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Introduction 

The Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle 

(MNHN) of Paris, France, houses collections of 

major importance for the history of palaeonto-

logy and particularly of micropalaeontology. 

The contributors to these collections are di-

verse, from MNHN researchers to institutions 

such as the Institut Français du Pétrole [French 

Petroleum Institute] and École des Mines 

[School of Mines], scientists and explorers such 

as Théodore Monod, Jean-Baptiste Charcot, 

Jacques-Yves Cousteau or oceanographic expe-

ditions of major input such as those of 

the Travailleur and Talisman ships. They in-

clude major historical collections such as, to 
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Summary: The micropalaeontology collections stored in the Mu-

séum national d’Histoire naturelle, Paris, France (MNHN) house 

collections that paved the way to micropalaeontology. They also 

contain sea-bottom sediments from marine expeditions that are still 

poorly documented. Of them, the Lapérouse collection was recently 

re-discovered. The history of this collection is traced back to the 

interwar period when three ships of the French Hydrographic Ser-

vice, Lapérouse and its annexes Astrolabe and Octant, were sailing 

back and forth along the Indochina coasts to produce navigation 

maps. Natural history specimens were also collected, from fishes to 

sponges, most of which are stored in the MNHN. The fate of the 

ships is described, from their involvement in World War I, their 

arrival in Indochina to their disappearance during World War II. 

The contribution of the French Hydrographic Service in Indochina 

to the natural history collections is described, with a special focus 

on the MNHN. 

Résumé : Les collections de micropaléontologie conservées au Mu-

séum national d’Histoire naturelle, Paris, France (MNHN) abritent 

des collections qui ont ouvert la voie à la micropaléontologie. Elles 

contiennent également des sédiments de fonds marin provenant 

d'expéditions maritimes encore mal documentées. Parmi elles, la 

collection Lapérouse a été récemment redécouverte. L'histoire de 

cette collection remonte à l'entre-deux-guerres lorsque trois navires 

du Service hydrographique français, Lapérouse et ses an-

nexes Astrolabe et Octant, naviguaient dans les deux sens le long 

des côtes indochinoises pour produire des cartes de navigation. Des 

spécimens d'histoire naturelle ont également été collectés, des pois-

sons aux éponges, dont la plupart sont conservés au MNHN. Le sort 

des navires est décrit, depuis leur implication dans la Première 

Guerre mondiale, leur arrivée en Indochine jusqu'à leur disparition 

pendant la Seconde Guerre mondiale. La contribution du Service 

hydrographique français en Indochine aux collections d'histoire 

naturelle est décrite, avec un focus particulier sur le MNHN.  



 2 

Forel - Natural history collecting by the Navy in French Indochina 

PALÉONTOLOGIE 

mention just a few: the foraminifera of Alcide 

d’Orbigny, bought by the MNHN in 1858, which 

led the groundwork for micropalaeontology 

and biostratigraphy or Charles Schlumberger’s 

collection that contains preparations and sec-

tions of foraminifera from around the world, 

with both scientific and pedagogic significance 

(Vénec-Peyré & Bartolini, 2010). Others paved 

the way to modern micropalaeontology such as 

George Deflandre’s collection, who pioneered 

in the fields of algology, protistology and pa-

laeoprotistology (Deflandre, 1933; 1937; 1938; 

1951), or Nicolas Grekoff’s material, which is a 

key contribution to modern ostracodology 

(Grekoff, 1951; 1962; Grekoff & Deroo, 1956; 

Grekoff & Krommelbein, 1967). Besides these 

central collections, others are mysterious as to 

their origin and their importance can only be 

understood once this issue is elucidated. Of 

them, the Lapérouse collection is composed of 

glass tubes filled with sediments and Bristol 

boards. The present contribution is the result 

of an extensive literature and archive investi-

gation: it describes the history of this material 

collected in 1926 in the Gulf of Tonkin and 

along the coast of Annam in what was then 

French Indochina by the vessel Lapérouse and 

its two annexes Astrolabe and Octant, from the 

French Hydrographic Service. Their mission 

was to map and dredge sediments along the 

Indochina coast to allow the construction of 

new navigable areas and harbours for intensi-

fied commercial exchanges. Pierre Chevey, at 

the time assistant in the MNHN, was attaché 

naturalist to the Indochina Hydrographic Mis-

sion in 1925 and 1926; he collected various or-

ganisms during this journey (Chevey, 1927a; 

1927b) which were later described by himself 

and other experts. 

On 25 April 1921, in his speech ‘Studies on 

Ocean’ given at the Academy of Science of Was-

hington when receiving the Agassiz Medal that 

commemorates the work of oceanographers, 

H.S.H. Albert 1st, Prince of Monaco, expressed 

the importance of the sea in the history of life 

by stating: 

“out of the ensemble of the facts concerning 

the history of sea-organisms I see more con-

vincing grounds arise for regarding the sea 

as the cradle of life” (Albert 1st, 1921a). 

The French version of this speech further ex-

tends this thought to the importance of explo-

ring and understanding the present and the 

past of the sea, as well as their relationship: 

“Et j’ai pénétré aussi loin que j’ai pu dans 

l’Océanographie où je sentais dormir la so-

lution des grands problèmes de la biologie ; 

où je voyais se dessiner le domaine le plus 

puissant des phénomènes physiques et chi-

miques d’où sont sorties la naissance, la 

propagation et l’évolution des êtres.” (Albert 

1st, 1921b) [And I went as far as I could into 

Oceanography where I felt the solution to 

major issues in biology was sleeping; 

where I saw the strongest domain of physi-

cal and chemical phenomena from which 

emerged the birth, propagation and evolu-

tion of beings.] 

His idea that the sea and the birth, propagation 

and evolution of life are so tightly related that 

the sea should be considered as the cradle of 

life, echoes the World Heritage Site Cradle of 

Humankind in South Africa protected by UNES-

CO since 1999. This parallel is further accen-

tuated by his strong position for the protection 

of oceans, mirroring the ongoing loss of diver-

sity related to human-driven climate change 

(Barnosky et al., 2011; Mouillot et al., 2015). The 

present article aims at developing the ideas 

advocated by H.S.H. Albert 1st, Prince of Mona-

co, among others. Following the recent de-

monstration on material collected during the 

HMS Challenger voyage around the globe from 

1872 to 1876 (Rillo et al., 2019), the sea-bottom 

sediments stored in the MNHN might provide 

snapshots to describe the changes related to 

anthropic influence through time and space. 

The MNHN preserves material collected by 

the Travailleur and Talisman cruises from 1880 

to 1882, the Pourquoi-Pas? in Rockall and Jan 

Mayen in 1921, the Calypso voyage in the Red 

Sea in 1952, to cite only a few of them. May 

these collections and related histories contri-

bute to raise awareness of the beauty and im-

portance of marine environments, in line with 

so many scientists and explorers. 

Description of the  
Lapérouse collection 

The Lapérouse collection was recently re-

discovered within the micropalaeontology sto-

rage in the MNHN. This material is not men-

tioned in the entry register and lacks asso-

ciated archives: it is thus not possible to deter-

mine who deposited this material and when. 

The micropalaeontology collections went 

through a curatorial vacancy after the death of 

Charles Schlumberger in 1904: during this pe-
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riod, their fate is obscure and they might have 

been transferred to the invertebrate collec-

tions (Vénec-Peyré & Bartolini, 2010). For these 

reasons, it is difficult to know who dealt with 

the accession of the Lapérouse collection. The 

only information at hand is that directly writ-

ten on the material. The Lapérouse collection 

consists of: 

• Twenty-four glass tubes containing sediments 

(Fig. 1; collection numbers MNHN.F.F62914 to 

MNHN.F.F62937). All tubes contain a paper la-

bel: Lapérouse I, Lapérouse II and 22 bear As-

trolabe associated with a number. 

