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I. Introduction

In 2001, the French scholars Pierre Brocheux and Daniel Hémery observed that “the economic history of Indochina has yet to be written.”
  A decade later, that statement holds largely true.  Martin Murray’s 1980 The Development of Capitalism in Colonial Indochina remains the most authoritative work in a European language on the topic.
  However, its focus on how the Vietnamese economy was restructured to fit the needs of global capital can obscure the degree to which the processes at work were also local.  Works in Vietnamese, such as Nguyễn Văn Khánh’s Cơ cấu kinh tế xã hội Việt Nam thời thuộc địa feature a similar focus on how Vietnam was integrated within a global and colonial political economy and the resulting legacy of underdevelopment.
  This sort of analysis flows in equal measure from the sort of meta-level sources that are most accessible to scholars and from a certain kind of post-colonial politics.
   This paper is intended to help us shift focus from these sorts of debates by going from the global to the local, investigating the political economy in Vietnam itself and how it promoted the accumulation of local capital and the development of local enterprises.  To do that, it examines what I’ve called “Colonial Conglomerates”:  French-owned enterprises with capital over $1 million francs whose operations were largely but not exclusively based in Vietnam.
  I hope that by examining these local enterprises, this paper will contribute to the writing of an indigenous history of the economy of colonial Vietnam.  

This paper has two main parts.  The first is a description of the Vietnamese political economy, from its pre-colonial roots to the end of the colonial era in 1945.  The second is a case study of a typical Colonial Conglomerate, the Fontaine Group. The two parts of the article correspond roughly to two different types of sources.  The first is the Annuals of Enterprises (Annuaires des entreprises) published beginning in 1912.  Compiled by a colonial lobby group – the French Colonial Union – and based on information supplied by the enterprises themselves, these Annuals are far from perfect.  However, for revealing officially invested capital, patterns of ownership and investment, and general developments over time, they are a fascinating and important source.  The second type of sources is state and other records related to the French Corporation of Distilleries of Indochina (Société française des distilleries de l’Indochine, or SFDIC) and the other components of the Fontaine Group.  As the main supplier of the state’s alcohol monopoly, the SFDIC generated a huge amount of official documents, not to mention public scrutiny.  As a result, it is one of the easiest Colonial Conglomerates to follow, providing important details that fill out the larger story of the accumulation of capital and the development of locally-based enterprise in the colonial era.  

The shift in perspective from the global to the local reveals surprising things.  First is the remarkable continuity between the pre-colonial and the colonial economy.  Second is the interventionist policies of a colonial state conventionally portrayed as laissez-faire.  State intervention in the colonial period took the form of what I’ve called “state-related accumulation,” namely state-created or state-enforced monopolies that provided highly profitable revenue bases for subsequent diversification.  The interpenetration of state and enterprise, whether in terms of personnel or a shared interest in revenue generation, was both a symptom and a cause of this sort of state intervention.  As for smuggling, contraband, and other illegal activities, they were simply inevitable effects.  The last element is the remarkable size and profitability of the diversified enterprises that grew from these monopoly bases.  These enterprises remind us that an economy conventionally described as chronically and purposively underdeveloped could simultaneously feature highly “developed” enterprises that would not be out of place among today’s globalized multinationals.
 
II. The Vietnamese political economy
a. To 1858:  state-related accumulation and the Chinese consortiums
For most of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the present-day territory of Vietnam was administered by two separate polities:  the Le-Trinh state in Northern Vietnam and the Nguyễn state that after 1558 gradually extended its control southward and then westward from its base in Central Vietnam.  Despite the shared cultural and historical roots of their elites, these two regions – referred to by contemporaries as Đàng Ngoài and Đàng Trong, or the “Outer” and “Inner” regions, respectively – featured quite different attitudes towards commerce and enterprise.  Nevertheless, in each region of precolonial Vietnam we can see threads that will continue to run through the supposed ruptures of 1858 and 1945. The first is the central role of the state in creating opportunities for accumulation, primarily through the creation of monopolies.  From this basic feature of the local political economy flow other features, most notably the interpenetration of state and enterprise, and endemic smuggling and off-plan activities.  A final thread in the history of enterprise in Vietnam – and one which underlines the importance of attention to regional particularities – is the importance of regional Chinese commercial and financial networks operating through Gia Định/Saigon.  
In Đàng Ngoài, the agrarian-Confucian worldview of its ruling elites saw commerce and enterprise as a sort of necessary evil.  Perhaps the clearest evidence of this is found in language:  for example, the official term for businessman or trader, “mạt nghiệp” translates literally as “lowliest occupation.”  Analyzing the proliferation of copper and silver mines in Đàng Ngoài’s northern periphery after 1700, Alexander Woodside wrote how “the central core of the Le-Trinh state, with an anachronistic agrarian ideology which revolved around scholars and farmers, survived in a sense only because it was not made to confront and incorporate in any normal or normative way a periphery whose ideology contradicted with it.”  Instead, the state “allowed private entrepreneurs and tax farmers to subdivide the mining frontier into their own long-term apanages.”
  By the latter half of the 1700s, the copper mines of Thái Nguyên province were among the largest in Southeast Asia, providing the bulk of the Lê-Trịnh state’s revenue, and huge fortunes for the lucky holders of the state’s mining licenses.
  
As this example makes clear, trade and commerce in Đàng Ngoài were purposely kept at arms length even at the risk of the loss of territorial control.  For not only were the holders of the mining licenses the virtual lords of local fiefs, but also they and their tens of thousands of employees were of Chinese origin.  Subcontracting certain commercial activities to the ethnic Chinese community was, of course, a common technique for modernizing states throughout the region.  Yet the Lê-Trịnh state was distinguished from its contemporaries – including the Nguyễn  state in Đàng Trong – by the degree to which the state and its elites consciously insulated themselves from the world of commerce. This absence of even minimal linkages to the world of commerce was no doubt at the root of the failure of the state’s attempt to expel the Chinese mining consortiums and reassert control over its Northern periphery after 1767.
  Yet even in a story of state-enterprise relations that differs, as we shall see, so radically from that in Đàng Trong, three common threads stand out:  state-related accumulation, the crucial, if ambiguous role played by ethnic Chinese enterprise, and the attempt by a centralizing state to assert control over Chinese entrepreneurs and their revenue streams.  
By contrast, the ideology of the Nguyễn Lords who ruled Đàng Trong was characterized less by agrarian-Confucianism and more by the pragmatism that flowed from administering an expanding multi-ethnic polity facing powerful rivals to the North (Dai Viet) and the West (Siam).
  One result was an openness to trade and commerce:  Đàng Trong centers like Hội An, Huế, Qui Nhơn, Mỹ Tho, and Hà Tiên were important part of regional and extra-regional trading networks that flourished in the 1700s and 1800s.
  According to Li Tana, “Đàng Trong’s existence as a separate Vietnamese state rested directly on its successful commercial and economic development.”

