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FOREWORD

The present volume is a very welcome addition to the author’s exploration of the making of Viet Nam. It is a name that only came into being in the early nineteenth century through negotiations between the newly installed Nguyen dynasty and the Qing court. Even then, the name was not used domestically as the Nguyen preferred to refer to their empire as Dai Nam, the Great South. During the period covered in this volume, from the mid-1300s to the mid-1500s, the country was called Dai Viet and briefly Dai Ngu, though Ming China insisted on referring to it as An Nan (Pacified South) as during the Tang dynasty or even Jiaozhi (Vietnamese Giao Chi) as during the Han era.

Before the mid-1300s, Dai Viet extended only to the area just south of modern Hue (and this thanks to the marriage of a Tran princess to a Cham king in 1306). By the end of the 1400s, Dai Viet had vanquished Champa, and had expanded its territory southward to present-day Binh Thuan and Ninh Thuan (Panduranga). So the history of Viet Nam is the story of a country-as-project that unfolded over centuries through a drawn-out process of nation-building and cycles of expansion, division and unification.

This is the story that Tan Pham has undertaken to tell in his travelers’ guides to the past as if it were a museum, using visual aids such as photographs, diagrams, maps, genealogical trees to accompany his narrative. It combines information culled from Chinese and Vietnamese historical sources, archaeological data, stele inscriptions and poetry as well as modern scholarship. The abundant footnotes, some stretching over pages, testify to his meticulous research. The sources contain valuable information about military confrontations between Dai Viet, Ming, Champa and Ai Lao as well as among feuding members of royal clans and rebellious commoners. They allow the author to identify sites of ancient battles and the associated forts, ramparts and encampments that over time became rice-fields. The author painstakingly excavates their submerged histories together with information about the sizes of the armies, military resources (including war elephants), food supplies and routes taken. But there are also sites unconnected to warfare. The pagodas, stupas and monasteries that dot the northern landscape were built not only as manifestations of the Buddhist piety of the Ly and Tran rulers (1010-1400); besides being places of worship and pilgrimage destinations, the temples also served as resting places for weary travelers and markers of the reach of imperial power. In the country’s center, towering monuments, heavily damaged by time and war, attest to the presence of Hindu-Buddhism in Champa and to the wealth generated by long distance maritime trade between the Cham principalities and South and Southeast Asia. In the period covered in the present volume, Dai Viet and Champa fought fiercely for supremacy in the Indochinese peninsula. On several occasions, Cham armies went all the way to the Dai Viet capital, Thang Long (present-day Ha Noi).

The Ming Occupation (1407-1427) brought enormous changes in the society and culture of Dai Viet. Buddhist temples were replaced by communal houses as centers of village life and of (male) power. Confucian morality was enforced through education and the law. The reforms enacted during the Ming Occupation were continued by the Le emperors, enabling Dai Viet to mount a decisive attack against Champa in 1471. The capital Vijaya that had once served as a hub for maritime trade was sacked. Champa never recovered, Dai Viet’s territory now extend south to Panduranga in present-day Binh Thuan and Ninh Thuan where Cham communities endured until the nineteenth century. Dai Viet’s campaign against Ai Lao was far less successful, the long mountain range forming a natural barrier between Laos and northern Vietnam. That episode seldom features in standard histories of Vietnam and its inclusion in the present volume is highly welcome.

Not all wars took place on battlefields. Some happened on paper. Tan Pham has mined the copious correspondence between Dai Viet and Ming China, some threatening, some conciliatory, over issues of dynastic legitimacy, tribute missions, precious commodities and disputed territory. Other conflicts took place within royal palaces and harems. Included in the volume are portraits of emperors, both good and bad, as well as of some significant historical figures. Alas, the lives and personal names of women, including royal ones, seldom made it into the pages of dynastic histories.

Tan Pham’s multi-volume history of Viet Nam is a labor of love. Readers will be able to follow in the footsteps of emperors, officials, soldiers and rebels; to visualize monuments, temples and shrines and to conceive of the landscape as the repository of the past.