• Thirty-four handwritten Bristol boards of 8.5-9 

cm long and 5.2-6 cm high (Fig. 2; collection 

numbers MNHN.F.F62938 to MNHN.F.F62971) 

numbered from 1 to 36 (boards 6 and 35 are 

lacking). They display longitude referred to 

Paris, latitude, date ranging from 1 February 

1926 (boards 1-4) to 4 February 1926 (boards 32

-36) and Astrolabe. Three boards display only 

geographic information: ‘Mouillage Nord de 

Hon-Me’ (board 5), ‘4 milles dans le S36E de 

Hon-Me’ (board 7), ‘9.5 milles dans le S36E de 

Hon-Me’ (board 8). Most boards display traces 

of mud, others are partly burnt. 

PALÉONTOLOGIE 

Fig. 1. Sediment tubes of the Lapérouse collection.  

(a) to (l): samples Astrolabe 1, 3, 5, 8, 9, 12, 13, 16, 18, 19, 20, 21. (collection numbers from MNHN.F.F62914 to MNHN.F.F62925);  

(m) to (x): samples Astrolabe 23, 24, 25, 27, 29, 29, 31, 32, 33, 36, Lapérouse I, Lapérouse II (collection numbers from MNHN.F.F62926 to MNHN.F.F62937). 
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It would have been tempting to rename the 

collection to avoid the inevitable confusion 

with the voyage of the Astrolabe and 

Boussole vessels ordered by King Louis XVI and 

commanded by comte de La Pérouse that di-

sappeared in the southern Pacific in 

1788 (Fremy & Basili, 1990). However, the ma-

terial of the Lapérouse collection stored in the 

MNHN contains only two labels referring to 

Lapérouse (sediment samples Lapérouse I and 

Lapérouse II): the original decision to name 

this collection Lapérouse implies that the per-

son who received this material was aware of at 

least a part of its history, which is detailed in 

Fig. 2. Bristol boards of the 

Lapérouse collection. 

(a) board 8 Astrolabe, ‘9.5 milles dans le S36E de 

Hon-Me’ (MNHN.F.F62944);  

(b) board 20 Astrolabe, ‘φ = 18° 24’ N ς = 104° 

16 E (Paris)’ (MNHN.F.F62956);  

(c) board 32 Astrolabe, ‘Le 4 Février à 4h00 φ = + 

17° 27’ ς = - 108° 06,5 Paris’ (MNHN.F.F62968). 
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this study. The name Lapérouse is meaningful 

and the choice is made to keep it. Although in-

formation is lacking, it is plausible that Pierre 

Chevey himself provided the Lapérouse collec-

tion to the micropalaeontology division of the 

MNHN. 

Geographical and historical  
contexts of Indochina 

The aim of the present description is not to dis-

cuss the history and context of French presence 

in Indochina but to provide elements about the 

historical and geographical contexts in 1926 

when the Lapérouse collection was gathered 

(Michel, 1991; Simon, 2001). 

Indochina is a vast peninsula located between 

the Indian Ocean and the China Sea: it encom-

passes Burma to the west, Siam (nowadays 

Thailand) to the centre and Malacca to the 

south. The eastern part of peninsular Indochina 

is composed of Tonkin (North Vietnam), Annam 

(Central Vietnam), Laos, Cambodia and Cochin-

china (South Vietnam): together they formed 

the former French Indochina with the Chinese 

territory of Kouang-Tchéou-Wan (Fig. 3). The 

following geographic description is restricted to 

Tonkin, Annam and Cochinchina that were visi-

ted by the Indochina Hydrographic Mission in 

1926. All localities in their denominations for-

merly adapted to French are gathered in Figure 

3, which is modified from an historical map of 

French Indochina and conceived as a geogra-

phical guide. 

The coasts of French Indochina, thereafter 

termed Indochina for simplicity, are 2500 km in 

length. Tonkin is located between China to the 

north, Laos to the west, Annam to the south, 

and is bordered by the Gulf of Tonkin to the 

east. Mountains are present in the northern 

and western areas and it is drained by the Red 

River and its tributaries. The north coast of 

Tonkin is rocky with shallow bays, such as Faï-

Tsi-Long and Along, protected by numerous 

islands. Annam is bounded by Tonkin to the 

north, Laos and Cambodia to the west and Co-

chinchina to the south. It is crossed by the An-

namite Range that runs parallel to the coast. 

The eastern slope of the Annamite Range is 

steep and forms the numerous capes of the An-

nam coast, such as Cape Padaran. The Annam 

coast is more than 1200 km in length and is 

bounded by the South China Sea to the east. 

Bays are numerous and shallow and many 

islands are spread offshore. Cochinchina is bor-

dered by Annam to the northeast, Cambodia to 

the north and bounded by the Gulf of Siam 

(nowadays Gulf of Thailand) to the southwest 

and South China Sea to the southeast. It mainly 

corresponds to the alluvial plain of the Mekong 

Delta and Donnai Delta. 

The first contacts between Europeans and Viet-

nam, Cambodia and Laos occurred in the 

16th century first by Portuguese and Nether-

lands merchants (e.g. Diogo Veloso in 1582), 

followed by Portuguese and French missiona-

ries (such as Diogo Carvalho in 1615, Alexandre 

de Rhodes in 1624, Pierre Lambert de La Motte 

in 1669, François Deydier in 1682, Joao de Lou-

reiro in 1742, Pierre Joseph Georges Pigneau de 

Behaine in 1767 (Rhodes, [1994, 3rd part: 78-79]; 

Briggs, 1950; Lacouture, 1991; Maintienne; 

1999). One of the major contributions of this 

early period is the Dictionnaire annamite-latin-

portugais (Rhodes, [1991]), which for the first 

time used a new writing system derived from 

the Latin alphabet (known today as quốc ngữ, 

Jacques, 1998). 

Because of the persecution of Catholics, France 

intervened in Indochina at the end of the 1850’s 

under Napoléon III. The objectives of this inter-

vention were also to prevent England from ins-

talling in Indochina, to ensure the French in-

fluence in the area and to open a southern ter-

restrial gate to China for business opportuni-

ties. First installed in Saigon (known today as 

Hô-Chi-Minh-Ville) in 1859, which was at that 

time a fast-growing fishing harbour, France 

took rapidly control of the Mekong Delta, the 

richest area of Cochinchina. This domination 

extended to the entire Indochinese countries 

through a series of skirmishes, battles and trea-

tises with local authorities, benefiting from 

their weaknesses and internal disagreements. 

In 1863, Cambodia was placed under French 

protectorate to prevent it from being annexed 

by Siam. Southern Vietnam provinces, later to 

become Cochinchina, were occupied in 1867. 

The protectorate was extended to Northern and 

Central Vietnam by the Tien Tsin Treatise on 9 

June 1885: they respectively became Tonkin 

(capital city Hanoi) and Annam (capital city 

Hue). The Indochinese Union was created in 

1887, Laos being attached later in 1893. French 

Indochina was really born during the mandate 

of Paul Doumer as general governor from 1897 

to 1902, with a centralized system, an economic 

development with the growth of harbours 

mainly in Saigon, the construction of roads, 

bridges, railways, and the creation of schools, 

PALÉONTOLOGIE 



 6 

Forel - Natural history collecting by the Navy in French Indochina 

PALÉONTOLOGIE 

Fig. 3. Map of French Indochina (© Vinhtantran 2019, Wikimedia Commons) with localities alluded to in this work. 