Overseas trade was accompanied by the growth of more or less permanent communities of expatriate merchants and settlers.  This included Japanese, Southeast Asians, Europeans, and above all, Chinese.  Already by the mid-1600s, there was a sizeable community of Chinese in Hoi An.  Migration accelerated in 1679 after the fall of the Ming Dynasty and continued after the Qing Dynasty relaxed its controls on immigration in the mid-1700s. These Chinese immigrants played a crucial role in expanding and developing Nguyễn Cochinchina’s Southern and Western frontiers, Mạc Cửu and his successors in Hà Tiên being the most obvious example. 
   They were also responsible for much if not most of Đàng Trong’s internal commerce.  Writing in the early 1820s, John White described the Chinese presence in Đàng Trong. 

These industrious and enterprising people are the butchers, the tailors, the confectioners, and the peddlers of Cochin China:  they are met with in every bazaar, and in every street… they are also the bankers, and money-changers… Many of the cooking utensils, and a principal part of the clothing of the Onamese [Annamese, Vietnamese] are brought from China, from whence they also have their porcelain, tea, many of their drugs and medicines, cabinet-work, and, in short, almost every article of convenience which they possess.

As White’s example suggests, the itinerant peddlers of Đàng Trong/Cochinchina were ultimately linked to regional trading and financial networks through the intermediary of the Chinese consortiums that dominated the economies of nineteenth-century Southeast Asia.  From initial bases producing and trading local commodities like rice, salt, dried fish, sugar, or pepper for manufactured goods from China, Singapore, or India, these consortiums might expand to take advantage of the tin mining boom, compete for state revenue farms, or both.  As Carl Trocki describes, by the 1800s, Chinese consortiums controlled the farms and mines throughout Southeast Asia that “produced marketable commodities and employed large numbers of Chinese laborers.  The laborers, in turn, consumed provisions, clothing and tools, as well as opium, spirits, and other taxable products.  They were also users of pawnbroking, gambling, and prostitution farms, all of which were controlled by the same group of merchants who financed and exported their products.”
  This sort of diversification required flexible, if not opaque forms of ownership and management. Trocki describes how even today, Chinese enterprises tend to operate through relatively autonomous local companies who benefit from external infusions of capital and management expertise.
  This was a sort of diversification that looked for synergies as much as profits, accepted few if any limitations to its depth or breadth, and resulted in complex webs of cross-ownership, cooperation, and competition.
 
One of the reasons for the rapid growth of trade in Đàng Trong after 1600 was the Nguyễn Lords’ policy of encouraging the mutual interpenetration of enterprise and state.  The first Nguyễn Lord, Nguyễn Hoàng, adopted as his son Hunamoto Yabeiji, a prominent Japanese merchant and state envoy.  Nguyễn Hoàng’s son, Nguyễn Phúc Nguyên, married one of his daughters to another Japanese merchant, Araki Sotaao.
  As China replaced Japan as Đàng Trong’s major trading partner in the 1700s, so in turn did ethnic Chinese traders and officials – many of them resident in Cochinchina for generations – assume positions at the highest levels of the Nguyễn  state.  Trịnh Hoài Đức was both a longstanding official in the Gia Định administration – often serving as the acting governor of Gia Định – and at the same time an active petty trader.
  General and governor of Gia Định Lê Văn Duyệt’s adopted son, the Hội An-born Chinese Lưu Tín, was both a successful merchant and the head of the office that administered Gia Định’s foreign trade.

This interpenetration of state and enterprise was, needless to say, mutually beneficial.  Trade benefited the Nguyễn state both directly through taxes and duties, and indirectly by promoting economic growth in its territories.  Even more important, Nguyễn Ánh’s ability to mobilize support in the Chinese business community of Gia Định was crucial to his ability to resist and defeat the Tây Sơn movement.  In return, the Chinese traders and consortiums were the beneficiaries of preferential rates of taxation, government contracts, tax farms, and monopolies.  Examples of Chinese-held monopolies in Cochinchina include the “Wax Taxpayers Association,” with exclusive rights to exploit the wax in the forests of Kiến Giang, salt production, and the trade in areca nut. 
  State-related accumulation was thus an important feature of the Đàng Trong economy.  
This was not to say that Đàng Trong’s business class was the pliant creature of the Nguyễn state.  Far from it.  Counterfeiting, smuggling, and other off-plan activities were endemic to Đàng Trong’s economy.  Li Tana argues that inflation caused by the widespread counterfeiting of the state’s new zinc currency in the late 1700s helped spark the Tay Son movement.  Choi Byung Wook has shown how illegal trading in rice and opium was the pretext for emperor Minh Mạng’s assertion of direct control over Gia Định/Saigon after 1832.  Whether or not one accepts Minh Mạng’s contention that Chinese traders were exclusively to blame, the evidence is clear that local businessmen and officials were participating in a flourishing illegal trade in rice, opium, and other goods.  The techniques traders used to circumvent Minh Mạng’s new controls sound eerily familiar to anyone familiar with business practices in Vietnam today.  Chinese traders excluded from the rice trade after 1827 would register their ships under the names of Vietnamese colleagues, wives or concubines.  Others might carry on activities for years using forged official documents.
  These sorts of illegal activities would have been impossible without the collusion, if not participation, of local officials.  Indeed, in his response to Minh Mang’s analysis of the problem, Governor Lê Văn Duyệt pointed to the participation of government-hired rice ships in the illegal trade.  Thus in 1820s Cochinchina, even off-plan activity was, in its own way, a form of state-related accumulation.  
Minh Mạng’s policies towards Gia Định/Saigon and its Chinese business community after 1827 point to a final thread, namely how newly-consolidated regimes in Vietnam inevitably move to attenuate the dominant position of the ethnic Chinese in Southern Vietnam’s economy.  The first emperor of the newly-united state, Nguyễn Ánh/Gia Long continued the pattern of close cooperation with the Chinese community in Gia Định.  His successor Minh Mạng, however, moved not only to assert central control over the previously semi-autonomous Gia Định region, but also to limit the role of Chinese in trade and enterprise.  After 1827, the Minh Mạng administration pursued policies intended to reduce Chinese participation in trade and commerce, for example effectively banning both Minh Hương and Thanh Nhân Chinese from participating in maritime trade.
  In 1832, he dissolved the Gia Định Thành Tổng Trấn (Gia Định General Government), replacing it with six provinces under the direct control of the central administration.    
These policies were of dubious effectiveness and a serious source of discontent among the Gia Định Chinese.  Chinese were prominent not only in Lê Văn Khôi’s uprising against the Huế government in 1833, but also in the various anti-dynastic and anti-Vietnamese movements that swept Cochinchina and Cambodia in the 1840s.  Moreover, the Huế government’s repression of the various movements provoked waves of migration that saw large numbers of Chinese entrepreneurs and artisans relocate to Cambodia and Siam.
  Last, discontentment with Huế rule was a key factor in the ability of the French to gain and then consolidate control over Gia Định after 1858.  

