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FOREWORD

Tan Pham’s third volume in a planned six-part chronicle of Vietnamese history, offers a profound exploration of Vietnam’s past, particularly from the 10th to the 13th centuries. Through his meticulous research and balanced narrative, Pham provides readers with not only a vivid portrayal of this pivotal period but also insights into the values and motivations of the historical figures who influenced important events. By doing so, he avoids the common pitfalls of nationalist narratives, instead presenting a nuanced view of Vietnam’s complex relationship with its powerful northern neighbor, China, and its southern interactions with the Cham civilization. This work serves as a valuable resource for understanding this stage in Vietnam’s past.

Tan Pham’s volume guides the reader through a crucial period in Vietnamese history, beginning with the era of independence from Bắc thuộc 北屬 “Northern Subjugation” and continuing through to the Trần dynasty’s significant military victories over the Mongol-led armies. This period, often simplified in nationalist narratives, is brought to life through Pham’s close reading of both Chinese and Vietnamese sources. The book is filled with lively details of great events such as battles, court intrigues, and conquests. However, Pham does not stop at recounting these events; he enters into the lives of individuals, allowing readers to feel the contours of the society in which these figures lived. This approach helps readers better understand the context for the actions and decisions made during this ancient period, providing a more holistic view of history.

A key strength of Pham’s work is its ability to avoid the pitfalls of nationalist narratives, which often use the past to serve the present. In many cases, histories are manipulated to gloss over inconvenient events or to create a seamless argument that supports current political realities. Such narratives may inspire their audiences but often fail to provide the necessary truths to guide them towards a more fulfilling future. Pham’s account, in contrast, offers a picture of the past in full detail, including conflicting accounts and allusions to geographical details and material evidence that both support and complicate textual descriptions of decisive events. Tan Pham writes of the tales he recalls from childhood play and from his classroom lessons, which allows the read to understanding the “lived history” that endured through the modern age. We see also that through temple construction, court patronage and ritual practice, certain historical figures become heroes for specific communities, ranging from a single religious or ethnic constituency to the populace of an entire nation.

A central strength of Pham’s book lies in its detailed examination of the Sino-Vietnamese tributary relationship, especially during the mid-eleventh century. The burning ambitions of local Vietnamese leaders, as well as the imperious behavior of the distant Chinese rulers, are clearly detailed in this account. This period saw a shift in the conflict between the Chinese Song empire and the Vietnamese Đại Cồ Việt kingdom, from issues of royal succession to territorial control. The Ðinh, Lê, and Lý clans each engaged differently in tributary relations with the Chinese court. The Ðinh clan structured local authority by presenting Ðinh Liễn as a vassal ruler while maintaining autonomy at home. The Lê clan used tributary protocol to legitimize Lê Hoàn’s rule after the Ðinh clan’s failure to produce a political heir. The Lý court balanced relations with the Song while expanding their authority in both the northern borderlands and against the Cham. Pham’s exploration of these relationships reveals the complexities of Sino-Vietnamese diplomacy, strategy, and territorial control, offering a broader, nuanced understanding of political dynamics during this era.

Pham also provides an insightful exploration of Vietnam’s southern expansion and its interactions with the Cham civilization. The engagement between the political elites ruling over the Red River Delta region and those located south of the Hải Vân Pass is a subtheme throughout this study. It is a history that deserves more attention from modern scholars. As the Đại Việt kingdom grew stronger and its leadership became more confident, the court launched an increasing number of military campaigns against the Cham leaders to the south. These campaigns, whether resulting in victory or defeat, pushed the line of Vietnamese territorial expansion further south. However, Pham emphasizes that these interactions were not solely about military confrontation; they also involved a significant exchange of ideas and cultural practices. Cham society, with its Indic roots and deep trade contacts along a maritime network that reached into Insular Southeast Asia and across the Indian Ocean, provided an infusion of new cultural forms for the Kinh Vietnamese society to adopt and adapt. This bilateral exchange is as much a part of the historical narrative as the military confrontations, and Pham skillfully weaves these elements together to provide a comprehensive view of the period.

In addition to the historical narrative, Pham includes detailed descriptions of significant sites with travel tips for modern visitors to Vietnam. While noting that this account is not intended for casual visitors seeking vacation itineraries, Pham provides descriptions of sites for dedicated students of Vietnamese history and culture. The author’s maps and illustrations add depth to the text by fixing in time and space the events he has compiled from the official chronicles. This attention to detail enhances the reader’s understanding of the period and offers a valuable resource for those interested in historical tourism.

However, Pham’s work is not limited to history enthusiasts. The book’s exploration of China’s historical relations with its neighbors is highly relevant to modern debates about China’s future place in the world order. As China seeks to regain prominence on the global stage, questions arise about whether it will act aggressively or peacefully. Pham’s examination of China’s interactions with Vietnam and its southern borderlands over the past millennium suggests that China’s pursuit of national interests is multifaceted, extending beyond mere military considerations to encompass cultural, diplomatic, economic, and social exchanges.

Tan Pham’s account of 10th- to 13th-century Vietnamese history offers a detailed, well-researched narrative that goes beyond the typical nationalist interpretations of the past. By presenting a balanced and nuanced view of Vietnam’s historical interactions with China and the Cham civilization, Pham provides readers with valuable insights into the values and motivations that shaped this period. These insights are not just of academic interest; they offer guidance for understanding current geopolitical dynamics and for navigating the complex relationships that will shape our future. As we look to the past for the values that can guide us forward, Pham’s work stands as a crucial resource, illuminating the path with a clear and thoughtful examination of history.

James A. Anderson

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY

THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA AT GREENSBORO


PREFACE

This Volume 3A is the first part of the third volume of my book series on Vietnamese history. It is about the dynasties of Đinh, Tiền (Former) Lê, Lý and Trần of Đại Việt, a kingdom in present-day North Vietnam, north of Ngang Pass. Volume 3B is about Champa, a kingdom that once occupied Central Vietnam from Ngang Pass to Bình Thuận province. It is published separately. I had wanted to combine them since the two kingdoms had many interactions over the period covered by both volumes, but merging them would have made the amalgamated book too large.