In red, missions of the Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant from January 1926 to February 1927.  
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universities and scientific institutions such as 

the École française d’Extrême-Orient or the 

Institut Pasteur (1, 2. In spite of important crises 

in the 1930s that were repressed by army and 

police, the military presence of Japanese from 

1940 and Pearl Harbour on 7 December 1941, 

this situation did not change until the Japanese 

takeover of 9 March 1945. The autonomy of the 

three countries of Indochina under Japanese 

protection was declared. It was declared a se-

cond time for Vietnam on 2 September 1945 

following the defeat of Japan by the Vietminh. 

In the following years, France tried to recap-

ture Indochina but this war was definitively 

lost following the Diên-Biên-Phu Battle on 7 

May 1954. The Geneva agreements in 1954 

declared the autonomy of Cambodia and Laos. 

A brief history of French  
scientific sampling in Indochina 

Until the 1860s, Indochina was closed to forei-

gners: only a few natural history samples main-

ly gathered by Diard in 1824 and Mouhot from 

1854 to 1861 reached Europe at that time. 

Pierre-Médard Diard (1794-1863) studied anato-

my and zoology with Georges Cuvier. Together 

with Alfred Duvaucel, stepson of Georges Cu-

vier, they settled in Chandernagor (India) in a 

house they turned into a museum, mostly sto-

ring specimens collected by local hunters. The 

first parcel they sent to the MNHN in June 1818 

contained specimens collected from the Ganges, 

Tibet or Sumatra. They later settled in Sumatra 

where they sampled for instance the famous 

dugong, a drawing and description of which 

were used by Saint-Hilaire & Cuvier (1824-

1842). Diard then left for Cochinchina, visited 

Annam and Cambodia and was one of the first 

European who visited Angkor (Diard, 1863; 

Peyssonnaux, 1935; Broc, 1992). During his stay, 

he collected numerous specimens still stored in 

the MNHN: fishes, birds (Fig. 4A), insects (Fig. 

4B), reptiles, and mammals including primates. 

It is only in 1858 that Henri Mouhot was offi-

cially missioned to explore the Mekong Valley, 

in the context of the establishment of a sou-

thern gate to China. He explored the lower ba-

sin of the Chao Phraya River in Siam, Cambodia 

and traced the first itinerary to Laos (Finot, 

1908). While exploring Cochinchina in 1859, 

Henri Mouhot rediscovered Angkor Vat and 

Angkor Thom: a full description was published 

in 1863, two years after his death near Luang 

Prabang (Anonymous, 1863). Some of the in-

sects he collected in Laos and Thailand are 

stored in the MNHN (Fig. 4C). 

Later in the 19th century, natural history sam-

pling intensified, especially thanks to diplomats 

or soldiers commissioned all over Indochina. 

The MNHN houses numerous geology, zoology, 

botany, anthropology and palaeontology collec-

tions gathered during this period of intense 

activity. Of them, the ‘Mission Pavie’ visited 

Indochina from 1879 to 1895 (Maître, 1912). 

Auguste Jean Marie Pavie (1847-1925), nickna-

med “L’exporateur aux pieds nus” [the bare 

foot explorer], began his career in Indochina in 

1869 as a soldier, a period during which he 

developed his skills for exploration 3. In 1888, at 

a time when Laos was still not part of Indochi-

na, he became the head of an official mission 

with scientific, geographic and political objec-

tives. During its period of maximum activity, 

his mission was composed of about 40 people: 

topographers, scientists, political and commer-

cial agents, soldiers. The MNHN stores nume-

rous specimens collected by the ‘Mission Pavie’: 

plants, insects (Fig. 4D), crustaceans (Fig. 4E), 

fishes, molluscs, arachnids, reptiles, amphi-

bians, mammals… 

Another important contributor to the MNHN 

collections from Indochina was Colonel Messa-

ger, who gathered a major collection of eastern 

Asian molluscs (Breure & Páll-Gergely, 2019). 

Louis Gabriel Martin Messager (1852-1915) was 

stationed as a soldier in Indochina from 1896 to 

1900. During this period, he intensively sam-

pled terrestrial molluscs that are abundantly 

preserved in the MNHN (Fig. 4F). Ornithologi-

cal missions were also organized in Indochina, 

for instance by Jean Delacour, correspondent of 

the MNHN, in the course of seven expeditions 

between 1923 and 1939 (Delacour & Jabouille, 

1924; Delacour, 1926; Hennache & Dickinson, 

2000; Voisin et al., 2004). 

Numerous geological researches were carried 

out in Indochina by French geologists, mainly 

related to the Indochina Geological Survey 

created in 1898 (Lepvrier & Janvier, 2008). The 

geology and palaeontology collections of the 

MNHN also contain material collected during 

different periods of French collecting, all origi-

nating from Vietnam (some possibly from 

Laos): primate remains collected by Jacques 

Fromaget in 1958 (Fig. 4G) and numerous pa-

laeobotanical specimens provided by the Ser-

vice des Mines du Tonkin [Mining Survey of 

Tonkin]. In the 1920s, the geologist René-Léon 

Bourret studied the south Annamite Range, 

PALÉONTOLOGIE 
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http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A2
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Fig. 4. Material from French expeditions in Indochina stored in the MNHN collections. (a and b) specimens gathered by Pierre-Médard Diard, (a) Pastor elegans Lesson, 1834 collected 

in Cochinchina before 1826 (MNHN-ZO-2010-506, syntype; currently identified as Sturnia sinensis (Gmelin, 1788); vernacular name: White-shouldered starling), (b) Euchomenella 

macrops (Saussure, 1870) from Cochinchina (MNHN-EP-EP2515, holotype; © Recolnat ANR-11-INBS-0004). (c) Synapsis simplex Sharp, 1875 collected by Henri Mouhot in Laos 

(MNHN-EC-EC1893, holotype; © MNHN, Mantilleri, 2010); (d and e) specimens collected by the Mission Pavie in Luang Prabang, Laos, (d) Cosmocarta carens Noualhier, 1896 col-

lected in 1888 (MNHN-EH-EH7400, type), (e) Potamon (Potamon) luangprabangensis Rathbun, 1904 (MNHN-IU-2014-23043, syntype, © Recolnat ANR-11-INBS-0004); (f) Ennea 

hippocrepis Bavay and Dautzenberg, 1912 collected by Colonel Messager in Tonkin (MNHN-IM-2000-30948, syntypes, Recolnat ANR-11-INBS-0004); (g) skull collected by Jacques 

Fromaget in Laos, from the Late Palaeolithic (MNHN-HA-20538-1); (h) Astrochelys radiata (Shaw, 1802) collected in Cochinchina by René-Léon Bourret (MNHN-RA-1948.41; © Recol-

nat ANR-11-INBS-0004); (i and j) specimens collected during the voyage of La Bonite in 1836 and 1837 in Tourane, Cochinchina; (i) Nerita gaimardii Souleyet, 1842 (MNHN-IM-2000-

32722, syntype, © Recolnat ANR-11-INBS-0004); (j) Smilax bauhinioides Kunth, 1850 (MNHN-P-P00686764, type; © MNHN Paris Project Mellon).  
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Laos and northeastern Tonkin. He was also a 

specialist of modern reptiles: his collection is 

deposited in the MNHN (Fig. 4H). The micropa-

laeontology department of the MNHN stores an 

important collection of fusulinids (large Pa-

laeozoic benthic foraminifers) collected by Jean 

Gubler from 1902 to 1940 from Cambodia, with 

rock samples, thin sections and field books.  

