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Abstract 
Bạch Mã Hill Station was a French mountain resort, built on top of Bạch Mã 

Mountain in Central Vietnam between 1932 and 1945.  Bạch Mã was one of seven 

similar sites in Indochina intended to provide a cool mountain retreat for the French 

expatriate population, in this case, of Huế.  Hill stations throughout Asia became 

symbols of European colonialism in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  In 

the postcolonial period, Bạch Mã continued to be represented in significant historical 

developments that have shaped Central Vietnam at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century.  Through an examination of the archaeological fabric of the hill station in the 

context of the historical period in which it developed, this study addresses four issues 

related to colonial occupation and the postcolonial experience in Central Vietnam. 

 

The study examines the broader historical context that influenced Central Vietnam, 

and the development of Bạch Mã, in the first part of the twentieth century.  The 1930s 

was a turning point for French colonialism in Indochina and for the Vietnamese 

nationalist movement.  From 1940 to 1945, Indochina was occupied by the Japanese 

and was an important base for their war against the allies in the Pacific.  The pro-

Vichy colonial government of French Indochina was the only European 

administration retained under Japanese occupation in Southeast Asia during World 

War II.  This study relates the character of Bạch Mã to the changing political 

environment in Indochina and suggests that hill stations represented more than a 

holiday retreat for the colonial elite. 

 

The study examines how the material character of the hill station developed from its 

inception in 1932 until its abandonment by the French in 1945.  Subsequent 

occupations combined with the challenging tropical montane environment have 

caused the ruin of most of the French villas.  The colonial structures at Bạch Mã 

remain symbols of the colonial identities the French were trying to redefine as the 

country came under foreign military occupation, and the indigenous population 

continued to demand greater autonomy. 

 

The short period of development at Bạch Mã provides an opportunity to examine 

issues of colonialism for which historical archaeology is well suited.  This study 

examines colonial issues at Bạch Mã through the archaeological expression of social 
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status and intercultural social interaction, in particular through the concepts of 

collaboration and resistance between the French and various Vietnamese social 

groups.  The study identified three Vietnamese social groups at Bạch Mã, and noted 

different approaches to intercultural interaction for each.  Oral history evidence 

showed underlying resistance to the colonial occupation, at the same time that Bạch 

Mã provided the first opportunity for local communities to earn a cash-income. 

 

Archaeological evidence and historical postcolonial events associated with Bạch Mã 

are also examined to explore Vietnamese attitudes to colonialism and to the symbols 

of colonialism represented in Bạch Mã.  The study suggests that resistance to the 

inequity and injustice inherent in the colonial venture in Indochina continued into the 

postcolonial period.  By integrating the documentary, material and oral evidence, the 

study suggests that Bạch Mã not only reflects a number of aspects of French colonial 

policy, but highlights the Vietnamese people’s roles, initially in maintaining the 

colonial venture, later in resisting it.  Bạch Mã not only symbolises the grandeur of 

the French colonial vision, it also reflects the persistence of Vietnamese resistance. 

 

 

 
Figure 0- 1  The Hôtel Bany lower bulding at Bạch Mã in 2003 
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Map 0-1  The five regions of Indochina, Tonkin, Annam, Cochinchina, Cambodia and Laos, 
and Guangchouwan from Aldrich (1996) 
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Map  0-2  Indochina showing the general location of Vietnamese provinces, normally named after 
their principal city, during French colonial occupation, from Marr (1971). 
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Note on Language Use 
Bach Ma Hill Station was developed and occupied by the French from 1932 to 1945.  

The colonial hill station is referred to here as OBM, the acronym for Old Bạch Mã 

after a paper by Thân Trọng Ninh, To look for Old Bach Ma (Thân Trọng  Ninh, 

2002).  OBM is used to distinguish the colonial occupation from the later 

developments related to Bạch Mã Mountain, to the mountain itself and to the general 

area which may be referred to simply as Bạch Mã.  Thân Trọng Ninh’s paper is 

reproduced here in translation in Appendix B.   

 

The thesis uses French terms in places as the most appropriate form of reference.  The 

regions that made up French Indochina, for example, Tonkin, Annam and 

Cochinchina, are referred to as pays, the French word for country, region, homeland.  

Similarly, metropole, the French for metropolis or home country, is often used to refer 

to France itself.  French terms used in the text are shown in italics.  Table 0-1 lists the 

main French terms used in the text with their English translations 

 

Table 0-1 French – English translation of terms used in the text 
French English 
chaises à porteurs,  chaise Literally - chair with porters, palanquin 
Colon  Planter, colonist. 
Hexagone France – refers to the shape of the 

country 
Métropôle Metropolis, Mother country, France 
Pays Country, fatherland, district,  
Station d’altitude Hill station 
Indigène An indigenous person 
 

I use the term ‘indigenous’ in this thesis to refer to the majority Việt ethnic group of 

Central Vietnam.  As far as I am aware, all my Vietnamese informants belonged to 

this ethnic group. 

 

The study of Bạch Mã Mountain in Vietnam refers to both Vietnamese and French 

people and places, and to both Vietnamese and French documents, but is written in 

English.  Table 0-2 provides the English, French and Vietnamese expression for 

several places and features that are discussed in the thesis.  
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Table 0-2 Comparative place names referred to in the text, English, French, 
Vietnamese  
English French Vietnamese 
Indochina 
Union of French Indochina 

Indochine, 
Union Française 
Indochinoise 

Việt Nam, Laos, 
Kampuchea 

Northern Vietnam Tonkin Bắc Bộ  
Central Vietnam Annam Trung Bộ 
Southern Vietnam Cochinchina Nam Bộ 
Hue Hué Huế 
Danang Tourane  Đà Nẵng 
Hoi An, a town near 
Danang 

Faifo, or Faifoo Hôi An 

Rhododendron Falls Grande Cascade Thác Đỗ Quyên 
 
 
The use of Vietnamese names and terms is more problematic.  Because the focus of 

the study is on Vietnam and the Vietnamese, I have attempted to include the 

appropriate diacritics used in written Vietnamese to indicate the appropriate tone, and 

therefore meaning of names and words.  This is not common practice in English texts 

discussing Vietnamese issues, so where the correct diacritics could not be determined, 

they are not shown.  I have not used diacritics with the names of Vietnam, Hanoi and 

Saigon, because these names in particular have long been anglicised and their 

expression as Việt Nam, Hà Nội and Sài Gòn does not enhance the meaning.  In the 

oral history section, in Chapter 6-6, I have used the Vietnamese terms of respect, Ông 

and Bà in preference to Mr and Mrs, in reference to several oral history participants, 

especially where their full name is not known.  Table 0-3 lists the main abbreviations 

and acronyms used in the text. 
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Table 0-3 Abbreviations and acronyms used in the text 
ARVN Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
BM Bach Ma 
BMNP Bach Ma National Park 
DMZ Demilitarised Zone 
DRV Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
G-G Governor-General 
GPS Geographic Positioning System  
ha hectares 
HCMC Hồ Chí Minh City, formerly Saigon. 
ICP Indochinese Communist Party 
IFP Information for participants   
KMT Kuomintang 
m, mm Metres, millimetres 
masl Metres above sea level 
NLF National Liberation Front 
NVA North Vietnamese Army 
OBM Old Bach Ma 
USA, & US United States of America 
USSR Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
VNQDD Việt Nam Quốc Dân Đảng  Vietnam National Party 
WWI,  WWII World War I (1914-18) and World War II (1939-45) 
 
  