Hue-Tam Ho Tai

KENNETH T. YOUNG PROFESSOR OF SINO-VIETNAMESE HISTORY EMERITA

HARVARD UNIVERSITY


PREFACE

This Volume 3C, the third instalment of the third volume in my series on Vietnamese history, covers the period from the 13th to the early 16th centuries. It focuses on the Hồ and Hậu (Later) Lê dynasties of Đại Việt, a kingdom located in present-day north and north-central Vietnam, north of the Hải Vân Pass.

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 on accommodations or other travel-related details, though I occasionally include notes from my visits to the historical sites discussed.

My primary goal is to examine the meaning and significance of these stories, and to trace the connections between historical events and the locations where they occurred. While such knowledge exists, it is often scattered across various sources in different languages and levels of complexity. This series seeks to bring these threads together in one place, using geography as the unifying structure.

In preparation for this volume, I visited most of the historical sites related to the period covered in the book between late 2019 and early 2025. Unless specified otherwise, I took most of the photographs shown in this volume. Some images have been edited to add clarity and presentation.

Eight periods of history

As mentioned in the previous volumes, I have divided Vietnam’s history into eight periods based on the major events that marked the key turning points that 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), a time when the people of present-day Vietnam governed themselves. 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 under the control of 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 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 CE onward, Vietnam regained its autonomy—despite several episodes of foreign occupation, internal divisions, and prolonged conflict—and expanded significantly, more than doubling its territory compared to the previous millennium. I have divided this second millennium into Periods III to VIII.

Period III spans roughly 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 parts of the Khmer empire in the south.2 This southern region was called Zhenla and, earlier, Funan. Volumes 3A, Đại Việt and Champa: The Early Centuries - The Dynasties of Đinh, Tiền (Former) Lê, Lý, and Trần; Volume 3B, Đại Việt and Champa: Panduranga, Kauthara, and Indrapura; this current Volume 3C, and the forthcoming Volume 3D, cover this period.3

Period IV follows, marking a time when Champa lost most of its land to Đại Việt. Đại Việt itself became fragmented, ruled by competing northern and southern lords for nearly 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 is Period V, a brief time of around 60 years in the first half of the 19th century.

The expansion ended with the arrival of the French arrived in the middle of the 19th century and their expulsion nearly a century later. This stretch of history is Period VI. In Period VII, Vietnam was once again divided and at war for another 21 years until its unification in 1975. Finally, Period VIII covers the era from 1975 to the present.

The eight periods are summarised in Figure 0-1.

My upcoming volumes will cover 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 have chosen to end my contribution at 1954, as Period VII has already been well documented by existing historical works, and Period VIII remains too recent for a historical traveller.

To avoid repeating the full introduction from Volume One, I have provided a simplified overview of the eight historical periods, but the contents of Volume 3C are unique to this book.

Convention and references

As in the previous volumes, I have generally used local spellings for the names of people and places in their respective countries. Vietnamese names and locations are written with full diacritical marks. For Chinese names, I use Pinyin romanization rather than the older Wade-Giles system. However, for the benefit of readers more familiar with Vietnamese transliterations of Chinese names—such as Mu Sheng (Mộc Thạnh)—I have included the Vietnamese equivalents in parentheses, and vice versa.

Vietnamese kings traditionally held several names. Before ascending the throne, they were known by their personal names—for example, Lê Tư Thành. Upon accession, they received a Reign Name (Tôn Hiệu or Đế Hiệu) from the royal court. After their death, they were given a Temple Name (Miếu Hiệu), such as Lê Thánh Tông.


[image: image]

Figure 0-1: A timeline illustrating the eight periods of Vietnamese history, with each text box proportionally scaled to reflect the duration of its respective period.