Several voyages of scientific exploration sailed 

to Indochina in the 19th century. Among 

them, La Favorite travelled twice to the South 

China Sea (1829-1832 and 1841-1844) where it 

was missioned to continue the exploration of 

the Anambas archipelago in Indonesia initiated 

by Bougainville. Cyrille Pierre Théodore La-

place, commanding La Favorite from 1829 to 

1832, had to establish commercial and diploma-

tic links with the visited countries and to iden-

tify areas where warships could be gathered in 

case of conflict. The vessel focused on seas 

around India and China and explored the 

coasts of Cochinchina and Tonkin. François-

Edmond Pâris, appointed as hydrographer on 

board La Favorite, produced hydrographic ob-

servations and drawings (Rieth, 1992; Barron-

Fortier, 2015). Natural history specimens were 

also collected by Joseph Fortuné Théodore Ey-

doux, onboard naturalist, many of which are 

preserved in the MNHN including rocks, birds, 

fishes or anthropological remains (Eydoux & 

Gervais 1833-1839). La Bonite (1836, 1837), com-

manded by Auguste-Nicolas Vaillant, was ap-

pointed for a circumnavigation to accompany 

consular officers around the globe (Broc, 1995). 

During this journey, geographical and meteoro-

logical observations were performed along the 

coasts of South America and across the Pacific 

Ocean, and numerous specimens stored in the 

MNHN were collected: molluscs (Fig. 4I), am-

phibians, arthropods, fishes, birds, insects, 

plants (Fig. 4J) and seeds (Eydoux & Souleyet, 

1840-1866; Souleyet, 1852). 

However, as far as is known, no sediments 

were documented during these early voyages. 

Sediments were furthermore only rarely col-

lected and analysed by more recent expedi-

tions. Foraminifers have been documented 

from the area considered here as detailed be-

low, but the sediment samples of the Lapérouse 

collection are unique. 

Origin and history of the 
Lapérouse collection 

Material and methods:  
contextualisation process 

Works by Pierre Chevey (1927a; 1927b) are the 

only references providing information on 

samples collected during the Lapérouse, 

Astrolabe and Octant cruise in February 1926. 

The archives consulted for the present study 

are summarized in Table 1. When possible, the 

cited localities are illustrated by postcards and 

photos taken approximately in 1927 (Fig. 6 & 

11), which belong to the personal archives of 

Robert Létang, director of the Société Indochi-

noise de charbonnages et de mines métal-

liques [Indochinese Society of coal and metal 

mines] in Tonkin from 1927 to 1934. 

PALÉONTOLOGIE 

  Location Date Classification numbers & content 

Archives du Muséum 

national d’Histoire 

naturelle 

Paris 

France 

12 January 

2018 
Ms MDP 3.1 (Archives personnelles de Théodore Monod, correspondance amicale) 

Archives nationales Pierrefitte 

France 

16 February 

2019 

CP/F/14/18369 (Archives figurées du dépôt des phares, Cartes hydrographiques d'Asie du 

sud-est; maps 10, 11, 23, 24, 26, 35, 36, 43, 47-49, 50, 53, 55, 62, 63, 74, 75, 81, 82, 89, 90, 

95, 100, 103-106, 109, 116) 

Service historique de 

la Défense 

Brest documents 

scanned 
BR-4E-3867, BR-4E-3868 (Rôle d’équipage, exercice 1926) 

Service historique de 

la Défense 

Vincennes 

France 

8 February 

2019 

MV9JJ41 (Organisation et préparation des missions hydrographiques 1924-1939) 

MV9JJ43 (Archives du service hydrographique et océanographique de la marine 1830-1990) 

MV9JJ79 (Missions hydrographiques d’Indochine 1919-1923, 1924-1925, 1926-1927, 1928-

1930, 1931-1932) 

MV9JJ80 (Missions hydrographiques d’Indochine 1933-1935, 1936-1939, 1947-1948) 

MV9JJ329.2 (Historique du service hydrographique de la marine (1914-1970), par M. Covil-

lault : liste des ingénieurs hydrographes, évolution des techniques des travaux hydrogra-

phiques, généralités sur les missions hydrographiques ; v. 1970) 

Service historique de 

la Défense 

Rochefort 

France 

19 February 

2019 
7JJ (Levés hydrographiques) 

Table 1. Archives consulted for the present work.  
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Results 

The pre-Indochina period and 
the ships’ characteristics 

From 1865 to the beginning of the 20th century, 

only limited missions were organized by the 

French Hydrographic Service along the Cochin-

china and Annam coasts. The loss of the cruiser 

Sully in February 1905, who burst open on a 

rock at the entrance of the Faï-Tsi-Long archi-

pelago (known as Quảng Ninh) in the Gulf of 

Tonkin , marked a turning point in the history 

of hydrographic missions in the area. Topogra-

phic studies along the Indochina coasts started 

all over again from November 1905 to 1914 on 

the Manche, with a special focus on the Along 

Bay and Faï-Tsi-Long. After an interruption 

related to World War I (WWI), the mission re-

sumed in 1922 with the arrival of the 

ships Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant. Mis-

sions were organized until the beginning of 

World War II (WWII) in 1939 4. 

Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant began their 

careers during WWI when they were respecti-

vely called Lapérouse, Mauviette and Pivert. 

Lapérouse was built in 1918 in Brest arsenal 

(France) and launched on 21 November 1919; 

she was an auxiliary tanker whose aim was to 

provide the logistic support to a French squa-

dron based in Corfu 5. She weighed 526 tons, 

was 51.25 m long and 7.9 m wide, with a 

draught of 4.2 m, a power of 1100 horses, a 

speed of 12 knots, 2 boilers, 1 propeller and a 

capacity of 40 on-board staff. However, the end 

of WWI intervened before she was ready for 

operations. Lapérouse was then transformed 

for hydrographic missions: she was extended 

by 12 m, reaching 63.6 m in length and 8.5 m in 

width, a weight of 781 tons, a draught of 5.5 m 

and a speed of 11 knots. She was equipped with 

hoist, ‘White’ crafts formerly disposed on 

battleships and provided large spaces for se-

condary boats, drawing rooms and a capacity 

of 104 on-board staff (Roche, 2005). 

Lapérouse was not equipped with satisfying 

food resources to host an important crew: the 

crew used to embark living cattle, pigs, ducks 

or chickens 6. 

Seven submarine hunters built during WWI 

were transformed into hydrographic annexes: 

originally, these vessels had birds’ names that 

were changed to fit their new mission. Among 

them, the Pivert became the Octant and 

the Mauviette became the Astrolabe 7. 

Astrolabe and Octant were built at the Forges 

et Chantiers de la Méditerranée in La Seyne-sur

-Mer (France) and launched in 1918. They both 

weighed 315 tons, were 43.5 m long and 7.3 m 

wide, with a draught of 3.6 m, a power of 460 

horses, a speed of 10 knots, 2 boilers, 1 propel-

ler and a capacity of 32 on-board staff (Roche, 

2005; Estival, 2003). They served as annexes for 

coastal observations and shallow-water dred-

ging. 

Lapérouse was originally supposed to be asso-

ciated with the annexes Astrolabe and 

Boussole (Roche, 2005) in reference to the ves-

sels commanded by captain Jean-François de 

Galaup, comte de La Pérouse, missioned by 

King Louis XVI to complete the discoveries of 

Cook and Bougainville in the Pacific Ocean. 