As a methodology, I have selected and approached the stories from a traveller’s perspective, which explains the series title, A Traveller’s Story of Vietnam’s Past. However, my books are not travel guides; readers will not find information about accommodation or other travel-related details, though I occasionally include notes from my visits to the locations mentioned in the books.

My primary objective is to seek an understanding of the stories, their meanings and the interconnections between the historical events and the historical sites I have visited in Vietnam. Such information exists but is dispersed in many different books at varying levels of complexity and in various languages. My work attempts to gather the stories in one place by making geography the common thread. This book also goes into some detail about the iconography of the objects I have seen; I have found such information fascinating. However, iconography is a speciality topic, and a thorough examination would be beyond the scope of this book.

In preparation for this volume, in late 2022 and early 2024, I visited most of the Cham and Đại Việt historical sites associated with the period covered by this book. I took most of the photographs shown in this volume, unless specified otherwise. Some of these photographs have been edited to add clarity.

Eight periods of history

As mentioned in the previous two volumes, I have divided Vietnam’s history into eight periods based on the major events that marked key turning points and altered the course of its history. The selection of these eight periods is mine and not necessarily based on the historical timeline I was taught at school.

In broad terms, Period I covers the ancient times to 111 BCE (BCE=Before Common Era, same as BC=Before Christ) when the people of present-day Vietnam ruled themselves. My first published volume, Volume One, entitled The Bronze Drums and The Earrings deals with this period.1 In the following millennium, Period II, the land of northern and north-central Vietnam was ruled by various Chinese dynasties barring a few years of Vietnamese autonomy. The country gained independence in 938 at the beginning of the second millennium in the 10th century CE (CE=Common Era, same as AD=Anno Domini, the year of our Lord); hence the title of my Volume Two, One Thousand Years – The Stories of Giao Châu, the Kingdoms of Linyi, Funan and Zhenla. The names refer to different political entities that existed in present-day Vietnam over that time.

From 938 until the present time – barring a few episodes of foreign rule, divisions and shedding of much blood – the country was once again autonomous, with its land area more than double that of the previous millennium. I have divided this second millennium into periods III, IV, V, VI, VII and VIII.

Period III lasted for around 600 years from the 10th to 16th centuries, when there were three polities in Vietnam: Đại Việt (formerly Giao Châu) in the north, Champa (formerly Linyi) in the central and part of the Khmer empire in the south.2 This southern region was called Zhenla and Funan before that. Volumes 3A, 3B, 3C and 3D, cover this period. Volume 3A, this book, deals with the historical events and characters of Đại Việt, and Volume 3B deals with Champa from the 10th to 13th centuries.

Period IV followed Period III when Champa lost most of its land to Đại Việt, but Đại Việt itself was divided and ruled by two different lords for around 200 years from the early 17th century until the end of the 18th century.

Following a thirty-year civil war at the end of the 18th century, Đại Việt was united, expanded its territory south and west, and absorbed Champa and southern Vietnam to become what is today Vietnam. This time is Period V, a brief time of around 60 years in the first half of the 19th century.

The expansion ended when the French arrived in the middle of the 19th century and were driven out nearly a century later. This is Period VI. In Period VII, Vietnam was once again divided and at war for another 21 years until its unification in 1975. Period VIII covers Vietnam from 1975 to the present.

The eight periods are summarised in Figure 0-1.

My volumes to come cover the following four periods, IV, V, and VI, until 1954, when the French finally departed from the country after first bombarding and landing in Touraine (Đà Nẵng) in 1858. I will limit my contribution to 1954, as there are already many history books covering Period VII, and Period VIII is too recent to be of interest to a historical traveller.

To avoid repeating my introduction from Volume One, I have simplified both the description of the eight periods of history, but the content of Volume 3A is unique to this book

Convention and references

As with the two previous volumes, I have generally used the local spelling for names of people and locations in their respective countries; Vietnamese names and places are written with accents. Pinyin Chinese is used rather than Wade-Giles Chinese. However, I have included the Vietnamese names in brackets following the Chinese names for those readers who are more familiar with the Vietnamese transliteration of these Chinese names, such as Guo Kui (Kuei/Quách Quỳ).

Vietnamese kings traditionally have several names. Before becoming kings, they used their names, for example, Đinh Bộ Lĩnh. Upon accession to the throne, the court bestowed on them titles known as Reign (or Regnal) Name (Tôn Hiệu or Đế Hiệu), for instance, Great Victorious and Enlightened Emperor. After death, they were given other names; these were Temple Names (Miếu Hiệu), for example, Đinh Tiên Hoàng.

The Reign Names are often very long and difficult to remember, and the Temple Names often share a common root. For example, Lý Thái Tổ (1009–1028) and Lê Thái Tổ (1428–1433) are the founders (Thái Tổ) of two different dynasties. Since the king’s name is unique to him, in this book I use the king’s name to avoid confusion if I were to use their temple names.3 I want to be clear that I do not intend any disrespect by using the personal names of kings, as this is historically frowned upon in Vietnamese tradition.

Note that Vietnamese names place the family name before the personal name; the middle name for members of the same family is often the same. For example, Ngô Xương Ngập and Ngô Xương Văn are from the same family of the Ngô surname; they are brothers with Xương as the middle name, and their names are Ngập and Văn. However, most Vietnamese women during this historical era only had their family name followed by thị, with their names not recorded. The term thị designates a woman; for example, Dương thị refers to the Dương woman.

The dates mentioned in Chinese and early Vietnamese texts are based on the lunar calendar, and a lunar month is approximately one month behind the Gregorian month. I have converted the historical dates to the Gregorian calendar when it is correct to do so.