Note: The thousand-year period mainly addresses the land north of the 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.4 The kingdoms to the south of this pass, Linyi/Champa and Funan/Zhenla, maintained their independence.5



The Reign Names are often very long and complex, 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 or founding ancestor) of two different dynasties. Since the king’s personal name is unique to him, in this book I have used these names to avoid confusion if I were to use their temple names.6 I want to emphasize that this choice is made for clarity and is not intended as a sign of disrespect, even though using a monarch’s personal name is a taboo and traditionally frowned upon in Vietnamese culture.

It is also worth noting that Vietnamese names are structured with the family name first, followed by a middle name and given name. For example, Lê Bang Cơ and Lê Tư Thành are brothers in the Lê family; Cơ and Thành are their given names.

In contrast, most Vietnamese women had their family name followed by the word Thị, a term that originally indicated lineage but later came to denote a female. Later records often added Thị and Ngọc to the names of royal women in this period—for example, Ngô Thị Ngọc Dao—even when earlier texts referred to them more simply, in this case as Ngô Dao. The equivalent term for Vietnamese men was Văn.

Lastly, the dates found in Chinese and early Vietnamese sources are based on the lunar calendar, which generally lags behind the Gregorian calendar by about one month. Where appropriate, I have converted these dates into the Gregorian calendar for consistency and clarity.

Vietnamese and Chinese records use different names for the same location at different times. Although it may be simpler to use one a single name throughout the book, I have retained the names as indicated in the original sources. To avoid confusion, these names are: Thăng Long (under Lý, Trần dynasties) = Đông Quan (under the Ming dynasty) = Đông Đô (under the Hồ dynasty) = Đông Kinh (under the Later Lê dynasty) = Hanoi (present-day) and Đại Việt = Đại Ngu (under the Hồ dynasty) = An Nam = Annam = Jiao-zhi = Giao Chỉ = north and north-central, approximately the land north of Hải Vân Pass of present-day Vietnam.

Similarly, the capital of Champa from the 11th to the 15th centuries was Vijaya, located at the site of present-day Hoàng Đế Citadel in Bình Định province.7 However, Đại Việt chronicles refer to it as Đồ Bàn and Chà Bàn, while the Chinese sources record it as Dazhou or Xinzhou (Tân Châu).8 For the sake of consistency, I use the name Vijaya throughout this book, even though SKTT does not.

Vietnamese history includes two Lê dynasties. The Tiền Lê (Former Lê) dynasty ruled from 980 to 1009. The Hậu Lê (Later Lê) dynasty had two distinct phases: the Early Lê or Initial (Lê Sơ) dynasty, which lasted from 1428 to 1527, and the Restored or Revival Lê (Lê Trung Hưng) period, which continued from 1533 to 1789. Volume 3A covers the Former Lê dynasty; this volume focuses on the Early Lê dynasty, while the Restored Lê period will be explored in the following volume.

I have made every effort to cite the primary reference sources used in this volume. These have included major Vietnamese historical chronicles such as:

Đại Việt Sử Ký Toàn Thư (Complete Book of the Historical Records of Great Viet, 15th-17th century),

Đại Việt Thông Sử (Complete History of Đại Việt, 18th century), and

Khâm Định Việt Sử Thông Giám Cương Mục (The Imperially Ordered Annotated Text Completely Reflecting the History of Viet, 19th century).9

From Chinese sources, I have drawn extensively on:

Ming shilu (明實錄, Minh Thực Lục) (also known as the Veritable Records of the Ming Dynasty), a collective name for the successive reign annals of the emperors of Ming China (1368-1644),

Ming shi (明史, History of Ming, Minh Sử, 17th century), and

Annan Zhiyuan (An Nam Chí Nguyên, 17th century).

For the Ming shilu, I have relied on the English translation by historian Geoff Wade.

The Appendices and End Notes provide many details and reference sources that I have used to construct the stories. While this level of detail may not appeal to every reader, it is intended to assist those interested in deeper study or further research.