They sunk in 1788 on the reefs of Vanikoro 

Island in Santa Cruz archipelago, southern Pa-

cific Ocean (Fremy & Basili, 1990). However, 

the Boussole annex was affected to the North 

Africa Hydrographic Mission with the 

Beautemps-Beaupré and Alidade: she was there-

fore replaced by the Octant to join the Indochi-

na Hydrographic Mission 8. In February 1921, 

Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant were assigned 

to the Hydrographic Mission along the Morocco 

and Algeria coasts until the end of October 9, 10. 

Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant:  
from Toulon to Saigon 

In September 1921, Lapérouse, Astrolabe 

and Octant were appointed to the Indochina 

Hydrographic Mission 11, 12. Several newspa-

pers reported the journey of the survey ships 

on their way to Saigon: the successive ports of 

call of the three vessels are shown in Figure 

5 and Figure 6. The vessels were free to choose 

the harbours to stop in depending on their re-

fuelling needs, with the aim of reaching Saigon 

quickly, avoiding stops in Crete or Italian har-

bours if possible and staying as short a time as 

possible in Port Said (Egypt) and in the Suez 

Canal 13. The ships left Toulon (France) on 10 

January 1922 and arrived in Port Said (Egypt) 

on the January 1922 14, 15, 16. They left on 21 

January and reached Djibouti on 31 Ja-

nuary 17, 18. They left on 7 February and arrived 

in Bombay (India) on 20 February 19, 20. They 

cast off Bombay on 28 February, reached Co-

lombo (Sri Lanka) that they left on 11 

April 21, 22. They finally left Singapore on 26 

April and reached Saigon at 4pm on 29 April 

1922 23, 24, 25 (Fig. 7). 

Once in Indochina, the objectives of the ships 

were to recognize Saigon, Tourane, Haiphong, 

4. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, France, 

MV9JJ329.2. Historique du 

service hydrographique de 

la marine (1914-1970), par 

M. Covillault : liste des 

ingénieurs hydrographes, 

évolution des techniques 

des travaux hydrogra-

phiques, généralités sur les 

missions hydrographiques ; 

v. 1970.  

5. Idem.  

6. Idem.  

7. L’Ouest-Éclair - Caen 

edition, 7337, 17 February 

1920. 

8. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, France, 

MV9JJ79. Missions hydro-

graphiques d’Indochine 

1919-1923, 1924-1925, 

1926-1927, 1928-1930, 

1931-1932. 

9. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, France, 

MV9JJ329.2. Historique du 

service hydrographique de 

la marine (1914-1970), par 

M. Covillault : liste des 

ingénieurs hydrographes, 

évolution des techniques 

des travaux hydrogra-

phiques, généralités sur les 

missions hydrographiques ; 

v. 1970. 

10. L’Ouest-Éclair - Rennes 

edition, 7306, 5 February 

1921. 

11. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, France, 

MV9JJ79. Missions hydro-

graphiques d’Indochine 

1919-1923, 1924-1925, 

1926-1927, 1928-1930, 

1931-1932. 

12. Les Annales coloniales: 

organe de la "France colo-

niale moderne", 106, 9 

September 1921. 

13. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, France, 

MV9JJ79. Missions hydro-

graphiques d’Indochine 

1919-1923, 1924-1925, 

1926-1927, 1928-1930, 

1931-1932.  

14. Le Petit Var, 15.022, 11 

January 1922. 

15. L’Ouest-Éclair - Caen 

edition, 7378, 13 January 

1922.  

16. L’Ouest-Éclair - Caen 

edition, 7384, 19 January 

1922.  

http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A4
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A5
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A6
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A7
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A8
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A9
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A10
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A11
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A12
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A13
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A14
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A15
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A16
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A17
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A18
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A19
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A20
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A21
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A22
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A23
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A24
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A25
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17. L’Ouest-Éclair - Nantes 

edition, 7389, 24 January 

1922.  

18. L’Ouest-Éclair - Rennes 

edition, 7398, 3 February 

1922.  

19. L’Ouest-Éclair - Caen 

edition, 7406, 11 February 

1922. 

20. L’Ouest-Éclair - Caen 

edition, 7416, 22 February 

1922. 

21. L’Ouest-Éclair - Caen 

edition, 7424, 2 March 

1922. 

22. L’Ouest-Éclair - Nantes 

edition, 7436, 14 March 

1922. 

23. Les Annales coloniales: 

organe de la "France colo-

niale moderne", 68, 5 May 

1922.  

24. L'Écho annamite: or-

gane de défense des inté-

rêts franco-annamites, 315, 

30 March 1922.  

25. L’Ouest-Éclair - Caen 

edition, 7451, 29 March 

1922. 
Fig. 5. Reconstitution of the journey of the Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant from Toulon to Saigon.  

Fig. 6. The ports of call of Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant on their way to Saigon (Robert Létang familial archives). (a) post card of the 

harbour of Port Said in Egypt; (b) littoral of Djibouti, on the way to the railway station; (c) Colombo in Sri Lanka; (d) leaving 

Singapore; (e) view of Cap Saint-Jacques when reaching Cochinchina. 
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Fig. 7. ‘La mission hydrographique d’Indochine’  

[The Indochina Hydrographic mission] 32  

Fig. 8. ‘Une île apparaît’ [An island appears] 33  

the southern and eastern coasts of Annam, as 

well as the coasts of the Gulf of 

Siam 26, 27 (Fig. 3). The Astrolabe accomplished 

special missions such as the recognition of a 

newly accreted volcanic island, called Ile Nou-

velle, on 15 March 1923 28, 29 (Fig. 8). She also 

took part in the rescue of the wreck and survi-

vors of the Cap-Lay liner on 16 July 1928, that 

had collided with a rock at the entrance of 

Song Lambac, Haiphong river in Along Bay, 

during a typhoon, killing 49 30, 31. During the 

early 1930s, the ships studied the continental 

shelf offshore Cochinchina and South Annam 

and discovered shoals and banks (Joubin, 

1836). Among them, the Bancs de l’Astrolabe, 

about 30 miles (about 48 km, Fig. 3) from the 

coastline at a waterdepth ranging from 4.6 to 

8.5 m, are still mentioned as dangerous areas 

in recent sailing recommendations in the South 

China Sea (National Geospatial-Intelligence 

Agency, 2017). 

Lapérouse, Astrolabe and  
Octant missions in 1926 

The on-board crew. In 1926, when the Lapé-

rouse collection was gathered, the Indochina 

Hydrographic Mission was commanded by 

Commander Dufäy 34 (Fig. 9). The hydrograph 

in chief was 1st class hydrograph engineer Da-

miani, assisted by sub-lieutenant Gauthier. 

Lieutenant Joubin was commanding the 

Octant and Lieutenant Morazzani commanded 

the Astrolabe. The officers responsible for the 

different hydrographic measurements were 

(Damiani, 1928 ; 35): 

- Sub-lieutenants Gauthier, Gavoille, Guézen-

nec, de Lajarte, Marchand, Rossignol and Vialet 

onboard Lapérouse; 

- Sub-lieutenants Fontaine and Grange on-

board Astrolabe; 

- Sub-lieutenants Douguet, Fournage and Le 

Masson onboard Octant. 

26. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, 

France, MV9JJ79. Missions 

hydrographiques d’Indo-

chine 1919-1923, 1924-

1925, 1926-1927, 1928-

1930, 1931-1932.  

27. Les Annales coloniales: 

organe de la "France 

coloniale moderne", 106, 9 

September 1921. 

28. L'Écho annamite: 

organe de défense des 

intérêts franco-annamites, 

453, 20 March 1923.  

29. Les Annales coloniales: 

organe de la "France 

coloniale moderne", 52, 3 

April 1923.  