I have made every effort to cite the primary reference sources. These have included Jiu Tang shu, or Old Book of Tang (Cựu Đường thư), or simply the Book of Tang, Xin Tang shu or New Book of Tang (Tân Đường thư), Song shi or History of Song (Tống sử). These are Chinese historical works about the Tang (618-906) and Song (970-1279) dynasties respectively. Vietnamese works have included An Nam Chí Lược (ANCL, Abridged Annals of An Nam, 13th/14th century), Việt Điện U Linh (VDUL, Compilation of the Departed Spirits in the Realm of Viet, 14th century). Việt Sử Lược (VSL, An Abridged History of Viet, 14th century), with the word Đại (or Great) removed. Lĩnh Nam Chích Quái (LNCQ, A Collection of Strange Stories from Lingnan, 15th century). Đại Việt Sử Ký Toàn Thư (SKTT, Complete Book of the Historical Records of Great Viet, 15th–17th century) and Khâm Định Việt Sử Thông Giám Cương Mục (CM, The Imperially Ordered Annotated Text Completely Reflecting the History of Viet, 19th century).4

These sources have greatly aided my writing of the history of Đại Việt, some of which, such as ANCL, contain first-hand narratives. The Appendixes and End Notes provide many details and reference sources I have used to construct the stories. Such information may not appeal to the average reader, but others may wish to look them up for their research.

The original written sources for the history of the Champa are inscriptions in Sanskrit and Cham. Over 250 inscriptions have been discovered to date, which are not many given that the oldest dates to the 3rd or 4th century and the latest, from the 15th century, spans more than a millennium. These inscriptions are coded, for instance, C. 72, where the number indicates the order in which the inscription is found, and C is an acronym for Cham, as opposed to K for Khmer.
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Figure 0-1: Timeline showing the eight periods of Vietnamese history. The width of each text box is scaled to the duration of its period. Note: The thousand-year period mainly addresses the land north of Ngang Pass. Immediately south, the territory became autonomous from around the 3rd century. The southern border marks the extent of Northern Rule, which kept changing from Ngang to Hải Vân Passes; from the 5th century, it settled at Ngang Pass.5,6 The kingdoms to the south, Linyi/Champa and Funan/Zhenla, ruled themselves.
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CHAPTER 1

A SUMMARY OF THIS BOOK

Volume One, The Bronze Drums and The Earrings, of this book series tells the stories of the ancient Vietnamese: the Lạc people in the northern part of the country and the Sa Huỳnh people in the central region.1 They were independent people until the Lạc fell under the rule of the Han dynasty from present-day China in 111 BCE. Meanwhile, the Sa Huỳnh people went on to establish Linyi at the end of the 2nd century.2 Volume Two, One Thousand Years – The Stories of Giao Châu, the Kingdoms of Linyi, Funan and Zhenla, continues the stories of how both people evolved over the following one thousand years to the 10th century until the Lạc were able to rule themselves again; according to Chinese sources, Linyi then became Huanwang in the 8th century and Zhanbulao (Chiêm Thành) from the 9th century.3 Volume Two also tells the stories of the people who lived in southern Vietnam around the Mekong Delta in the kingdoms of Funan and Zhenla, and how their history developed over this period.

This book begins in 938 CE when a man named Ngô Quyền defeated the Southern Han army at the Bạch Đằng River near Hải Phòng on the east coast of North Vietnam. Though he was unaware of it at the time, his victory heralded the beginning of the Lạc people’s independence, which has persisted, albeit with a few breaks, to the present day. By then, Chinese sources refer to the kingdoms south of Ngang Pass as Zhanbulao, Zhanpo from the 9th century, and further south in the Mekong Delta as Zhenla, even though none of the inscriptions, both Cham and Khmer, mention Zhanbulao or Zhenla. They cite Champa and Kambuja instead.

Ngô Quyền ruled for barely five years, and following his death, Vietnamese history spiralled into complex marriages and power struggles among his kin. The country was plunged into civil wars among 12 warlords for approximately three years (965–967) before Đinh Bộ Lĩnh, a man of humble origin, brought the country together in 968. Đinh Bộ Lĩnh named his kingdom Đại Cồ Việt (Great Viet) but he also did not reign very long; over a decade later, a mad man killed him in 980.

Chapter 2 of this book discusses the power struggles following Ngô Quyền’s death, the stories of the 12 warlords, the rise and demise of Đinh Bộ Lĩnh, and his capital at Hoa Lư, in present-day Ninh Bình province.

The political instability in Đại Cồ Việt did not go unnoticed at the court of the Song dynasty. Song Emperor Taizong (Thái Tông) seized the opportunity and decided to invade in 981; after all, up to 50 years earlier, Đại Cồ Việt had been part of Imperial China for centuries. Song wanted it back. Fortunately, the newly-established kingdom had a very competent commander named Lê Hoàn, who became Đinh Bộ Lĩnh’s successor when he married the dead king’s queen, Dương thị, later known as Dương Vân Nga.

The battle of 981 was a turning point in the history of Vietnam. If Song had prevailed, Đại Cồ Việt would have ceased to exist, and in all likelihood, there would be no Vietnam as we know today. Lê Hoàn triumphed over Song and ruled for 24 years. He died in the early 11th century and his successor, a brutal and sadistic character who history comes to know as Ngoạ Triều Hoàng Đế (or the Lying Down Emperor). The stories of Lê Hoàn, the war with Song and the sadistic emperor are told in Chapter 3.

These dramas took place in the land north of Ngang Pass; south of it, Champa had been in existence at least since the 6th century as an independent kingdom, according to the Cham inscriptions. 982 was a fateful year for Champa because that year, Lê Hoàn attacked and sacked the capital of Champa, which is located in present-day Quảng Nam province and likely in Trà Kiệu. The rise of Đại Cồ Việt spelt the end of Champa, which can arguably, be dated to 982.
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Figure 1-1: Indicative positions of Đại Cồ Việt/Đại Việt, Champa (or Chiêm Thành) and Kambuja/Zhenla (or Chân Lạp).



The death of Lê Long Đĩnh in 1009 was the beginning of a new era in Đại Cồ Việt. The man who started the new reign was Lý Công Uẩn, a native of Bắc Ninh province in North Vietnam. The Lý dynasty that he founded lasted for almost 220 years; during that time, in 1054, one of the nine Lý kings dropped the term Cồ from Đại Cồ Việt and the country became Đại Việt (Great Viet).