Despite this dubious precedent, upon establishing control over the entire country, successor regimes in Vietnam have in their own way all followed Minh Mạng’s lead and moved to weaken the control of Chinese over trade and enterprise in Southern Vietnam:  the French after 1882, the Socialist Republic after 1975.  This pattern is not an accident.  Rather, it points to continuity in the underlying features of Vietnam’s political economy.  This article argues that the basic feature of this political economy is state-related accumulation.  Related features are the interpenetration of state and enterprise, endemic smuggling and off-plan activities, regionalism and the importance of Chinese enterprise.  While these features have played out in different ways in time and space, they nonetheless constituted the underlying realities that have faced and continue to face governments in Vietnam.  
This paper now turns to the ways in which these features interacted with French attempts to impose new administrative, economic, and ideological forms upon the political economy they inherited in 1858.  Orthodox Vietnamese historiography divides French economic activity in Indochina into two periods, the first and second plans of economic exploitation, distinguishing between the two primarily on the basis of the increased capital flows and rapid expansion of economic activity after the end of the First World War.  This article takes the focus off of the global economy and instead focuses on changes to the local political economy. 
  As a result, it divides the colonial period in four:  an initial period before 1897 where the ability of French state and empire to compete in the local economy remained limited; a period from 1897 which saw the creation and early diversification of local enterprises based on monopoly revenue bases; the period after 1919 when access to capital drastically increased the scope and scale of diversification; and the period of consolidation brought on by the economic crisis after 1929.
b. 1858-1897:  same tune, but with French lyrics
Although French missionaries had been active in the region since the 1600s, a durable French economic presence in Indochina only dates from 1858 and the creation of the first French colony in the provinces of Gia Định, Mỹ Tho, and Biền Hoa.  The early years of the French presence were far from conducive to rapid economic development. The various campaigns of conquest and pacification, first of Cochinchina, then of Tonkin and Annam, were disastrous for the local economy.  Even in relatively quiescent Cochinchina, local enterprise was victim of a lack of coherent direction – Hémery labels this period “la longue incertitude du modèle politique et administratif” – and rule by a rapid succession of administrator-Admirals more intent on consolidating and extending French territory than promoting its industry or enterprise.
  In the main, economic policy consisted of reinstating earlier Nguyễn patents and monopolies, or inventing new ones such as opium or alcohol as the French administration scrambled to increase revenue.  European enterprise in this period was confined largely to a handful of trading and shipping houses with pre-existing operations in the region’s trading hubs (Singapore, Hong Kong, Manila, and Yokohama) that allowed them to move quickly and easily into the reopened port of Saigon.
  Once installed, their operations focused on two main activities, capturing a part of the existing overseas trade previously monopolized by Chinese trading houses, and two, winning contracts to supply goods and services to the colonial state.
In this early period, the one major area of state economic intervention was the development of the agricultural potential of Cochinchina’s hinterlands.  The expansion of the land under rice cultivation predated the arrival of the French, facilitated by Nguyễn canal projects that simultaneously drained land in Western Cochinchina and provided transportation links to My Tho and Gia Định.  The French took up the project after 1866, and the addition of power dredges and higher levels of state investment after 1893 drastically increased the rate at which new land was opened to cultivation.  Already by the 1880s, Cochinchinese rice was once again playing a major role in markets in the Dutch East Indies, Singapore and the Malay states, Southern China and Japan; by 1928 Indochina was the second-largest rice exporter in the world.  While a handful of French trading houses like Denis Frères, Maison Rauzy et Ville, or Société Allantini et Compagnie were able to carve out a position in this trade, the bulk of the rice trade remained firmly in the hands of the Chinese consortiums.  
In fact, this situation of expanding rice production combined with multiplying state monopolies was ideally suited to the business practices of the Chinese consortiums.  From traders in the countryside providing financing and exchanging basic consumer products for paddy, through wholesaling, transportation and warehousing, to processing and export, the rice industry in Indochina was effectively controlled by a series of Chinese syndicates that set the terms of exchange at every level.
  In return for rice exports, the Chinese imported basic consumer goods from the markets of Hong Kong or Singapore:  kerosene, lamps, cloth, votive products.  They also sold goods made in their own Cochinchinese factories, alcohol being the most obvious example.  
These integrated systems of transportation, distribution, and sales combined with access to regional circuits of trade and capital made it almost inevitable that the French administration would turn to the Chinese consortiums to administer their monopolies and tax farms.  By the 1860s, a consortium of Fujian traders led by a certain Ban Hap had won control of the opium farms for Gia Định, and by 1871 another consortium of Chinese distillers had won the contract for the new monopoly over the production and sale of alcohol.
  In a similar vein, the operations of every Bank of Indochina branch – and indeed all European banks operating in Indochina – were managed by a Chinese comprador, normally the head of a prominent trading family, who provided the bank with a caution of hundreds of thousands of piastres for the privilege.
  This practice points to the way in which the early development of the Bank of Indochina, and thus of French enterprise in Indochina was based on leveraging Chinese, rather than metropolitan, sources of capital.  This view is reinforced by the importance of the Bank’s operations outside of Indochina, most notably Shanghai but also Hong Kong and Singapore.  In this view, the source of capital for Indochina’s development, at least before the massive inflows of French capital after 1919, in fact remained the same:  the only difference was that it was now available to French entrepreneurs rather than Chinese.
This was where and how the French learned to do business in Indochina:  in Gia Định/Saigon, and in close cooperation with highly capitalized, diversified Chinese consortiums with operations throughout the region.  French enterprises that were able to survive in this early period did so by relying on their own access to regional trading networks, supplemented by capital from China as much as from France, and, crucially, privileged access to their compatriots in the new administration.  Yet the number of French enterprises remained small, and their ability to diversify strictly limited by the dominant position of Chinese commerce.  The key to the expansion and diversification of the Colonial Conglomerates after 1897 was the state’s newfound willingness to use monopolies as a tool to promote the development of French enterprise.  In other words, French administrations after 1897 took the existing pattern of state-related accumulation, and ran with it.  

c. 1897-1919:  Monopoly bases and the birth of the Conglomerates
The appointment of the new Governor General, Paul Doumer in 1897 is conventionally seen as the beginning of a new era in the history of French Indochina.  During his five-year tenure, Doumer balanced the budget, rationalized and centralized the administration, and embarked on an ambitious program of public works.  Equally important – though less often remarked – were policies that denied the Chinese consortiums of their state monopolies.  Initial moves in this direction predate Doumer’s arrival, the most obvious example being the opium monopoly, which was turned into a state-administered régie in 1883. Nevertheless, after 1897 this process accelerated and deepened:  existing monopolies were taken away from Chinese consortiums, while new monopolies held by French entrepreneurs proliferated.  These monopolies might take the form of products (cigarettes, matches, salt, alcohol), services (mails, transportation), or public works (railways, canal dredging, ports).  Yet in each case, these monopolies went to French entrepreneurs.  These monopolies in turn served as revenue bases for the diversified Colonial Conglomerates.  
One can see in these early contracts an attempt by the state to create a series of siloed monopolies. For example, the alcohol regime in Tonkin after 1902 separated production from sales, and even interposed a largely superfluous state bureaucracy between the two.  Transportation is another obvious example:  Bernard’s Messageries fleuviales enjoyed state mail contracts in Cochinchina, while Paul Roque (later the Société anonyme de chalendage et de remorquagede l’Indochine) had similar contracts for Tonkin.  The transport of state monopoly products in Tonkin, however, was reserved for another company, the Union commercial indochinois.  Overseas transportation, for example, the mail route between Hải Phong, Kouang-tchéou-wan, and Hong Kong was reserved for yet another company, the Est-asiatique française. Nevertheless, state attempts to create neatly siloed monopolies foundered on complex patterns of cross-ownership and on the waves of later diversification made possible by the revenue derived from the monopolies themselves.
Table 1:  The Colonial Conglomerates (core enterprise, corporate headquarters, year of incorporation or foundation, core activity, and capital of core enterprise in francs in 1929 if publicly listed)
Fontaine group:  Société française des distilleries de l’Indochine (Paris, 1901), 3.5 million, contract to supply alcohol regie.
Denis frères group:  Maison Denis frères (Bordeaux, 1862,), import-export including contracts to supply opium regie, and one of the main suppliers of rice to the French market.