30. Les Annales coloniales: 

organe de la "France 

coloniale moderne", 112, 

19 July 1928.  

31. L'Indochine: revue éco-

nomique d'Extrême-Orient, 

14, 20 September 1928. 

32.  L'Écho annamite: 

organe de défense des 

intérêts franco-annamites, 

315, 30 March 1922.  

33. L'Écho annamite: 

organe de défense des 

intérêts franco-annamites, 

453, 20 March 1923.  

34. Service historique de la 

Défense, Brest, France, BR-

4E-3867, BR-4E-3868. Rôle 

d’équipage, exercice 1926.  

35. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, 

France, MV9JJ79. Missions 

hydrographiques d’Indo-

chine 1919-1923, 1924-

1925, 1926-1927, 1928-

1930, 1931-1932.  

http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A32
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A33
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A26
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A27
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A28
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A29
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A30
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A31
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A34
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A35
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36. L'Éveil économique de 

l'Indochine, 523, 19 June 

1927. 

37. Archives du Muséum 

national d’Histoire natu-

relle, Paris, France, Ms MDP 

3.1. Archives personnelles 

de Théodore Monod, 

correspondance amicale. 

38. Service historique de la 

Défense, Brest, France, BR-

4E-3867, BR-4E-3868. Rôle 

d’équipage, exercice 1926. 

39. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, 

France, MV9JJ41. Organisa-

tion et préparation des 

missions hydrographiques 

1924-1939.  

40. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, 

France, MV9JJ79. Missions 

hydrographiques d’Indo-

chine 1919-1923, 1924-

1925, 1926-1927, 1928-

1930, 1931-1932.  

Pierre Chevey, assistant at the MNHN, was atta-

ché naturalist to the Indochina Hydrographic 

Mission in 1925 and 1926 (Chevey, 1927a; 

1927b; 36). He shared his time between the Indo-

china Hydrographic Mission onboard the Oc-

tant and the Oceanographic Service of the Indo-

china Fisheries based in Nhatrang in southern 

Annam, onboard the De Lanessan (Chevey, 

1927a; 1927b). He later became head of the 

Oceanographic Service of the Indochina Fis-

heries in Nhatrang in May 1931 until his death 

on 13 July 1942 in Saigon (Serène, 1955). During 

his stay in Nhatrang, he tried to further develop 

the Oceanographic institute of Nhatrang by 

inviting several important scientists of the 

MNHN, including Théodore Monod whom he 

repeatedly tried to convince, unsuccessfully, to 

visit Indochina and the institute he was in 

charge of 37. 

The objectives of the mission. In 1926, the 

objectives of the Indochina Hydrographic Mis-

sion were to continue the topographic studies 

carried out in 1925 39. It was planned to operate 

all year round with the possible support of gun-

boats Malicieuse and Inconstant for dredging as 

well as sloops Regulus, Bellatrix and Ville 

d’Ys that could have been requested for hydro-

graphic tasks. The journey of the ships from 

January 1926 to February 1927 was a round-

trip leaving from Tonkin during which they had 

to characterize the topography of (Damiani, 

1928 ; 40): 

• Along Bay in Tonkin Gulf in January 1926 

(Point 1 in Figure 3); 

• Padaran Cape (today known as Mui Dinh) in 

southern Annam in April-May 1926, to localize 

obstructions and bottom irregularities (Point 2 

in Figure 4); 

• Ream Bay on the margin of Cambodia in the 

eastern Siam Gulf in April 1926 (Point 3 

in Figure 3); 

• Quinhon (or Quy Nhon, Qui Nhơn), Kumong 

Bay and Xuanday Bay in central Annam in June

-September 1926. The last topographic studies 

in this area were realized around 1880 and only 

focused on the inner parts of the bays. The ana-

lysis of the bottom nature and topography al-

lowed the discovery of dangerous topographic 

highs (Point 4 in Figure 3); 

• Faï-Tsi-Long archipelago in Tonkin Gulf in 

October, November 1926 and January 1927, to 

localize dangerous rocks previously 

Fig. 9. The crew list and positions of the Lapérouse unit for 1926 38  

http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A36
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A37
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A39
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A40
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A38
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documented by the gunboat Inconstant (Point 5 

in Figure 3); 

• Lach-Huyen in Tonkin Gulf in December 1926, 

to study the possibility of a new channel to Hai-

phong harbour through Lach-Huyen (Point 6 

in Figure 3). 

For each of these tasks, the crew performed 

triangulation, water-depth, topographic, cur-

rents, tides and magnetic measurements 

(Damiani, 1928). Triangulation was performed 

with theodolites using whitewash marks, some 

of which were previously made by Lieutenant 

Morazzani (Fig. 10). The ships got the support 

of the Air Force 41: aerial images were used for 

topographic studies (Damiani, 1928) but these 

pictures have not been located. Observations 

and measurements realised in 1926 improved 

numerous navigation maps, such as of the litto-

ral around Port Saint-Jacques, of the Tonkin 

Gulf and Annam coast, of the Tonkin Delta or 

of the Faï-Tsi-Long archipelago; they also built 

new maps, for instance of Quinhon 42). 

Collecting natural history samples in 1926 

The report of the Indochina Hydrographic Mis-

sion from January 1926 to February 1927 pro-

vides no information for February and March 

1926, when the Lapérouse sediments were 

gathered (Damiani, 1928). Similarly, the field 

books stored in the Service Historique de la 

Défense in Rochefort (France) 44 contain no 

detail for this period. This absence can relate to 

the loss of archives during WWII. Alternative-

ly, official hydrographic notes and mea-

surements might have been temporarily sus-

pended during the scientific voyage and may 

have been reported only by Pierre Chevey in 

his notes. The journey of the ships and position 

of samples collected in February 1926 can 

nonetheless be reconstituted (Chevey, 1927a; 

1927b): the Lapérouse and Astrolabe sampled 

while Pierre Chevey was on-board the Octant. 

Biological samples were collected during the 

entire trip: foetus of mouflon, reptiles, amphi-

bians, fishes, crustaceans, molluscs, worms, 

Fig. 10. Activities performed in the Along Bay on-board the Lapérouse in 1923 and 

1924. (a) observation with theodolite; (b) putting up a landmark for triangulation; (c) crew 

performing whitewash markings used for soundings; (d) throwing the sounding  

system 43 (https://www.lillustration.com).  

41. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, 

France, MV9JJ79. Missions 

hydrographiques d’Indo-

chine 1919-1923, 1924-

1925, 1926-1927, 1928-

1930, 1931-1932. 

42. Archives nationales, 

Pierrefitte, France, CP/

F/14/18369. Archives figu-

rées du dépôt des phares, 

Cartes hydrographiques 

d'Asie du sud-est. 

43. L’Illustration, 4277, 21 

February 1925.  

44. Levés hydrographiques. 

http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A41
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A42
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A44
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A43
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echinoderms, corals, sponges, planktonic orga-

nisms from rice fields, offshore areas, man-

groves, temporary ponds, rocky shores, mar-

kets, reefs, within horseshoe crab sponges, oys-

ters, stomach of birds, by electric light fishing 

in Tonkin, Faï-Tsi-Long, Saigon, Along Bay, Hai-

phong, Ream Bay, Annam coast, dockyard gar-

dens in Saigon (today Botanical and Zoological 

Garden; Fig. 11). 