Finally, this book was written before Vietnam’s provincial reorganisation on 12 June 2025, which reduced the number of provinces from 63 to 34. For example, at the time of writing, Bình Định was still a separate province; from 12 June 2025, it was merged with Gia Lai to form the new Gia Lai province.

Abbreviation

ANCN An Nam Chí Nguyên (Annan Zhiyuan, 安南志原, Original Record of Annam or Annam Chronicles).10

BNĐC Bình Ngô Đại Cáo (平吳大誥, Great Proclamation upon the Pacification of the Wu).11

CM Khâm Định Việt Sử Thông Giám Cương Mục (欽定越史通鑑綱目, The Imperially Ordered Annotated Text Completely Reflecting the History of Viet).12

ĐVTS Đại Việt Thông Sử (大越通史, Complete History of Đại Việt).13

LSTL Lam Sơn Thực Lục (藍山實錄, Veritable Records of Mount Lam).14

QTTMT Quân Trung Từ Mệnh Tập (軍中詞命集, Compilation of Writings and Commands from the Military Camp).15

SA MSL Southeast Asia in the Ming Shi-lu, https://epress.nus.edu.sg/msl/.16

SKTT Đại Việt Sử Ký Toàn Thư (大越史記全書, Complete Book of the Historical Records of Great Viet).17
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CHAPTER 1

A SUMMARY OF THIS BOOK

This book recounts the history of Đại Việt and Champa over the two centuries following the Trần dynasty’s victory over the Mongol-led Yuan invasions in the late 13th century, as detailed in Volume 3A, up to the early 16th century. Beginning in the mid-14th century, the Trần dynasty gradually fell into decline, weakened by internal strife and increasing external pressure from Champa. The weakening of Đại Việt encouraged Champa to invade, culminating in the multiple sackings of Thăng Long (present-day Hanoi) by Chế Bồng Nga, the formidable king of Champa in the late 14th century.

Champa’s northern offensives came to an end after Chế Bồng Nga was killed by a stray cannonball during a fierce river battle between the two kingdoms. These events are explored in detail in Chapter 2.

The wars with Champa paved the way for the rise of Lê Quý Ly from Thanh Hóa province, who ultimately forced the last Trần king to abdicate. He, then, changed his surname to Hồ and established the Hồ dynasty, with his two sons and relations from the same province. They built a massive citadel and established it as their capital in Tây Đô, located about 45 kilometres north-east of Thanh Hóa City. Having spent years fighting against the Chams, Hồ (Lê) Quý Ly was intimately familiar with the southern frontier. Once on the throne, he and his sons launched an aggressive campaign against Champa, seeing their dynasty’s future in the expansion of the south. They quickly gained territory and initiated an ambitious resettlement program, moving people from Thanh Hóa and Nghệ An to areas now known as Huế, Quảng Nam, and Quảng Ngãi.

Their expansion was achieved through force, seizing Cham lands and pushing Đại Việt’s southern border as far as the Vệ River in Quảng Ngãi province. Unfortunately for the Hồ family, their rise to power coincided with the dawn of the vastly more powerful Ming dynasty in China. The third Ming emperor demanded full submissions from neighbouring states, and the Hồ family’s overthrow of the Trần dynasty provided him a convenient pretext for invasion. Early policies implemented by the Hồ court, including the introduction of paper currency and ruthless purge of the Trần descendants, were unpopular and fuelled public resentment.

The Ming army crossed into Đại Việt on 19 November 1406. Although the Hồ court mounted a determined resistance, they were unable to halt the Ming advance. Tây Đô fell within two months, and by mid-June 1407, Hồ Quý Ly and his two sons were captured and taken to Nanjing. His youngest son later served the Ming court, but all three eventually died in exile in China. Meanwhile, Champa seized the opportunity to reclaim the territories lost to the Hồ dynasty and forced the recent settlers to flee.

The Hồ Citadel at Tây Đô, along with their domestic policies, southern expansion into Champa and the Ming invasion of Đại Việt are examined in Chapter 3.