In 1010, not long after ascending the throne, Lý Công Uẩn relocated his capital from Hoa Lư to modern-day Hanoi and named it Thăng Long (Rising Dragon). He was well educated in contrast to previous kings of Đại Cồ Việt, who were primarily military men according to historical accounts. He wrote an Edict to Transfer the Capital that is now considered one of the classic documents of Vietnamese history, and during his reign, Zen Buddhism flourished. However, his son and grandson were warriors. They invaded Champa in 1044, again in 1069 and forced the Cham king to cede territory south of Ngang Pass. These stories are told in Chapter 4.

Figure 1.1 shows the indicative locations of Đại Cồ Việt/Đại Việt, Champa and Zhenla (Kambuja) from the 11th to 13th centuries.4 The Vietnamese pronunciation of the Chinese Zhenla is Chân Lạp that describes a kingdom in contemporary Cambodia and southern Vietnam in the Mekong Delta. Chinese historical texts refer to this region as Zhenla, then Land Zhenla, Water Zhenla and Cát Miệt (or Khmer). In Vietnamese historical works, the name Zhenla continued into the 19th century before it became Cao Miên (or Cambodia). Still, strictly speaking, it should have ended after 802 with the founding of the Angkor (or Khmer Empire (802–1431)) and called Kambuja in the Khmer inscriptions.

Be that the case, to be consistent with Vietnamese works, I will refer to Zhenla in the description of its relationship with Đại Việt. The stories of Zhenla are told in Volume Two.

Even though Đại Cồ Việt withstood an invasion from Song in 981, the threat posed by their northern neighbour had not disappeared. Towards the end of the 11th century, war with Song broke out again. This time, Đại Cồ Việt, now Đại Việt, launched the initial attack. At the end of 1075, their commander, Lý Thường Kiệt, a eunuch general, decided to preempt Song offensive capabilities by invading the southern provinces of present-day Guangxi and Guangdong. After destroying camps, killing and pillaging Song local forts and villages, Lý Thường Kiệt and his men withdrew. The following year, Song retaliated by invading Đại Việt but was stopped at the Cầu River, which is about 30 kilometres north-east of Thăng Long, Đại Việt capital. The armies of Song and Đại Việt fought to a standstill, and by mutual agreement, Song eventually withdrew to their side of the border. The stories of Lý Thường Kiệt and the wars with Song are told in Chapter 5.

The reign of the Lý dynasty continued, but by the end of the 12th and early 13th centuries, the rot had set in. Unlike their forbears, the sixth and seventh Lý kings were indulgent and paid little attention to governing. Rebels drove the eighth kings out of the capital. The ninth and final king of the dynasty was an eight-year-old girl who handed over her reign to her husband, a boy named Trần Cảnh, thus beginning the Trần dynasty.

The transfer of power from the Lý to the Trần dynasties was largely peaceful until the middle of the 13th century when the Mongols, who founded the Yuan dynasty, extended their global conquest to Southeast Asia and invaded Đại Việt. They sacked Thăng Long in the winter of 1258, but Trần Cảnh and his soldiers eventually drove them out of the country. The Mongol-Yuan invaded Champa in 1283 and Đại Việt again twice in 1285 and 1287. The invasion in 1285 nearly ended the Trần reign, but the Trần kings survived and prevailed. In 1287, Đại Việt was well prepared and decisively defeated the invader.

Chapters 6 and 7 tell the stories of the early Trần kings and their battles against the Mongol-Yuan invasions, and these chapters end Part 1 of Đại Việt history, which takes us up to the end of the 13th century. The following volumes will be published separately, will continue the history to the end of the 16th century when the founder of the Nguyễn Lords and his entourage went south to modern Quảng Trị province to begin a new era.

Chapter 8 provides the conclusion for the events discussed and suggests an itinerary for a traveller interested in history to the sites included in this book.

War stories dominate the content of this book because Đại Việt was involved in several major wars during the period. Besides, wars often shape historical changes, and historians generally record war events with greater locational details than other types of events. Such details are very helpful for my research, as they have made it easier for me to understand the places’ history as a traveller.


CHAPTER 2

A SHAKY BEGINNING (939–980)

This chapter discusses the events that followed the battle of the Bạch Đằng River in 938 when the people of North Vietnam were able to break away from dynastic China, at the time, represented by the Southern Han dynasty (917–971). The last time they could do that for any length of time was over three centuries earlier. Ngô Quyền, who led his army to victory, began his reign of an independent kingdom, but his rule was short-lived. He died in 944. Before his death, Ngô Quyền asked his brother-in-law, Dương Tam Kha, to act as a caretaker until the eldest son Ngô Xương Ngập reached adulthood. However, Dương Tam Kha decided to seize power for himself.

Upon disembarking from one of the expeditions against a local rebel, Ngô Xương Văn, who took power from Dương Tam Kha was killed by an arrow. Ngô Xương Xí, Ngô Xương Văn’s nephew, inherited the throne after that. However, the country had become politically unstable under the Ngô family by this time and had broken down into several factions led by different warlords competing for power. The number of warlords varied, with some sources indicating up to 21. However, the traditional view recognizes 12 prominent warlords, divided into Ngô family members, Ngô dynasty officials, and local nobles or tribal chiefs. Each warlord controlled specific regions within the Red River Delta and surrounding areas. The political chaos persisted until 967 when a young man named Đinh Bộ Lĩnh from a small southern village of Hoa Lư, managed to subdue the warlords and unify northern Vietnam under his rule in 968.

During the reign of Ngô Quyền and his family, the kingdom had no name recorded in history. However, when Đinh Bộ Lĩnh united the kingdom, he named it Đại Cồ Việt and established his capital at Hoa Lư, which is easily defended by surrounding mountains. Hoa Lư, known for its historical significance, marks a pivotal point in Vietnamese history, ending a period of fragmentation and establishing a new political order.