Three sets of sediment samples were also col-

lected during this trip (Chevey, 1927a; 1927b): 

their position is reported in Figure 12. On the 1 

and 2 February 1926, both Lapérouse and 

Astrolabe collected bottom samples. The geo-

graphic coordinates indicate that the Astrolabe 

sampled closer to the coastline while 

Lapérouse focused on deeper waters. On the 3 

February 1926, only the Astrolabe collected bot-

tom samples. They are characterized as follows: 

• Four samples were collected in Along Bay and 

Faï-Tsi-Long, Tonkin Gulf, on the 16, 17 and 21 

January 1926. They were labelled SD/A to SD/D 

and accompanied with only geographic indica-

tions, they are not reported in Figure 12. They 

are not part of the Lapérouse collection and 

have not been located. 

• Seven samples were obtained from the Tonkin 

Gulf by Lapérouse on the 1 and 2 November 

1926. They are labelled SD/I to SD/VII and are 

associated with geographic coordinates and 

water-depth from 32 m (sample I) to 90 m 

(sample VI). The Lapérouse collection only con-

tains two of them, samples Lapérouse I and II, 

Fig. 11. Historical photos of the botanical garden of Saigon where Pierre Chevey collected material during his journey on  

Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant in 1925 and 1926 (Robert Létang familial archives).  

Fig. 12. Sampling 

points of the sedi-

ments of the 

Lapérouse collection 

(Chevey, 1927b).  
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that were collected at 32 and 75 m water depth 

respectively. 

• Thirty-five samples were collected by 

the Astrolabe along the northern Annam coast 

from 1 to 3 February 1926. They are labelled 

SD/1 to SD/35 and are associated with geogra-

phic coordinates but lack water-depth informa-

tion. Samples SD/4 to SD/7 are only associated 

with geographic elements (Mouillage N de Hon-

Me; Mouillage S de Hon-Me; 4 milles dans le 

S36E de Hon-Me; 9 milles dans le S36E de Hon-

Me), corresponding to the Bristol boards 5 to 8 

of the Lapérouse collection. 

WWII, Indochina War and post-conflict periods 

Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant worked until 

1939 45. On 3 November 1939, the general draft 

came into effect: the Indochina Hydrographic 

Mission was disarmed and the general staff 

and crew were dispersed. The archives of the 

Mission, including geographic and marine 

maps as well as archives from previous mis-

sions, were stored in boxes 46. 

Lapérouse was affected to the support of Indo-

china’s dredgers in June 1940. In November 

1942, she was engaged in convoy duty between 

Saigon and Tonkin with the Armand Rousseau, 

Amiral Charnier, Tahure, Marne and Béryl, to 

protect commercial ships from being targeted 

by Japanese torpedoing. Shortly after the Ja-

panese takeover of the 9 March 1945, she was 

scuttled in Cantho, Cochinchina, on the 11 

March 1945. On the 10 March 1945 at 1.30 am, 

Lieutenant Noel, commander of the group 

Lapérouse-Capitaine Coulon, while at anchor in 

Vinh-Long (or Vĩnh Long), was informed of the 

attack of Chaudoc (or Châu Đốc) barracks in 

the Mekong Delta. He cast off and reached Can-

tho after sinking two ships including a Ja-

panese rowing boat. Once in Cantho, he, Lieu-

tenant-Commander Mienville commanding the 

Marne and officer Le Rohellec, comman-

ding Lapérouse, decided to scuttle the two ships 

and join the Marne crew. This was done on 12 

March 1945 at 11.00 pm. The crew of the 

Lapérouse, Capitaine Coulon, Marne, Amiral 

Charner, two military companies, civil guard 

squads and volunteers gathered into the ‘mixt 

Transbassac Task Force’ created on 14 March 

1945 by Lieutenant-Commander Mienville and 

Lieutenant Noel. They were about 1000 men 

who fought against Japanese forces until 26 

March. Most of them were imprisoned. 

In 1940, Octant was affected to the 56th section 

of Indochina’s dredgers and dredged mines in 

the Tonkin Gulf in November. In May 1943, she 

was disarmed for boiler renovation. She was 

sunk while at anchor in Thanh Tuy Ha close to 

Saigon with the cruiser Lamotte-Picquet and 

the cargo ship Tai Poo Sek during the Luçon 

Battle on 12 January 1945 by US bombers of the 

Task Force 438. The Astrolabe was also affected 

to the 56th section of Indochina’s dredgers in 

1940. In 1942, Béryl, Astrolabe and 

Picanon dredged mines along the littoral of 

Tonkin. In July 1943, Astrolabe was affected to 

the repression of piracy in Tonkin Gulf with 

the Commandant Bourdais, Crayssac and Frey-

zouls. She was sunk on the 26 February 1944 

with the Picanon and Guillemoto during the 

bombing of Tourane, Annam, by US bombers 

(Fremy & Basili, 1990; Michel, 1991; Estival, 

2003; Vichot, 1967; Dupont & Taillemite, 1995). 

Following WWII, hydrograph engineer in-chief 

Lemiere was missioned to estimate the state of 

the Hydrographic Mission in Indochina. His 

letter addressed on 9 November 1945 to the 

Commodore of the Navy in Indochina con-

cludes that the Hydrographic Mission has quite 

entirely disappeared, ships have been sunk, 

crafts have disappeared or have been dis-

persed, no material was left and only a part of 

the archives was recovered 47 (Fig. 13). The 

situation in Indochina getting worse after the 

hostilities in the Pacific, a temporary Mission 

was created to support war operations in the 

area. Its aims nevertheless remained ambi-

guous, either being a support to the needs of 

45. Historique du service 

hydrographique de la 

marine (1914-1970), par M. 

Covillault : liste des ingé-

nieurs hydrographes, 

évolution des techniques 

des travaux hydrogra-

phiques, généralités sur les 

missions hydrographiques ; 

v. 1970. 

46. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, 

France, MV9JJ80. Missions 

hydrographiques d’Indo-

chine 1933-1935, 1936-

1939, 1947-1948.  

47. Idem.  

Fig. 13. ‘Mission Hydrographique’ [Hydrographic Mission], extract from the letter sent by hydrograph engineer in-chief 

 to the Commodore of the Navy in Indochina on the 9 November 1945 49.  

http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A45
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A46
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A47
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A49
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the Navy based in Indochina or a true hydro-

graphic mission potentially cooperating to na-

val operations. In the 1950s, the political situa-

tion changed, French navy forces progressively 

left Indochina and fighting stopped: the situa-

tion of the Mission stabilized and regular mis-

sions were organized from 1955 to June 1958 

when the French Hydrographic Mission in Viet-

nam was dissolved 48. 

Discussion 

Indochina Hydrographic Mission and science 

In peace time, hydrograph engineers have to 

establish marine maps, predict tides, improve 

scientific material, study coastal regimes for the 

drawing of harbours and improvements of ri-

ver mouths, and supply the Navy with maps 

and instruments 50. In 1924, Jean-Baptiste Char-

cot voiced the urge for the participation of the 

French Navy in scientific research in a talk at 

the Navy Academy (Charcot, 1924). The Lapé-

rouse collection echoes this call and the com-

plaints of Admiral Merveilleux du Vignaux, 

commander of the Indochina Hydrographic 

Mission from 1903 to 1905, about the absence of 

a naturalist onboard. Charcot insisted on the 

significance of Indochina for natural history 

collections and oceanographic observations, 

and hoped that the next 4-years Indochina Hy-

drographic Mission (1924-1928) would provide 

a new ground (Charcot, 1924). 