Chapter 4 opens with a 1407 order from the Ming emperor to his commanders in Đại Việt, declaring the kingdom’s pacification and instructing them to establish a civil-military administration, while preparing to withdraw the army to China. The Ming administration was soon established, reorganising Đại Việt into a system of prefectures and subprefectures, while also constructing military forts and barracks to consolidate control. They recruited learned and skilled individuals to be sent to China and set up mining operations and tax offices to exploit local resources.

However, much to the emperor’s frustration, Đại Việt was far from subdued. A Trần descendant soon proclaimed himself king, rallied a large following, and posed a serious threat to Ming control. His forces managed to reclaim much of the territory taken by the Ming army—until he executed his top general, causing the resistance to collapse. The struggle reignited when another Trần descendant emerged and united the remaining resistance forces under the banners of two Trần kings. Together, they fought the Ming occupiers for nearly six years. Ultimately, with reinforcements from China, the Ming army crushed the resistance in 1414. Both Trần kings and their commanders were either captured, killed, or taken to China and executed. The Ming commanders were finally able to depart Đại Việt, reaching Beijing in October 1415.

With the resistance suppressed, the Ming colonial administration then intensified its colonisation efforts, implementing a range of policies, including the establishment of local Confucian schools, the expansion of resource exploitation—particularly gold and silver mining—and the monopolisation of salt production. They also confiscated books written by the Vietnamese and built shrines to various deities. In addition, they reasserted control over the territories that Champa had reclaimed from the Hồ dynasty.

The Ming occupation of Đại Việt might have continued for years were it not for the uprising led by a man from the foothills west of Thanh Hóa—Lê Lợi—who ultimately drove them out. Chapter 5 tells the story of this remarkable figure, a national hero deeply revered by the Vietnamese people.

In 1416, at the age of 31, Lê Lợi, then a local chief, gathered 18 like-minded men and held a blood oath ceremony at Lũng Nhai, near his home in Lam Sơn, Thanh Hóa. Together, they pledged to defend their homeland against Ming rule. Among them was Nguyễn Trãi, a 36-year-old scholar from Thăng Long, who would become a key figure in the rebellion. He composed all of Lê Lợi’s official correspondence with the Ming commanders, and later wrote a detailed account of the events that led to the end of the occupation.1

In the early years, Lê Lợi and his men struggled against the Ming forces which, together with the help of local collaborators, were determined to destroy him. They desecrated his ancestors’ graves, took his young daughter, scattered his family, and forced him to seek refuge in the nearby mountains and the rugged terrain of northern Laos, where they barely survived. However, from 1424 onward, the tide began to turn when Lê Lợi achieved a series of victories as he moved east and south, away from Lam Sơn. The victories enabled him to recruit and train more men while also capturing many weapons from the Ming army, including small cannons.

By 1425, Lê Lợi had reclaimed the territories south of Thanh Hóa, including former Cham lands, from Ming control. That year and in early 1426, they launched a northern campaign aimed at retaking Đông Đô. Alarmed by these developments, the Ming emperor dispatched reinforcements to Đông Đô in late 1426. Although the Ming forces initially scored some victories, they suffered a major defeat at the battle of Tốt Động, east of the capital, and retreated to Đông Đô, where they were besieged for several months before the Ming court attempted a relief effort.

Around October 1426, two Minh relief columns crossed into Đại Việt—one from the north-east and the other from the north-west. Confident of an easy victory, the commander of the northeastern column was lured into an ambush and quickly killed. Lê Lợi then sent the seal of the dead commander to the head of the northwestern column, who decided to take a safe course and retreat. With no possibility of getting reinforcements, the Ming garrison in Đông Đô surrendered. On 3 January 1428, they departed the capital on foot, horses and aboard ships provided by Lê Lợi. The Ming occupation of Đại Việt was over.