Đinh Bộ Lĩnh presided over a relatively peaceful kingdom until he named his younger son – rather than his older son, Đinh Liễn, who had fought with him during the civil war years – as his successor. Liễn had his younger brother murdered. One terrible choice led to another, and one night in 979, Đinh Bộ Lĩnh and Đinh Liễn were both killed by a man who believed the stars were telling him to kill the king. The conspiracy surrounding their deaths remains unresolved, with suspicions pointing to figures like Lê Hoàn and Đinh Bộ Lĩnh’s queen, Dương Vân Nga, who ascended to power shortly afterwards. This dramatic event marked the end of the Đinh dynasty.

2.1 - The Ngô Dynasty (939–967)

NGÔ QUYỀN (939–944) – THE FOUNDER

After his victory against the Southern Han at near Hải Phòng on the east coast of North Vietnam, Ngô Quyền began his reign from the ancient capital of Cổ Loa, built over 1,000 years before his time. For some reason, he did not return to Đại La (modern Hanoi), the seat of the jiedushi (Military Governor/Commissioner, Tiết Độ Sứ) who governed An Nam (modern north-central and North Vietnam) on behalf of the northern dynasties from the 6th to the 10th centuries. Southern Han was a kingdom in southern China that occupied the present-day Guangxi and Guangdong provinces.

We will never know the reasons for this shift, but one could only speculate that Cổ Loa may have been a better place to defend than Đại La. The other reason is that Đại La may have been burned down during the war against the Southern Han, or the move of capitals could have been based on the advice of a feng shui master or a Buddhist monk. The story of Đại La is told in Volume Two, and the story of Cổ Loa, west of Hanoi, is described in Volume One.1,2

Ngô Quyền may not have been aware of it, but his reign marked the beginning of autonomy for the Vietnamese, which was taken away from them over 1,000 years earlier by the Former Han dynasty in 111 BCE (Before Current Era).3 I have adopted 938 as the milestone for this momentous event, as historians commonly agree.4 Ngô Quyền was born in 898, so in 939, he was 41 years old when he became king, but his reign was short as he died in 944. After his death, Vietnamese history spiralled into complex marriage and power struggles by members of the four families: the Dương, the Ngô, the Đinh and the Lê, who dominated Vietnamese politics for most of the 10th century, as summarised in Figure 2.6. This situation continued after his death and did not settle until 70 years later, in 1009.

DƯƠNG TAM KHA (944–950) – THE BROTHER-IN-LAW

Ngô Quyền and his queen had two sons in their teens; Ngô Xương Ngập, Ngô Xương Văn, and two younger ones. Before his death, he instructed his brother-in-law, Dương Tam Kha, to prepare for the throne to be passed on to his eldest son, Ngô Xương Ngập. However, Dương Tam Kha had another plan. He wanted the throne for himself. He may have perhaps believed that he should have been the rightful heir to the mantle of his father, Dương Đình Nghệ, and not Ngô Quyền. After all, it was Đình Nghệ who defeated the last jiedushi appointed by the Southern Han back in 931 to gain independence for Vietnam until he was betrayed and killed.5

Fortunately, Ngô Xương Ngập managed to escape and Dương Tam Kha went on the become the next king. He also adopted Ngô Xương Văn, who was around 13 or 14 years old at the time, as his son.6 Dương Tam Kha then tried to capture Ngô Xương Ngập several times but without much success.

NGÔ XƯƠNG VĂN (950–965) – THE SON

Dương Tam Kha could have killed all of his nephews to eliminate any potential claim to his throne, but he was not that ruthless, and besides, his sister would have stopped such drastic action as she was the mother of the two young Ngôs.

Around 950, while his older brother, Ngô Xương Ngập was still hiding from his uncle, Ngô Xương Văn was ordered to attack the two villages of Đường-Nguyễn in Thái Bình province. He was accompanied by two Expedition Military Commanders, Dương Cát Lợi and Đỗ Cảnh Thạc. From Cổ Loa, they crossed the Red River and got as far as Từ Liêm, around 10 kilometres west of Hanoi, where they stopped. Ngô Xương Văn then convinced the commanders to return to Cổ Loa and deposed Dương Tam Kha. By then, he had grown into a young man, around 20 years of age.

Ngô Xương Văn did not kill Dương Tam Kha but demoted him to governor of a local province where, presumably, Dương Tam Kha died of old age. Ngô Xương Văn may have spared Dương Tam Kha’s life for the latter is his uncle.

As a new king, Ngô Xương Văn then invited his elder brother, Ngô Xương Ngập, to return from exile to jointly share the governing of the kingdom. Still, after a while, Ngô Xương Ngập began to exclude Văn from governing and, as a result, created a conflict between the two brothers.7 Fortunately for Ngô Xương Văn and possibly for the country, Ngô Xương Ngập died soon after in 954. Ngô Xương Văn then ruled by himself, and in the same year, he sent an envoy to the court of the Southern Han and was granted the jiedushi as well as the duhu (Protectorate General, Đô Hộ) title of An Nam.

An arrow which started an anarchy

Eleven years later, in 965, Ngô Xương Văn set out again on another expedition against the same two villages of Đường-Nguyễn. This time, he must have gone by ships as his troops were ambushed as they got off the boats, and Ngô Xương Văn was killed by the arrow of a crossbow. He was in his early thirties.

Historians have different views on where these two villages are, but they must have been such a threat to Cổ Loa that Ngô Xương Văn undertook two different campaigns against them.8 I would suggest that the villages are near Yên Lạc district of Vĩnh Phúc province, north-west of Hanoi, the stronghold of one of the later warlords, Nguyễn Khoan.

Ngô Xương Văn did not have a direct successor, and the throne was passed on to his nephew, Ngô Xương Xí, son of Ngô Xương Ngập, who may have turned 21 in 965.9 By then, others also vied for the throne, and Ngô Xương Xí was unable to unite them. He ruled for barely two years to 967, when the Ngô dynasty ended.10

2.2 - A time of anarchy - Twelve warlords (965–967)

THE BACKGROUND

Ngô Quyền declared himself king, but his control over the realm may have been limited. There are possibly two reasons for this. One is that he inherited a governance structure left over from the Tang dynasty, diluting the central government’s power for most of the 9th century, at least in An Nam. Under this system, a jiedushi can have his army, collect taxes and make official appointments. While An Nam, a protectorate under Tang, had only one jiedushi, the principle of having its militias was likely to spread to the local prefectures and helped to create many local warlords. After the Tang dynasty collapsed in 907, the kingdom of Southern Han of a fragmented China, which ruled An Nam for a short time, continued the practice.

