw Tieng,

Scanered throughout the rubber, 24
nearly identical villages—each com-
pleie with schoothouse, pagoda and
Catholie church—were consiructed (o
house the workers in the plamantion,
And a 300-bed hospital was built in-
sede the plantation in 1930,

In what 15 now the Ird Brigade,
25th Infaniry Division  headquariers

al Dau Twng, the Michelin Societe
built 22 yellow and red, 1wo-siory
huildings 1o serve as  offices and

houses for the French managerial
stafl, Some of the buildings, classifi-
cd more properly  as nmansions, are
today surrounded by US. (emis and
temporary  buildings of the Ird Bn-
gade. In the brigade arca are also
the 1wo swimming pools and the air-
craft landing strip built by the French.

Al s peak, this immense plania-
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pon had a sl of 25 Frenchmen
living at Dau Tieng and cmployed
4,500 Viemnamese rubbers workers.
Three company planes then shuitled
belween  Saigon, Dau Teng  and
Michelin's other plantation at Thuan
Lol conducting business. In s prime,
the Dauv Tweng plantation was pro-
ducing 7,000 ons of pure latex rub-
h{’aﬂiﬁ: French loyees  the

or o rench ¢ then
at Dau Tieng. the aﬁ hife offered

by fellow Frenchmen on nearby plan-
tations, or Saigon, an hour away by
automobile, was a pleasant one. Bul
these peacelul boom years ended winh
World War I, Ar that pme, the
French lefi Vietnam and a Japandse
batalion was stauoned in the Mi-
chelin Plantation for the duration of
the war,

When the French returned 1o Dau
Tieng n  December, 1945, they

brought security troops with them.

French-owned
symbol
of pre-war

elegance

For the next eleven years, seCuriy mn
the planiaiion area was provided by
2 strange assoriment of mililary units.

In 1937, an armored squadron of
the Xnd Moroccan Spahis, outhitted
with halftracks and scoul cars, prowl-
ed thraugh the plantation. Then in
1950, the 9th Regiment of Tirailleurs,
composed of Vieinamese and Algeri-
an riflemien, were assigned 1o control
local Vier Minh activity. They were
aided by a wnit called Commando
~d46-P," a group of 130 Cambodian
counterguernllas.

The last major French unil 1o
camp on the current site of the US
Ird  Bngade headguarters was  the
famous 1Mk Hall Brigade of the
French TForeign Legion. Two  bai-
talions of the 13th Hall Brigade stay-
ed a1 Dau Tweng from 951 until
Janvary of 1954, when they left for
Dien Bien Phu. At Dien Bien Phu
the |3th was the unat that fixed bayo.
neis and charged the Vet Minh when
their own ammuniiion was used up.

The departure of the last French-
backed troops ‘from  the Michelin
came in 1956 From that wme Gl
the presen ]
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French fortification ar Michelin

wite only a fraction of the holdings of
the Imermational Group of Michelin
and could casily be liguidaied, the
Sociely has continued 1o operale the
plantavon ar a financial loss since
1963, ANl of the money made from
the plantauon is reinvested in Viel-
nam, some of it in the bieycle ure
factory which Michelin runs in Sai-
gon. Financially, the French man-
agers are hoping for beuer Limes.

Most of the Michelin Society em-
ployees in Saigon have another bond
wnh the plantation, one that has noth-
ing 10 do with finances. It could best
be described as an emouonal e, Den-
nit Breochard, the manager of the &
Michelin Fiamaliun. has been wiih §
the plantation since 1946, Though he
has noi been inside il since 1963, his
anachment 1o it is still there.

“The I'Eelqu they have for the land i
15 sirong:” said one US officer. “A
farmer would undersiand ",

The U.5." position rturding ihe
Miuchelin Planiation 15 generally sym.
pathetic 1oward preseriang the rubber,
LIS officials are awure of the finan-
cial value of rubber 1o Victnam (at
one time its leading export) and of
the eight years involved in raising a
rubber iree.

Mevertheless, LS. units have run
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into blogdy contaci nearly every time

they have supi ihe plantation. LS.
ave mulumny
l;m'hps of five or six
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Novih Vietmamese workers comiracred by Michelin buily
defense apainst the Vielr Minlr in early 50's

Viet Cong 30 confident in  their
sanciuary that they were  withoul
w3 pans,

50, to combat the enemy’s leeling
of w:unu in the plantation, Ameris
can units have requested and received
permission 1o desiroy bunker sysiems
by air, and to clear himited fields of
fire with Rome plows. He . much

ot'li-eﬁglmri:gmmtmumhqw
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dug-in firefighting among the rubber
rows

The difficuliies of the Michelin
Fubber Plantation have been difficul-
ties suffered due to the war. Pro-
tm: duri :f war isn’t easy. But

these setbacks and the

'Hﬁ!-dmumsiu.-h mtmﬁr. 1he
semi-do ae s \!‘;ﬁ

remains one of

_'mm natural resources.
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