Bernard group:  Messageries fleuviales de Cochinchine (Paris 1881), 2 million, ocean and river transport including monopoly on route between Bangkok and Saigon, quasi-monopoly on river transport in Cochinchina, Cambodia, and Laos.  

Rauzy et Ville group:  Société commerciale française de l’Indochine (Marseille, 1908, successor to Maison P. Rauzy et P. Ville) 4 million by 1929, import-export, along with Denis frères one of two main suppliers of rice to the French market.  

Homberg group:  Imprimerie d’Extreme-Orient (Hanoi, 1907) 4 million, government printing house.
Estier and Vigne frères group:  Union commerciale indochinoise (Paris, 1904) 4 million, import export, river transport.

Hermenier group:  Compagnie des eaux et de l’électricite de l’Indochine (Paris, 1900), 5.7 million francs.  Supply of water and electricity for Saigon, Cholon, Phnom Penh.  

Barthélémy and de Portalès group: (Paris), monopoly on operations of Cam Ranh port.
Allantini group:  Compagnie de commerce et de navigation d’Extreme Orient (Marseille, 1909, successor to Société Allatini et Cie.), 3 million, import export, coaling, ship refitting.    

Mazet group: A. And E. Mazet, (Marseille), import-export, contract to supply alcohol regie.  

Initial diversification moves were often up and down the supply chain.  The Homberg group’s first monopoly base was the Imprimerie d’Extrême Orient (IDEO, Hanoi, 1907) the Indochinese government’s official printer.  By 1913, the group was producing its own paper (Société anonyme des papeteries de l’Indochine, Grenoble), and by 1917, industrial chemicals and inks (Société industrielle de chimie d’Extrême Orient, Paris).  Other early diversification moves were regionally oriented.  Working from their monopoly on the operations of the Cam Ranh port, the Barthélémy/de Portales group moved to capture the retail markets of Southern Annam (Comptoirs français de Sud-Annam, Marseille, 1908), and then expanded into public works and railway construction in Northern Cochinchina and Southern Annam (Société d’entreprises et d’exploitations en Indochine, Paris).  Other diversification moves might be into new sectors where the Chinese consortiums might be at a competitive disadvantage.  Rubber is the most obvious example, with the Fontaine, Homberg, and Bernard groups all being early investors.  Whatever the direction of diversification, however, the pattern in this period is clear: revenue generated from monopoly bases was the key to the growth of the Colonial Conglomerates.  
It’s important to note that state monopolies were no guarantee that an enterprise would become a Colonial Conglomerate.  Despite their best efforts, neither Bédat, with the contract to supply water for Hanoi, nor the Hersent Group, responsible for Hanoi’s tram system, were able to expand and diversify effectively.  At least they continued to enjoy at least limited state support, and survived.  The Debeaux group’s administration of the alchohol/tobacco/salt sales monopolies in Tonkin and Northern Annam was so egregious that in 1910 the state moved to buy out the three years remaining on their ten-year contract.  This marked the effective end of the Group, with both Debeaux and his CEO Geurmeur disappearing almost immediately from the administrative councils of Indochina’s major enterprises, even those they had helped to found such as the UCI or the Société anonyme des tuileries de l’Indochine.  What these examples make clear is that while possession of a state monopoly might not guarantee an enterprise’s fortune, the loss of one would seal its fate.
The period 1897-1919 saw the birth and initial growth of the Colonial Conglomerates.  State-related accumulation, already the major feature of the Indochinese political economy, was adopted and given a particular French spin as a tool for the promotion of French enterprise.  As we shall see, the monopolies operated less to generate revenue for the state and more to give revenue bases to fledgling French enterprises still lacking their Chinese competitors’ access to larger circuits of trade and capital.  And as we shall see, the economy under the French continued to be characterized by the interpenetration of state and enterprise and by endemic off-plan activity.  The process of the creation of the new French monopolies was neither smooth nor uniform in time and space:  for example, the ability of the Chinese consortiums to frustrate state policy, particularly in the South, is an important part of the story (see below).  Nevertheless, the period 1897-1919 is the real turning point in the creation of French enterprises, which thanks to their monopoly bases were for the first time able to compete with the Chinese consortiums on their own terms, and on their own turf.  
d. 1919-1930:  Capital inflows and diversification into finance and real estate

The end of the First World War opened the economy to unprecedented flows of private direct investment from France, drastically altering the financial landscape of Indochina.  Whereas private investment in Indochina during the first six decades of French rule totalled approximately 365 million francs, in the single decade beginning 1920 it was well over 3 billion.
  Multiple factors were at play: first conscious efforts by both the metropolitan and colonial governments to promote the colony’s investment opportunities; second, the postwar commodities boom (including Indochinese products like coffee, sugar, and above all, rubber); and third, the collapse in the value of the franc between 1920 and 1928 and the relative rise in the Indochinese piastre.  It’s important to be aware of the spatial consequences of these capital flows, with Vietnam’s highlands, Cambodia, and Laos all for the first time becoming privileged sites of investment (the first two for plantation agriculture, the last for mines).

One of the main beneficiaries of these investment flows was plantation agriculture, particularly rubber.  A veritable boom saw total area under cultivation in Cochinchina and Cambodia expand from 18,000 to 78,620 hectares in just four years between 1925 and 1929.
 Some of the Colonial Conglomerates expanded aggressively, most notably the Homberg, Bernard, and Allantini groups.  Nevertheless, much of the expansion in this period was carried out by the French Michelin company, or by multinational finance and rubber concerns like the Franco-Belgian Hallet-Rivaud Group, which alone accounted for more than 30% of production in Indochina by the end of the 1930s.
  


Outside of the plantation sectors, unprecedented levels of investment brought unprecedented types of diversification for the Colonial Conglomerates.  For the first time, they were able to move into sectors requiring high levels of initial investment, such as mining or heavy industry, which had previously been monopolized by consortiums of metropolitan and financial interests.
  After 1919, the Colonial Conglomerates were able to expand into coal and minerals (for example the Fontaine Group’s coal mines at Trang Bach and Mao Khe or the Barthéléy/de Portales Group’s Compagnie fèrmier des étains d’Extrême-Orient).  For its part, Denis frères responded to synergies with their shipping operations, moving into drydocks, heavy equipment, and engineering (Ste anonyme deconstructions mécaniques, Saigon, 1918, and Compagnie Indochinoise d’Equipement Industrielle, Saigon, 1926).