The second reason is that Ngô Quyền is one of 3,000 adopted sons of Dương Đình Nghệ, who trained them to fight and defeat the jiedushi appointed by Southern Han. Once Dương Đình Nghệ came to power in 931, he appointed a number of these ‘sons’ to lead various provinces, most likely their home provinces. It would be reasonable to assume that their previous incumbents either returned to China, replaced by Dương Đình Nghệ’s loyalist (or at least declared allegiance to him). These are Ngô Quyền’s contemporaries with their armies, and even though Ngô Quyền is Dương Đình Nghệ’s son-in-law, he still needed to earn their respect; for that, he needed time. Unfortunately he did not live long enough to achieve that, and stamped his authority over the rest of the country.

The collapse of the Tang dynasty after three centuries and the subsequent break-up of China in the 10th century into five dynasties and ten kingdoms sent a strong signal to local nobles and lords throughout the empire. The message is that if one has a strong army, one can carve out a kingdom for oneself. Those in An Nam understood this message clearly as they learned about the killing of Nghệ by one of his adopted sons in 937, Kiều Công Tiễn, who was in turn killed by Ngô Quyền in 938. After the death of Ngô Quyền in 944, his brother-in-law, Kha, took the throne from his nephew, Ngô Xương Văn, who then forced Dương Tam Kha out six years later in 950 with the support of the commanders. These events happened over a relatively short time span of two decades.

Against this background, it is not surprising that upon the death of Ngô Xương Văn, these warlords began their moves. There were 12 warlords, but an excellent book by historian Trần Trọng Dương suggests the higher number of 21 competing armies.11 However, I am adopting the traditional view of 12 warlords, as widely accepted by the Vietnamese. A large number of warlords may increase the level of understanding of the events at the time but not the general narrative as detailed below.

THE WARLORDS

The 12 warlords consist of members of the Ngô family, relatives of Kiều Công Tiễn, officials under the Ngô and local nobles or tribal chiefs. They were located mainly in the Red River Delta, in the north-west of Hanoi towards Phú Thọ and in the south at Thanh Hóa and Hà Tĩnh provinces. I have divided the warlords into groups of Ngô family members (first group), officials (provincial governors) of the Ngô dynasty (second group) and local nobles or tribal chiefs (third group) respectively, as listed below:

1. Ngô Nhật Khánh, Ngô Xương Xí,

2. Đỗ Cảnh Thạc, Kiều Công Hãn, Nguyễn Khoan, Phạm Bạch Hổ, Trần Lãm,

3. Kiều Thuận, Lý Khuê, Lữ (Lã) Đường, Nguyễn Thủ Tiệp, and Nguyễn Siêu.

I have previously mentioned the warlords in the first group. The others include Đỗ Cảnh Thạc, a general with the Ngô dynasty who was a local person of Chinese ancestry.12 Đỗ Cảnh Thạc was a formidable character; it was he who accompanied Ngô Xương Văn to depose Dương Tam Kha. As Cổ Loa was captured by the usurper, Ngô (also Lữ) Xử Bình, Đỗ Cảnh Thạc also provided a haven for 500 of Ngô Xương Văn’s family and relatives at a place called Đỗ Động Giang, which I believe is around present-day Bình Đà and Đỗ Động villages, south of Hanoi.13

Kiều Công Hãn and Kiều Thuận are brothers and grandsons of Kiều Công Tiễn. It is interesting to note that while their grandfather was killed by Ngô Quyền to avenge his father-in-law, Dương Đình Nghệ, Kiều Công Hãn actually became an official under Ngô Quyền. Apparently, he was appointed as the cishi (Provincial Governor, Thứ sử) of Phong Châu in modern Phú Thọ province.14

Nguyễn Khoan, Nguyễn Thủ Tiệp and Nguyễn Siêu are brothers. Their father, Nguyễn Nê (889–968), was a Southern Han general from Fujian who came south sometime in 928 to capture Khúc Thừa Mỹ; he did not return to the Southern Han but married a local Vietnamese woman and settled around Thanh Quả, a place which I am unable to locate.15

Trần Lãm’s father came from contemporary Guangzhou, and the family built up a large settlement at the coast near Thái Bình between the estuaries of Trà Lý and the Red Rivers. Today, Trần Lãm is a well-known name in the region; schools, streets and shopping centres are named after him.

Interested readers may find more details on the warlords online or from other sources. However, if they wish to visit the temples and communal houses dedicated to them, I have composed a list in Appendix 1.

History records them as warlords since they had their armies, operated autonomously and did not submit to a central government. However, they were not constantly fighting each other or rebelling against a central regime as there was no such body in 966.16

The political chaos lasted for about two years to 967 when a man from Hoa Lư, Đinh Bộ Lĩnh, finally subdued the warlords and united the region of Vietnam north of Ngang Pass under his rule.17 It is to Hoa Lư that I will turn since, for a traveller, it is a beautiful place to visit.

2.3 - The capital of Hoa Lư

THE TERRAIN

The quickest way to travel from Hanoi to Thanh Hóa by the river route is to take the Đáy River. It is the route that Han general Ma Yuan (Mã Viện) took in 43 to attack the rebel position in Thanh Hóa. It is also the same route that Đại Việt armies took in their campaign against Champa in the 11th century. At around 100 kilometres due south of Hanoi is the Hoa Lư district; it is close to where the Hoàng Long and Đáy rivers meet. From there, one can continue on the Đáy River to the coast, or take a shortcut through the Sào Khê/Vân/Vạc Rivers, which would cut some 20 kilometres off the trip.

Running almost parallel to the Đáy River in the north-south direction is the Bôi River, which flows to the east of the Cúc Phương National Park and in the centre of a plain surrounded by three mountains. These mountains are roughly at the apex of an equal triangle with sides of approximately 20 kilometres each.