Chapter 6 opens with Lê Lợi relocating his wartime headquarters across the Red River to Đông Đô, where he established the Later Lê dynasty around May 1428. Lacking close family members to fill senior positions, he instead appointed trusted comrades who had fought alongside him, including Nguyễn Trãi, who assumed the highest civil post. Nevertheless, real power remained with the military leaders, while Lê Lợi retained ultimate authority. A strict disciplinarian, he maintained a strong and well-organised army throughout his brief reign.

Lê Lợi ruled for just under five years before his death. His young son ascended the throne and, in an attempt to assert his authority, initiated a purge of some of his father’s former allies. Nguyễn Trãi and his family were executed after the king died after a night spent with Nguyễn Trãi’s young wife, who was accused of causing the king’s death. In the decades that followed, political intrigue and continued purges of former wartime commanders slowed the kingdom’s progress.

In 1460, Lê Lợi’s grandson, Lê Tư Thành, became king, ushering in a period of progress across multiple domains, including education, civil and military examinations, legal reform, and cartography. He also rehabilitated Nguyễn Trãi and several of Lê Lợi’s former allies. Relations with Champa deteriorated during his reign, however, eventually leading Lê Tư Thành to launch a major military campaign in 1471. He led a large army into Champa, captured its capital in what is now Bình Định province, and took the Cham king prisoner. The king died on the way to Đông Kinh. After the conquest, Lê Tư Thành dismantled the Champa kingdom, creating two smaller states and reducing its territory to the modern-day provinces of Ninh Thuận and Bình Thuận.

Eight years later, in 1479, Lê Tư Thành launched a major campaign into what is now northern Laos, dispatching five armies that, according to Vietnamese sources, advanced as far as present-day Luang Prabang and southern Myanmar. They returned in triumph. However, Laotian historical records tell a different story, claiming that the Đại Việt forces were eventually forced to retreat. Although Lê Tư Thành personally led a contingent of troops, he ultimately turned back and never crossed into Laotian territory.

Despite Lê Tư Thành’s accomplishments, the Later Lê dynasty began to unravel just seven years after his death with the rise, in 1504, of a ruler who would later be remembered as the Demon King. Over the following two decades, intense political infighting and factional struggles brought an end to the early phase of the Later Lê dynasty, paving the way for the emergence of the Mạc dynasty. The Later Lê would eventually reclaim the throne—a story that will be explored in my next volume.


CHAPTER 2

THE TRẦN DYNASTY’S HISTORICAL EXIT

2.1 - Three sisters, four brothers and the end of a dynasty

The Trần dynasty, which began in 1226, is chronicled in Volume 3A, up to the reign of its fourth king, Trần Thuyên (King Trần Anh Tông, 1276–1320). His son, Trần Mạnh (King Trần Minh Tông, 1300–1357), succeeded him and was noted for introducing reforms that overhauled the nation’s political system. According to Đại Việt Sử Ký Toàn Thư (Complete Book of the Historical Records of Great Viet, abbreviated as SKTT), he upheld loyalty, honoured his ancestors, demonstrated foresight, preserved domestic harmony and order, and earned respect from foreign nations.1 His achievements are reflected in the inscription of Bia Ma Nhai. However, after his reign, the Trần dynasty entered a period of decline, ultimately ending in 1400. While external factors such as the Ming dynasty’s rise in 1368 and increased aggression from Champa contributed to its downfall, internal factors involving three key sisters also played a significant role.

Like other Đại Việt kings, Trần Mạnh had several queens and concubines. Among his consorts were two sisters, known in history as Lê thị or the Lê women, who became the mothers of three Trần kings: Trần Vượng, Trần Phủ, and Trần Kính. Their personal names are unknown, and they are referred to by their titles, Minh Từ Hoàng thái phi and Đôn Từ Hoàng thái phi, with Hoàng thái phi being a term for a royal consort who is also a king’s mother. Based on the known birthdays of their sons, if they bore them at around the age of 18, Minh Từ was likely born around 1298, making Đôn Từ, born around 1315, her younger sister.