Nevertheless, the most remarkable development in this period is the growth of the finance and real estate sectors.  These interrelated developments were the result of the massive capital inflows meeting the reform of Indochina’s property regime in the mid-1920s.  By 1925, mandatory property registration and new legislation had created a unified property regime that would serve as the basis for a European-style free market in land and mortgages.  However, the slow progress of the cadastral survey outside of urban areas meant that the real estate boom after 1925 was largely an urban phenomenon.  The one exception was Cochinchina, where by 1938 the administration had succeeded in surveying almost three-quarters of the colony’s total land area.  Given Cochinchina’s pivotal role in the plantation and rice economy, this is hardly surprising.  Accordingly, Cochinchina was also the Indochina’s most heavily indebted region; by 1930, ricefields in Gờ Công, for example, were mortgaged at an average rate of 540 francs per hectare.
  

The increased capital flows after 1918 drove the creation of new financial institutions that would supplement the traditional role of the Bank of Indochina by playing a more active role in the placement of funds.  The first of these new institutions was the Société indochinoise de commerce, d’agriculture, et de finance (SICAF, Paris, 1919), the creation of a consortium led by the Bank of Indochina and later including the Fontaine Group.  It provided technical expertise, management services, and above all financing to the dozens of projects attempting to cash in on Indochina’s plantation boom.  As the profits to be made in the financial sector became clear, though, Colonial Conglomerates such as the Homberg, Fontaine, and Vigne group all moved into the field, either independently or in partnership with other Conglomerates.  


The real estate sector followed a similar pattern.  In 1923, the Bank of Indochina cooperated with the Homberg and Fontaine groups to found Credit foncier de l’Indochine, followed by Credit agricole in 1928.  Together, these two served to increase massively the available credit in Indochina, offering loans secured with urban and rural property, respectively.  The Colonial Conglomerates followed suit with their own smaller ventures:  the Mazet, Rauzy-Ville, Homberg, and Fontaine Groups all had their own real estate arms.  
Table 2:  Piling into Real Estate

Hersent group:  Sociéte foncière de l’Indochine, 2.5 milllion Paris, (Hanoi),  

Denis frères group:  Société anonyme des immeubles Denis Frères.  1922 1.1 million francs.  

Mazet group in cooperation with Rauzy and Ville group:  Cie. Foncière de l’Indochine, 1922 Saigon 22 million francs; Ste urbaine foncière indochinoise, Saigon, 1923 10 million piastres.    

Fontaine group:  Société foncière et immobilière de Chi-Hoa (Saigon, 1929), 800,000 piastres.  Société foncière du Tonkin et de l’Annam, Hanoi, 1929, 10 million francs, .  

Homberg, Bernard, Fontaine, Vigne, Hermenier groups in cooperation with the Bank of Indochina:  Crédit foncier de l’Indochine, 1923 Paris 110 million francs; Crédit foncier agricole de l’Indochine, 1928, Saigon, 1 million piastres; Union immobilière indochinoise, 1928 Saigon, 20 million francs,


The influx of investment capital after the end of the First World War transformed the landscape of enterprise in Indochina without fundamentally altering its basic patterns.  The new sources of capital supplemented existing monopoly revenue bases, allowing the Colonial Conglomerates to deepen their participation in fields such as plantation agriculture, and to enter sectors like mining and heavy industry that had previously been closed to them by the high cost of entry.  Above all, however, the new investment flows went into the finance and real estate markets, the latter created almost overnight by the state’s reform of property law in 1925. Yet as the experience of the 1930s was to show, the rampant diversification of the 1930s was unsustainable.  The ability of the Colonial Conglomerates to survive the restructuring that followed was largely dependent on their ability to realign their operations with the groove they had sought to escape.  
e. 1930-1945:  The Crash and the consolidation of the Conglomerates
The years after 1929 were not kind to the enterprise in Indochina.  The 1937-38 Annual of Enterprises features dozens of entries warning readers that the enterprise in question had not replied to requests for updated information, that the status of an enterprise was “uncertain,” or that it was in the process of being taken over.  Colonial Conglomerates with adequate core monopolies were able to survive, although usually in streamlined form.  Core monopoly activities like the Fontaine group’s SFDIC or the UCI continued to return dividends throughout this period.  From a high of 200 francs annually in the late 1920s, dividends for the SFDIC plunged to zero in 1932 and 1933 before climbing to 55 in 1934 and 100 in 1935.  The profits that monopoly activities continued to generate provided the basis for the survival of the Colonial Conglomerates.  The exception that proves the rule is the Homberg group, whose diversification grasp exceeded the reach of its monopoly revenue base:  by the mid- 1930s, Octave Homberg had been removed from the Presidency of key monopoly bases like the Société française d’entreprise de dragages et des travaux publiques and Société anonyme de chalendage et de remorquage de l’Indochine, and the surviving parts of his group taken over by the Bank of Indochina.

As the example of the Homberg group makes clear, the Bank of Indochina was one of the main beneficiaries of the crisis.  As much as monopoly revenue, continued access to capital was an important part of the survival of the Colonial Conglomerates, and the global crisis meant that the Bank of Indochina was the only ready source.  After 1929, the Bank’s capital came at a cost, however.  By the mid-1930s, representatives of the Bank had come to occupy literally hundreds of positions on the board or as President or CEO at the majority of the colony’s major enterprises, from the SFDIC to the Société française d’entreprise de dragages et des travaux publiques .  In effect, by 1939, most Colonial Conglomerates and the monopolies that formed the basis of their activities had become assets in the investment portfolio of the Bank of Indochina.  
This was not the case for all the Colonial Conglomerates.  Two Conglomerates that managed to avoid integration into the Bank of Indochina portfolio were the Denis frères Group and the Bernard Group.  Throughout the crisis, colonel Bernard not only retained the Presidency of his group’s many subsidiaries, but also held a position on the board of the Bank of Indochina.  For its part, the Denis frères group was sufficiently robust that in 1932 it was able to expand into the tobacco sector, partnering with several other major colonial concerns to found the Société algerienne et indochinoise des tabacs (original manufacturers of the Bastos and Jet brands still popular in Southern Vietnam today).  Tellingly, these two Conglomerates were among those with the longest presence in Indochina, core activities in shipping and trading of commodities (namely rice), best access to Asian trading networks, and I would argue, the deepest affinities with their Chinese competitors.

