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The village was set a third of the way
down a heart-shaped basin measuring
eleven miles in length and seven
miles across at its widest point. It was
surrounded by mountains, some round
and gentle, others sharp limestone
masses rising in irregular tiers to
pointed peaks. A small river, the Nam
Youm, ran past the village, through the
plain from north to south. Although
flat, the basin contained small features
that sprouted up here and there, and
there were numerous tiny hamlets and
isolated dwellings scattered about.

The inhabitants, perhaps ten thousand
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total, were mostly ethnic Tai who grew
rice and mangoes and oranges on the
fertile plain and marketed the opium
brought down from the mountains by
Hmong tribes, but there were also other
tribal groups and Vietnamese. The Tai
called the place Muong Thanh. To the
Vietnamese, and to the French, it was

known as Dien Bien Phu.*
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