The contribution of the Indochina Hydrogra-

phic Mission to natural history collections stays 

poorly documented. Constantin Dawydoff, who 

worked at the Oceanographic Institute of 

Nhatrang from 1929 to 1935, collected inverte-

brates and sands along the Indochina coast that 

he later sent to various experts including Jean 

Le Calvez for foraminifer analysis (Le Calvez, 

1938; Dawydoff, 1952). During his stay in 

Nhatrang, he took part in the campaigns of 

the De Lanessan, a ship of the Oceanographic 

Institute, with the support of the 

Astrolabe and Alerte (Dawydoff, 1952). He men-

tioned a list of foraminifers collected from 

reefal sand in Tizard Atoll in South China Sea, 

at 60-80 m water-depth, some of which were 

previously published (Le Calvez, 1938). Diverse 

foraminifers were also documented from the 

Bay of Cauda (Nhatrang) (Lacroix, 1940; Rose, 

1955) but they did not benefit from the support 

of the Indochina Hydrographic Mission. Mis-

sions on the Octant collected plankton in March 

1927 as well as cockroaches that were thriving 

onboard (Weill, 1929). 

The Indochina Hydrographic Mission in 1926 

Schedule and aims. Although the scientific 

schedule for the scrutinized period has not 

been located, the on-board researches in June 

to August 1926 and 1927 51 may provide impor-

tant information. 

The scientific report for June-August 1926 was 

established by Pierre Chevey onboard 

the Octant, at anchor in Vung-Lam, on 25 Au-

gust 1926. He indicates that samplings and ob-

servations were made further south along the 

Annam coast and consist of fishes, molluscs, 

cephalopods, crustaceans, worms collected 

from reefs, corals, local markets and by electric 

light fishing. The on-board scientific activities 

to be performed in 1927 were sampling of 

plankton and bottom sediments, electric light 

fishing and visits to markets and fishermen 

sampans to collect fishes, focusing on man-

grove and reefal faunas in Along Bay, Faï-Tsi-

Long archipelago and along the Annam coast 52. 

The samples collected from June to August 1926 

and scheduled for 1927 are very similar to the 

information at hand for samples collected in 

February 1926, although still incomplete 

(Chevey, 1927a; 1927b). The Lapérouse material 

might have been part of a larger scientific effort 

to characterize the marine geology and biodi-

versity along the Indochina coast during the 

1920s. 

The material. All bottom samples collected 

during the Lapérouse, Astrolabe and Octant 

cruise in February 1926 were obtained by a 

Sondeur Léger (Chevey, 1927a; 1927b). The Son-

deur Léger, created in 1904, has the structure of 

a jaw made of copper that is kept open while 

diving through the water column (Fig. 14). 

Thanks to its sharp borders, it gets into soft, 

sandy or gravel sediments and closes automati-

cally at the contact with the bottom surface 

(Richard, 1910; 53). It was mainly used in shal-

low waters to collect a mean sample of the sedi-

ment surface rather than a core 54. It has been 

frequently used, for instance from 1907 to 1909 

on-board Eider and Sténo along Monaco coasts 

(Richard & Sirvent, 1910), in 1924 during cam-

paigns of investigation of the Atlantic continen-

tal platform (Atlantic Slope committee, 1925), 

during the cruise of the Tanche in the Bay of 

Biscay in 1928 (Belloc, 1929), during the expedi-

tion to Terre Adélie from 1948 to 1950 on-board 

the Commandant Charcot (Expédition Antarc-

tique Terre Adélie, 1948-1950), on-board the 

Président-Théodore-Tissier that collected 

48. Historique du service 

hydrographique de la 

marine (1914-1970), par M. 

Covillault : liste des ingé-

nieurs hydrographes, 

évolution des techniques 

des travaux hydrogra-

phiques, généralités sur les 

missions hydrographiques ; 

v. 1970. 

49. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, 

France, MV9JJ80. Missions 

hydrographiques d’Indo-

chine 1933-1935, 1936-

1939, 1947-1948. 

50. Historique du service 

hydrographique de la 

marine (1914-1970), par M. 

Covillault : liste des ingé-

nieurs hydrographes, évo-

lution des techniques des 

travaux hydrographiques, 

généralités sur les missions 

hydrographiques ; v. 1970. 

51. Service historique de la 

Défense, Vincennes, 

France, MV9JJ79. Missions 

hydrographiques d’Indo-

chine 1919-1923, 1924-

1925, 1926-1927, 1928-

1930, 1931-1932. 

52. Idem. 

53. Les ramasseurs de 

fonds sous-marins. La 

Nature, 3133 (1 April 1947): 

116-118.  

54. Idem.  

http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A48
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A50
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A51
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A52
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A53
http://revue-colligo.fr/index.php?id=56#A54
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foraminifers in the Celtic Sea in 1948 (Le 

Calvez, 1958) or on-board the Faial in 1957 to 

study the benthic communities of south Portu-

gal coasts (Pérès, 1959). It was also used on-

board the De Lanessan to sample sediments 

along South Annam, Cochinchina, Borneo and 

Tonkin Gulf from 1925 to 1929 (Institut Océa-

nographique de l’Indochine, 1931). 

Results and legacy. The organisms collected 

by the Indochina Hydrographic Mission in Fe-

bruary 1926 include reptiles and amphibians 

(Angel, 1927) or bivalves (Lamy, 1927), to cite 

but a few. The fishes preserved in the MNHN 

include the holotype of Inimicus joubini 

(Chevey, 1927) named in honour of Comman-

dant Paul Joubin, which was bought on the 

Haiphong market on 24 January 1926 (station 

number 23240, Chevey, 1927a; Fig. 15a). Am-

phibian collections store six juveniles 

of Fejervarya limnocharis (Gravenhorst, 1829), 

formerly attributed to Rana tigrina (Daudin, 

1802), collected by Pierre Chevey in Haiphong 

rice fields during the same mission (Angel, 

1927) (Fig. 15b). 

As far as is known, sediments and microorga-

nisms collected along the Indochina coast by 

the three ships in 1926 have never been des-

cribed. The Lapérouse sediments offer unique 

opportunities to describe the microfauna dwel-

ling in the Tonkin Gulf and along the Annam 

coast in 1926 as landmarks for comparisons 

with recent patterns. Most surface sediments 

collected by historical expeditions such as du-

ring the HMS Challenger voyage (1872-1876) 

can satisfactorily be used as pre-1900 baselines 

for the study of anthropic influence on marine 

environments (Rillo et al., 2019). Although the 

early techniques for seafloor samplings 

(Thomson & Murray, 1891) penetrated below 

the surface and disturbed the top layer of the 

sediments, most of these historical samples 

represent Holocene (surface) rather than Pleis-

tocene, glacial, material (Rillo et al., 2019). Such 

analysis is still to be performed for the 

Lapérouse collection as the Sondeur Léger (Fig. 

14), although more modern, also penetrated 

the sediment surface and might have resulted 

in Pleistocene contamination. Similar work will 

be conducted on the entire sea-bottom sedi-

ments stored in the MNHN micropalaeontology 

collections, the scientific potential of which for 

the study of modern climate and environ-

mental changes is still to be characterized. 

Fig. 15. Material collected by Pierre Chevey during his 1925 and 1926 mission on-board the Indochina Hydrographic Mission. 

(a) Inimicus joubini (Chevey, 1927) from the Haiphong market in January 1926 (Chevey, 1927a-c) (MNHN-IC-1926-0398, holotype); 

(b) Fejervarya limnocharis (Gravenhorst, 1829) from Haiphong rice fields in 1926 (Chevey, 1927a-b; Angel, 1927) (MNHN-RA-1992.5369; G. Doitteau, 

Recolnat ANR-11-INBS-0004).  

Fig. 14. Sondeur Léger (Richard, 

1910). (a) Sondeur Léger descending to the 

bottom surface; (b) Sondeur Léger closed 

being brought back to the ship.  
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