The global economic crisis after 1929 inaugurated a period of painful restructuring for the Colonial Conglomerates.  The primary problems they faced were a drop in demand outside of Indochina and the drying up of sources of foreign capital.  The net effect of the drastically altered economic environment was twofold: first, it reinforced the importance of state-related accumulation; second, it turned the Bank of Indochina – almost the exclusive remaining source of capital – into the effective caretaker of the Indochinese economy.  We turn now to a case study of a particular sector, the alcohol sector, as a means of investigating in more detail the ways in which the state and enterprise in colonial Vietnam interacted with the underlying threads of the local political economy.
III. The Fontaine Group and the alcohol sector

Since the introduction of distilling to the region centuries ago, the alcoholic beverage of choice for Vietnamese has been rượu, a distilled liquor, usually made from rice, anywhere from 25 to 50% alcohol, often infused with fruit or medicinal products.  Under the Nguyễn, there was a free market in alcohol.  While proto-industrial distilleries did exist – for example Chinese distilleries in Chợ lớn or in the specialized distilling villagers of the Red River Delta – the simplicity and low cost of the production process meant that the market was open essentially to all, even those just producing a few pots of alcohol for themselves and their neighbours to drink at Tet.  The French changed this in 1862, introducing licences and duties that were later imitated by the Nguyễn in their remaining territories in the Center and North.  


The key moment in the transformation of the alcohol market in Indochina was 1902, when the state passed legislation granting itself the power to legislate essentially every aspect of the production, bottling, storage, transport, distribution, and sale of alcohol.  While there was no use of the word “monopoly” in the legislation, the potential to create one was obvious, and that is precisely what the state proceeded to do.  The highly regulated alcohol market that resulted took shape at different times and in different ways across the territory of Vietnam.  Nevertheless, the end result was that by 1910, a single company, the SFDIC produced the bulk of the legal alcohol sold in Indochina.
  Crucially, in its contracts with the SFDIC, the state agreed to purchase annually millions of liters of a product even the state’s own experts acknowledged was inferior, if not injurious to the health of consumers.  It was up to the state to resell the unpopular and overpriced alcohol to Vietnamese, a task that required the creation of a vast system of surveillance and contraband suppression, and turned the Department of Customs and Excise into the state’s largest and most pervasive civilian branch.  With minor changes, this is the situation that persisted until the end of the French regime.  

Although the SFDIC was a private corporation, its origins were within the colonial state.  The group’s founder, A.R. Fontaine, was a former employee of the Indochinese Customs Department (the Département des douanes) charged with administering the state’s monopolies on opium, alcohol, and salt; his older brother Léonard was the director of Customs for Cambodia until the discovery of irregularities in his administration of the local alcohol monopoly resulted in his early retirement for “health reasons.”
  As Fontaine’s enterprise began to take shape in the late 1890s, this interpenetration developed accordingly.  Henri Guermeur, CEO of the Debeaux Group’s Compagnie générale and Fontaine’s partner in establishing the initial monopoly over sales and production in Tonkin and North Annam was the former chief of the Governor General’s secretariat.  

The circuits that tied state to enterprise were institutionalized with the creation in 1901 of the SFDIC.  Previously, Fontaine’s operations had been conducted through the wholly-owned Société A.R. Fontaine.  Its transformation into a publicly-traded corporation 1901 was less about raising capital (his factory in Hanoi was already running at full capacity and the factory in Nam Định about to come on line) and more about institutionalizing the circuits of mutual interest that linked enterprise to state in colonial Indochina.  Aside from Fontaine, his brother Léonard, and their partners Debeaux and Guermeur, the remaining 28 shareholders consisted almost entirely of colonial administrators and officials.
  One shareholder, Procureur de la République Albert Long, was to be responsible for drafting and enforcing the contraband legislation.  Another shareholder, the French parliamentarian and later Minister of Colonies Etiènne Clémentel was to provide crucial support to Fontaine in 1905 as he sought to expand his operations to Cochinchina.  The SFDIC’s board of directors was another important means of regularizing this interpenetration, over the years welcoming a long list of colonial officials, from Vasselle, former director of affairs for Asia at the Ministry of Colonies, to former resident superior and noted scholar of Cambodia Georges Maspero.  Equitization and the corporate structures it created were thus important means of ensuring the broad convergence of private interests with public.  

This convergence of private and public interests is seen very clearly in the process by which Fontaine built his initial alcohol monopoly in Tonkin and North Annam.  Beginning in 1897, legislation gradually excluded non-French distillers from the market by imposing taxes and a variety of other restrictions on production, and creating provincial sales monopolies with in-built incentives to monopolize production as well as sales.
  Already by 1900, Debeaux was the holder of the quasi-totality of sales monopolies in the region, as was being supplied exclusively by Fontaine’s factories.  The legislation of December 20 and 22, 1902 simply gave the state the right to enforce this existing state of affairs by giving the Custom’s Department’s control over almost every aspect of the production, distribution, and sale of alcohol.  Less than two weeks later, this right had been transformed into a responsibility when the state signed 10-year contracts that made Fontaine the new alcohol régie’s exclusive supplier, and Debeaux its exclusive distributor, simultaneously assuming their risks and guaranteeing their profits.
  Moreover, the terms of the contract between the state and Fontaine essentially created a monopoly in perpetuity.
  

For an institution that was supposed to be one of the colonial state’s key revenue generators – along with the monopolies on opium and salt it was referred to approvingly as one of the three “beasts of burden” of the colonial budget – the alcohol monopoly was remarkably unsuccessful.  In 1913, an auditor of the Inspectorate of Colonies made a detailed examination of the finances of the alcohol régie in Tonkin and North Annam.  He calculated that of total net revenue from alcohol sales, 43% went to the SFDIC, 36% went to various intermediaries (including the régie itself), and only 21% to the state treasury.  This represented an insignificant 2.7% of the colony’s budget.
  A report by the Ministry of Finance in the same year pointed out that the state’s contract with Fontaine guaranteed the latter profits anywhere from five to ten times higher than similar state contracts in France.
  Figures like these are only conceivable in the context of the massive interpenetration of enterprise and state that characterized colonial Indochina.  It is a context where the line between public and private becomes more than a little blurred.

One area to investigate the ways in which the Fontaine Group and the state operated as instruments of each other’s policy is the expansion of the alcohol monopoly to Cochinchina in 1905.  The establishment of French control over Annam and Tonkin in 1884 was accompanied by a growing consensus that continued Chinese dominance of commerce in the newly consolidated territories was unacceptable.  This consensus can be read clearly in the debates that set the stage for the abolition of the Chinese opium farms in the early 1880s, or in an 1892 policy paper on the industrialization of alcohol production in Cochinchina.
  As the Director of Customs asked rhetorically in 1906, “Will [Indochina] continue to be a field of commercial exploitation reserved solely for the Chinese?”
  The earlier nationalization of the opium monopolies in Cochinchina had been only marginally successful, and in practice still depended on Chinese consortiums for distribution and sales.  By 1902, a new public-private partnership with access to monopoly revenue streams in Tonkin and the financial backing of the Bank of Indochina was ready to try again.