It is from this plain along the Bôi River from the communes of Gia Hưng, Gia Thủy in the north, Gia Phương in the middle and Gia Tiến (Tiên) in the south that Đinh Bộ Lĩnh established his base and from which he set out to conquer the other warlords.18 The strategic significance of this location was clear to the Han and the rebels, as it was around here, at a place called Vô Công (also Vô Thiết), contemporary Gia Viễn Nho Quan districts, that Ma Yuan overcame a rebel camp in 43.19

Today, a traveller can spend a few days exploring numerous historical sites associated with Đinh Bộ Lĩnh in these communes. Most tourists, however, travel to Hoa Lư, which is across the Hoàng Giang River from Gia Tiến commune, to see the tombs and temples of Emperors Đinh Tiên Hoàng (Đinh Bộ Lĩnh), Lê Hoàn (Lê Hoàn), and Nhất Trụ (One Pillar) pagoda, as well as the temple of Princess Phất Kim (Figure 2-1).20 Hoa Lư is where Đinh Bộ Lĩnh established his capital.

The temples were renovated in the 17th century, and the tombs were upgraded in the 19th century. Generally, one can find out specific details about each site online, so in this book I will focus mainly on the site’s layout to better appreciate the stories surrounding the warlords and the subsequent development of Vietnamese history in the 10th century.

In Figure 2-2, I have marked the walls as identified by author Nguyễn Văn Trò in his book. Unfortunately, I have not been able to check them out on-site, but from the map, the disposition seems to make sense. Based on the natural features, Hoa Lư, estimated at 300 hectares, is divided into two areas; the eastern (or external) area is where the temples and the tombs are. It is also where the main palaces of the capitals were, and the present temples were built on the foundation of these palaces.21 The western (or internal) area is where the main living, storage and treasury were.22 The two regions are separated by a mountain range marked by the solid brown circles in Figure 2-2, called Quèn Vông.23 The walls connect the ‘mountains’ and form a formidable defensive barrier.24

THE ARTEFACTS

In 1977, excavations near the southern wall of the temple of King Lê Đại Hành uncovered many bricks imprinted with the words, ‘Jiangxi army’ (Giang Tây Quân) and ‘Wall bricks of Đại Việt army’ (Đại Việt quốc quân thành chuyên). The same type of bricks were found during the excavation of Thăng Long citadel at 18 Hoàng Diệu St., Hanoi.25 The Jiangxi army, who made the Jiangxi bricks, came from Jiangxi province, north of Guangzhou. I believe they came to Đại La during the Nanzhao-An Nam war in the middle of the 9th century, as described in Volume Two.26

However, scholars have debated as to whether the term ‘Đại Việt’ in the other bricks refers to ‘Đại Việt’ as the previous name of the Southern Han kingdom in the early 10th century or ‘Đại Việt’, a short version of ‘Đại Cồ Việt’, the name of the domain under Đinh Bộ Lĩnh who built Hoa Lư.27 Most Vietnamese historians believe that the bricks with ‘Đại Việt’ stamps were made in Hoa Lư and the name ‘Đại Việt’ first appeared during the Đinh dynasty.28 However, I am not convinced that the stamp of ‘Đại Việt’ is a short version of ‘Đại Cồ Việt’, as the name of Đại Việt did not appear until the Lý dynasty in the 11th century when the capital was moved from Hoa Lư to Thăng Long.29 It is more consistent that the bricks stamped Đại Việt came from southern China as the Jiangxi bricks.
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Figure 2-1: Historical sites in Hoa Lư.

Key (Figure 2-1):

1. Temple of Princess Phất Kim; 2. Nhất Trụ Pagoda; 3. Temple of Emperor Lê Đại Hành; 4. Temple of Emperor Đinh Tiên Hoàng; 5. Royal tomb of Emperor Đinh Tiên Hoàng; 6. Royal tomb of Emperor Lê Đại Hành.
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Figure 2-2: Map of Hoa Lư, capital of Đại Cồ Việt, 10th century.

Key (Figure 2-2):



	
East side

1. East wall (thành Đông), connecting Đầm to Thanh Lâu mountains.

2. Also East wall, connecting Thanh Lâu to Cột Cờ (Flag) mountains.

3. North East wall (thành Đông Bắc), connecting Cột Cờ (Flag) to Chẽ mountains.

4. Also North East wall, connecting Chẽ to Chợ mountains.

5a. Vầu wall (thành Vầu), connecting Vung Vang to Mã Yên mountains.

5b. Vầu wall (thành Vầu), connecting Mã Yên (at Cô Đuôi Hồ) to Dù mountains.

6. Connecting Phi Vân (at ngòi Chẹm) to Hanh Quàn mountains.

	
West side

I. Dền wall (thành Dền), connecting Hàm Sà to Cánh Hàn mountains.

II. Connecting Cánh Hàn to Nghẽn mountains.

III. Vầu wall (thành Vầu), connecting Chùa Thủ to Thanh Lâu mountains (I do not understand why the exact names of thành Vầu are used at two different locations).

IV. Bồ wall (thành Bồ), connecting Mang Sơn to Cổ Tượng mountains.

V. Bim wall (thành Bim), connecting Mang Sơn to Đầu Giải mountains.







Other sites were excavated in 1998, 2009 and 2010. Archaeologists found tiles, terracotta Mandarin ducks, roof tiles, wooden piles and 6-handle vases of the Tang period. One can view some of these artefacts shown in Figure 3-2 at the Ninh Bình Museum at 25 Lê Đại Hành, Vân Gia, Ninh Bình City, some eight kilometres to the east of Hoa Lư. Figure 2-3 shows the Temple of Đinh Tiên Hoàng.30
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Figure 2-3: The temple of Đinh Tiên Hoàng, Hoa Lư.



2.4 - Đinh Bộ Lĩnh – A boy who became king

I spent many happy hours with other boys playing Đinh Bộ Lĩnh’s war game in my childhood. Armed with stalks of feather reed grass, we fought until one of us won and became Đinh Bộ Lĩnh, usually because the rest got tired and surrendered. The winner was hoisted by other boys who marched around the field, waved feather reed grass, made all sorts of noises and thoroughly enjoyed ourselves.