By 1901, 39 of 47 distilleries in Cochinchina were members of a consortium headed by a certain Tay Chow Beng.
  True to the business model, the consortium not only controlled production, but also was tied into distribution and sales networks that included a variety of licit and illicit goods and services.  Initial state moves against the consortium, most notably a drop in the state-mandated price of sale and limitations on production quotas, were stepped up markedly after 1904 and the entry into operation of the SFDIC’s new factory in Cho Lon.  In the summer of 1905, the Saigon Commercial Court declared the consortium illegal, and by the end of the same year the state had nationalized distribution and sales.  Nevertheless, continued access to capital and undisputed control of highly effective – if now illegal – distribution and sales networks allowed many of the consortium’s members to continue operations:  1905, for example, was marked by a two-thirds drop in legal sales that was no doubt mirrored by a two-thirds increase in contraband.
  In 1907, the administration came to terms, allowing the 14 surviving distilleries to remain in operation, and guaranteeing them 22% of the annual sales in Cochinchina.
  More important, the administration handed over responsibility for distribution and sales to a consortium headed by none other than Tay Chow Beng.
  While the combination of state power and monopoly capital after 1897 might be able to force compromises from Saigon’s Chinese consortiums, it could not force them to cede.  

Tay Chow Beng’s consortium was not the only one to participate illegally in the alcohol market.  In fact, the high price of sale of legal alcohol, not to mention its inferior quality, guaranteed the development of a lucrative contraband industry.  Despite practices such as monthly village consumption quotas and the creation of an extensive and often brutal system of contraband suppression, legal alcohol was never able to capture more than half of the real alcohol market.
  Contrabanders perfected a range of techniques that allowed them to continue producing and distributing alcohol.  Incredulous French customs officers would report finding large, modern distilleries in a bamboo shack next to the house of a village lý trưởng, for example, or thousands of liters of alcohol maturing in pots hidden underground on village communal land.  The techniques used to distribute illegal alcohol in urban areas – for example, transporting it in wineskins concealed under nightsoil – would later be taken up by the Viet Minh to transport weapons and other supplies during the First Indochina War.  The French themselves participated in the illegal trade, with plantation owners and even army officers taking advantage of legislation that effectively exempted them from search.  In 1918, it came to light that A.R. Fontaine’s own plantation in Phu Thọ had been the center of contraband distilling for the province for more than ten years.
  The creation of a state monopoly on the production of alcohol only reinforced the existing tendency towards smuggling and other illegal activities.  

The revenue stream provided by the alcohol monopoly provided the basis for rapid diversification.  Initial diversification moves focused on other monopoly products or services, such as cigarette manufacture or the transportation of monopoly goods, and were carried out in partnership with other groups.
  Access to foreign capital after 1919 allowed the Group to expand into a dizzying range of sectors, from coal mining to chemicals to bicycles to radio.  As was the case with the other Colonial Conglomerates, finance and real estate were privileged investment sectors.  The Fontaine Group was one of the original partners in both Credit Foncier and Credit Agricole, as well as founding its own Société financière de l’Indochine.  The Group’s diversification extended beyond Indochina to the imperial and metropolitan markets.  The Group was a partner in the huge UCI, with import-export operations in almost every French colony.   It also set up ventures in the metropole itself, for example Vitalements coloniaux and the Société des laques indochinoises, this latter a major defence contractor.  Nevertheless, the group’s inability to plug into regional networks of trade and capital outside the reach of its connections with the colonial state remained limited:  its attempt to promote a state monopoly of alcohol production in Siam in 1908, for example, was a dismal failure.
  Yet as long as capital inflows continued, this potential weakness remained hidden, and the group pursued its strategy of apparently limitless diversification.
Table 3:  Fontaine group diversification

Société française des distilleries de l’Indochine, 1901, Paris, 3 500 000 francs.  Quasi-exclusive contract to supply state alcohol monopoly.  

Manufacture des tabacs de l’Indochine, Paris, 1904, 380 000 francs.  By 1920, 6 million francs.  Major supplier of tobacco to French market.    

Société anonyme des tuileries de l’Indochine, 1909, 800 000 francs.  Tiles, ceramics.

Société Asiatique des boissons indigènes, 1910, 1 750 000 francs.  Production of non-distilled alcoholic beverages.  

Société agricole de Suzannah, Paris, 1907 25,000,000 francs. Plantation products, mainly rubber.

Société des laques indochinoises; 1919, 1075000 francs.  Lacquer, major contractor for French air force.  

Société des anthracites de Tonkin, Paris, 1920 5 million francs.  Exploitation of coal mines at Trang Bach and Mao Khe (Tonkin) par Dong Trieu.

Les vitalements coloniaux, Courbevoie, 1921, 2 million francs.  Processed food for French market.  

Société des chaux hydraulique de Lang Tho.  600 000 francs, probably founded in 1923, Paris.  Chalk mines.
Sociéte industrielle de chimie d’Extrême-Orient; 1917, 6 million. Production of range of industrial chemicals (in cooperation with Homberg group).  

Société des verreries d’Extrême-Orient.  Formed 1923 at 5 million.  Glass, including state contracts.  
Société des charbonages de Ninh Binh, 1926 20 million.  Coal mines.  

Société des forges, ateliers et chantiers de l’Indochine.  Smelters, workshops, industrial fabrication.  (in cooperation with Bernard group).
Société des forges, ateliers et chantiers du Cambodge.  1922, 1 million, Smelters, workshops, industrial fabrication.  (in cooperation with Bernard group).

Cie. le franco-indochinoise de radiophonie;  1928 3 650 000 francs.  Radio broadcasting.
Ste financière de l’Indochine, 1928 20 million francs.  Finance and investment.  
Ste des cycles de l’Indochine, 1929, 3 million francs.   Bicycle factory.  
Ste d’études des engrais azotés en Indochine et de la chute de Da-Nhim.  Chemical fertilizers.    

Ste française des produits alimentaires azotés; 1924 7 680 000 francs, Paris.  Food products.  

Ste pour l’outillage du port de Saigon-Cholon, 1929, Paris, 4 million francs.  Equipment of the port of Saigon.

1929 was to reveal the limitations of diversification for the Fontaine Group.  Although the effects of the crash took some time to become apparent, by 1935 the Group had been forced to close a number of its more speculative – and loss-making –  ventures such as the Société financière de l’Indochine.  The Group’s core enterprise, however, the SFDIC, quickly returned to profitability after three years of no dividends between 1931 and 1933.  Strangely, 1934 was also the year the corporation won another key state contract, this time to provide the ethanol that after 1 July 1934 made up 10% of all petroleum-based fuel sold in Indochina.  
This was to be the last major coup under the leadership of A.R. Fontaine and his brothers.  The same year saw not only the death of the Group’s founder, but also the disappearance of his surviving brothers from the administrative boards of the Group’s enterprise.  Their roles were taken over by the Bank of Indochina and the state, respectively.  The Bank of Indochina had since 1905 been a major shareholder in the SFDIC, second only to A.R. Fontaine.  From that date onward, the Fontaine Group and the Bank were closely linked, cooperating in a number of important ventures, most notably, of course, Crédit foncier.  After 1929, access to the bank’s capital was a crucial part of the Group’s ability to survive as well as it did.  In an apparent quid pro quo, after Fontaine’s death, representatives of the Bank of Indochina took over the management role he had formerly occupied on the Group’s enterprises, with bank administrators Georges Schwob d’Héricourt as President, and Jean Schwob d’Héricourt and Réné Thion de la Chaume on the council.  As for the absence of his brothers on the administrative councils, there was a symmetrical increase in the presence of former colonial officials like Pierre Guesde, Georges Maspero, and Henri Simoni.
  
The Second World War and its aftermath saw the effective end of the SFDIC’s operations in Northern and Central Vietnam.  The combination of war, the extractive policies of the Japanese, and later, disastrous harvests meant that the surplus rice needed to supply the distilleries simply was not available.  In the South, the factory in Cho Lon continued to operate, supplying the ethanol that now represented the colony’s main source of carburant.  With the end of the war and the reoccupation of Hanoi by French forces after 1947, the SFDIC began liquidating its assets in Northern Vietnam.  The state leased the disused factory in Hanoi for use as a makeshift prison camp, and purchased outright the corporate headquarters on rue Gambetta (present-day Tran Hung Dao).  Moveable assets from the factories in Hanoi, Nam Định, and Hai Duong were transferred southward, where the factories in Cho Lon and Phnom Penh continued to operate until 1975.  By then, the financial assets of the SFDIC, as with the rest of the Bank of Indochina’s holdings, had long since been transferred to more secure investment climates in France or former French colonies in Africa, and the SFDIC was quietly dissolved.  Its legacy can still be seen, however.  The former corporate headquarters in Hanoi now form the core of the French embassy, while its factories have become the basis of Vietnam’s formerly state-owned and now newly equitized alcohol producers.  
IV. Conclusion
This investigation of the Vietnamese economy in the colonial era has underlined the importance of grounding our analysis locally.  Doing so allows us to understand better the pre-colonial roots of many features of the colonial economy, and the role that regionalism and Chinese business interests played and indeed continue to play.  It also changes our understanding of the colonial state, revealing it as less laissez-faire than (a particular form of) developmentalist.  The results of this intervention in the economy were remarkable, promoting the accumulation of locally-based capital and the development of highly diversified Colonial Conglomerates.  Nevertheless, the high degree of interpenetration that characterized the use of monopolies as a form of state intervention mitigated against the kinds of long-term investment and development that may have produced more sustainable changes in the Vietnamese economy, not to mention more sustainable business empires.  If, as I’ve argued, we need to pay attention to how the pre-colonial economy helped shape the colonial economy that followed, then perhaps post-colonial leaders should be similarly attentive to the legacy bequeathed them by the colonial administrators and entrepreneurs who, in a not-so-distant past, ruled over the landscape of enterprise in Vietnam.  
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� Shareholders included two procureurs generaux, one procureur de la Répulique, one brigade-level general, one lieutenant-colonel, two high-ranking army surgeons, one provincial resident, one receveur des finances, one tresorier-payeur general, two administrateurs des services civils, as well as various other lower-ranking administrators.  See Adolphe Combanaire, Mensonges et vautours coloniaux:  l’Indochine en deliquescence (Châteauroux: Imprimerie Mellottée, 1910) 181.


� Crucially, Chinese were denied the right to bid for these provincial monopolies.  


� The contract with Fontaine’s SFDIC was signed on December 29, 1902, and the contract with Debeaux’s Compagnie générale on January 1, 1903.  At this early stage in the development of the group, Fontaine was compelled to work with the Société des distilleries du Tonkin (SDT), at the time in the process of completing a large modern distillery in Hai Duong.  In 1902, SDT was allowed to supply 30% of the total production for the region, to the SFDIC’s 70%.  The SDT was purchased outright by the SFDIC in 1912.  


� A series of legal opinions prepared for the French Ministry of Colonies confirmed that as long as the colonial government taxed or otherwise intervened in the alcohol market in any way, then it would be obligated to purchase the same annual quotas guaranteed in the original contract of 1902.  


� Mission of Inspector General Phérivong of 1913.  Report of Inspector Berrué.  ANOM FM/INDO/NF/464.  For an essentially identical analysis, see also the le Conte mission of 1930. ANOM FM/INDO/NF/2481.


� Minister of Finance to Minister of Colonies, Paris, 8 March 1913.  ANOM FM/INDO/NF/4040.  


� See W.P. Groenveldt, Procès verbaux du Conseil Colonial (Saigon:  Conseil colonial de la Cochinchine, 1881).  Calmette wrote, without apparent irony, how scientific production techniques “will allow our compatriots finally to reclaim for their own profit, a monopoly that it is painful to see remain so long in foreign hands, in a country that we have paid for so dearly with our gold and our blood.” Albert Calmette, Rapport sur la production… 1892.  


� Director of Douanes Morel to Minister of Colonies, Hanoi, 1906.  ANOM FM/INDO/NF 463.  


� See “Procès colonial: Les dessous du monopole de l’alcool en Cochinchine,” La Dépeche Coloniale 19 March 1906.  See also Dominique Niollet, L’épopée des douaniers en Indochine 1874-1954 (Paris:  Editions Kailash, 1998), 452-457.  


� Average monthly sales in Cochinchina in 1904 were 357,243 liters; in 1905 they were 124,304.  Report No. 48. “Régime des alcools en Indo-Chine.”ANOM FM/INDO/NF/880.


� 69% for SFDIC, and 9% for a smaller distillery owned by the Mazet group.  


� The end result mirrored the operations of the opium monopoly.  


� See Gerard Sasges, “The Moral Economy of Oppression and Resistance: towards a deeper contextualization of resistance to the colonial alcohol regime in Northern Vietnam, 1897-1945.”  Paper presented at the third International Conference on Vietnamese Studies, Hanoi, 4-7 December 2008.


� After the distillery was closed, the local legal alcohol distributor reported a tenfold increase in sales. Neither Fontaine nor the manager of the plantation was prosecuted.  Resident to Resident Superior of Tonkin, Phu Tho, 25 February 1918. CLTQG1 RST 55327.


� Manufacture des tabacs de l’Indochine, Paris, 1904.  Union commerciale Indochinoise, Paris, 1904.  


� The French ambassador in Bangkok reported that A.R. Fontaine’s younger brother Lucien, charged with securing a contract with the Siamese government “in effect declared that his system was the only one possible, that his competitors were incompetent, and that Siam would have to yield to the Fontaine company sooner or later.  This confidence and this arrogance, with people who are never in a hurry and who suspect the aid of Europeans, in which they see only the search for high profits at the expense of the government and the country, rather compromised the chances of success of Fontaine’s project.” Minister of France to Bangkok Margerie to Minister of Foreign Affairs, Bangkok, 1 October 1908.  ANOM INDO/GGI//18135.


� Companies where A.R.Fontaine or one of his brothers had either a controlling position (as indicated by presence as either President or Chief Executive Officer) or a minority position (as indicated by presence of one or more of the Fontaines or a Fontaine-owned company such as the SFDIC on the board of directors).  


� These retired colonial officials also tended to be on the board of the Bank of Indochina, once again underlining the interpenetration of personnel between state and enterprise.  