There are other heroes and heroines in Vietnam, but none appeal as much to the Vietnamese children’s imagination as Đinh Bộ Lĩnh. Today, there are books, films, games and plays about him riding on a water buffalo and waving stalks of feather reed grass.
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Figure 2-4: A woodcut of Đinh Bộ Lĩnh and his friends fighting a make-believe battle, 21st century.

The woodcut shows that they were fighting with feather reed grass and riding water buffaloes. Đinh Bộ Lĩnh is at the centre of the woodcut.31

So who is he?

Among the contemporaries of Ngô Quyền is Đinh Công Trứ, who is one of the 3,000 ‘sons’ of Dương Đình Nghệ. After Dương Đình Nghệ moved to Đại La as the new jiedushi, he appointed Đinh Công Trứ as the cishi of Hoan Châu (modern Hà Tĩnh, Nghệ An provinces). After Đinh Công Trứ died, Đinh Bộ Lĩnh, who was born in 924, took over from his father’s position and, in due course, defeated the warlords to unite the country under him. This story is how ANCL describes Đinh Bộ Lĩnh.32 There is no mention of a young boy and water buffaloes.

Another version, as described in a later historical work, VSL, Đinh Công Trứ is not mentioned. Still, Đinh Bộ Lĩnh is cited as a boy whose father died when Đinh Bộ Lĩnh was young.

In a later work, SKTT, there is no mention of Đinh Bộ Lĩnh inheriting his father’s title, but SKTT narrates that his father died when he was young. He followed his mother, with the family name Đàm, and settled at his mother’s village near Hoa Lư. As a boy, he looked after the water buffaloes with other boys. The boys realised they were not as knowledgeable as Đinh Bộ Lĩnh, so they elected him as their leader. Often, when they played together, two boys would make a seat by facing each other, crossing their arms, holding hands and carrying him. The ‘boy king’ would be flanked by other boys holding stalks of feather reed grass and marched in a procession. The gang used to beat up boys from different villages who submitted to Đinh Bộ Lĩnh and brought firewood daily to his house for cooking; his mother was so pleased she killed a pig to for them all to feast on.33

As a young man, he fought against his uncle, but his gang was no match for the adults; his uncle chased him to a bridge at Đàm Gia Nương Loan, in modern Gia Tiến commune, near Hoa Lư, where the bridge collapsed, and he fell into the mud. The uncle was about to stab Bộ Lĩnh, but when he saw two dragons materialised to protect Bộ Lĩnh, he became frightened and ran off.34

Historians have debated which version is more accurate, but the commonly accepted story is the third one in SKTT. However, I am inclined to believe that Đinh Bộ Lĩnh’s father was the cishi of Hoan Châu; it would be difficult to imagine an unknown buffalo-herding orphan who could raise an army and was adopted by an established family of one of the warlords to conquer the remaining 11 warlords.

2.5 - The campaigns for unification

THE FIRST SKIRMISH (951)

Historical works such as SKTT put the beginning of the anarchy period at 966, after the death of Ngô Xương Văn. Others suggest that it began after the death of Ngô Quyền and the throne taken by his brother-in-law, Dương Tam Kha, in 944. While the debate will continue, I suggest 965 as the warlords had already established themselves even when Ngô Quyền was still alive for reasons cited earlier. It was only after the death of his son, Ngô Xương Văn, in 965 that they showed themselves and vied to establish the next dynasty.

Ngô Quyền earned his respect and was possibly feared among his peers after the battle of the Bạch Đằng River. However, the political capital for the Ngô family may have disappeared after his death and the subsequent power struggles among his family members. Among those who refused to submit to the Ngô were Đinh Bộ Lĩnh and the people of the two villages of Đường-Nguyễn at Thái Bình province. By 950, Đinh Bộ Lĩnh had already established himself at Hoa Lư and the Ngô brothers, Ngô Xương Văn and Ngô Xương Ngập, did not like it. Hoa Lư is at a strategic location on the route south, and Đinh Bộ Lĩnh’s refusal to be subservient to the brothers meant that they were unable to travel freely to their ancestral home and the support base in Ái, Hoan provinces (modern Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An) without Đinh Bộ Lĩnh’s tacit agreement. Đinh Bộ Lĩnh effectively held the key for any passage south from the brothers’ capital at Cổ Loa.

Around 951, the brothers decided to attack; upon hearing the news, Đinh Bộ Lĩnh chose to play for time; he was not ready for a confrontation. To pre-empt the attack, he sent his young son, Đinh Liễn, to the capital at Cổ Loa as a hostage but to no avail




A POWER STRUGGLE AT COURT (965)


THE BATTLES (967)



























A GENERAL OBSERVATION




2.6 - The Đinh dynasty (968-980) – A rustic emperor

THE FOUNDING OF A KINGDOM




FAMILY MARRIAGES AND REWARDS TO THE GENERALS
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RELATIONS WITH THE SONG DYNASTY (960–1279) AND FOREIGN COUNTRIES
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KINGS OF THE NGÔ DYNASTY



	 
	NAMES (BIRTH-DEATH)
	TEMPLE NAMES (MIẾU HIỆU) (R=REIGN)



	1
	Ngô Quyền (898–944)
	Tiền Ngô Vương (r.939–944)



	2
	Dương Tam Kha (?–980)
	(Dương) Bình Vương (r.944–950)



	3
	Ngô Xương Văn (?–965)
	Nam Tấn Vương (r. 951–965)



	4
	Ngô Xương Ngập (?–954)
	Thiên Sách Vương (r. 951–954)





KINGS OF THE ĐINH DYNASTY



	 
	NAMES (BIRTH-DEATH)
	TEMPLE NAMES (MIẾU HIỆU) (R=REIGN)



	1
	Đinh Bộ Lĩnh (?–979)
	Đinh Tiên Hoàng (r.968–979)



	2
	Đinh Toàn (974–1001)
	Đinh Phế Đế (r.979–980)
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