Trần Mạnh also married his cousin, Hiến Từ, who, according to SKTT, was the sisters’ sibling, explaining how the Lê sisters came to be his consorts.2 During their time at court, they introduced their nephew, Lê Quý Ly, who would later play a pivotal role in the dynasty’s collapse and the establishment of the Hồ dynasty, a subject discussed in the next chapter. Hiến Từ herself gave birth to one king, Trần Hạo, and was instrumental in enthroning another king, Nhật Lễ.

Before Hiến Từ gave birth to a son, Minh Từ became embroiled in a court intrigue that resulted in her son, Trần Vượng, ascending the throne in 1329 as King Trần Hiến Tông (1319–1341). His reign lasted 12 years, ending prematurely at the age of 23. During this period, Trần Mạnh, who held the title of senior king (Thái Thượng Hoàng, also translated as Emperor Emeritus or Father of the King), had the final say in most significant decisions.

Trần Vượng was tutored by a scholar, Chu Văn An (1292–1370), who is considered as the Founding Father of Vietnamese Confucianism. Around this time, Lý Tế Xuyên (?–?) wrote Việt Điện U Linh Tập (Compilation of the Departed Spirits in the Realm of Viet), a compilation of legends about Vietnamese deities and spirits from ancient times, that has survived to the present time.3

In 1336, five years before Trần Vượng’s death, Hiến Từ gave birth to Trần Hạo, who succeeded the throne after Trần Vượng’s passing. The transition of power was peaceful under the watchful eyes of the senior king. However, in 1357, Trần Mạnh (the senior king) passed away, leaving no successor to fulfil the stabilizing role he had provided. Following his death, Trần Hạo, his mother, Hiến Từ, and likely the two Lê sisters—Minh Từ and Đôn Từ—along with their nephew, Lê Quý Ly, began to dominate the Trần court.

Trần Hạo (King Trần Dụ Tông, 1336–1369) ruled for 28 years but died young at 34. According to SKTT, the Trần dynasty began to decline during his reign as Trần Hạo became increasingly indulgent and debauched. A few years before his death, a significant event unfolded involving his brother, Nguyên Dục. While watching an epic play about The Queen Mother Offers the Peaches of Longevity, Nguyên Dục fell in love with a pregnant actress from the production.4 He married her and adopted her child, naming him Dương Nhật Lễ. After Trần Hạo’s death in 1369, his mother, Hiến Từ, insisted that Nhật Lễ should inherit the throne. She justified her decision by arguing that Nguyên Dục, her eldest son and the rightful heir, had died five years earlier, in 1364.

Later historians were highly critical of Hiến Từ’s decision to enthrone Dương Nhật Lễ, arguing that she should have selected a candidate from the Trần bloodline, particularly as there were more capable and suitable options available.5 Their criticism proved justified; Nhật Lễ was a deeply unfit ruler. According to SKTT, he indulged excessively in drinking, singing, dancing, and sex, showing little interest in governance.6

Within just six months of ascending the throne, in the last lunar month of 1369, Nhật Lễ poisoned Hiến Từ—the elderly queen who had secured his place as king. By that time, Hiến Từ had come to regret her decision to install him, but it was too late to reverse the damage caused by her choice.7

Why Hiến Từ made the fateful decision to enthrone Nhật Lễ—a choice that ultimately led to her death—remains a mystery. Nhật Lễ held no power over her at the time, and she was free to choose any other Trần nephew as king. However, later events suggest that even selecting a blood relative might not have guaranteed her safety. In the declining years of the Trần dynasty, family loyalty was a fragile concept, often broken by personal ambition and political intrigue.

Hiến Từ’s death became the catalyst for her family to rally and seek vengeance against Nhật Lễ. Their first attempt at retaliation failed, but in 1370, Hiến Từ’s daughter, Princess Thiên Ninh, and her half-brothers, Trần Phủ and Trần Kính, raised an army in Thanh Hóa and sailed to Thăng Long. As they advanced along the Red River, court officials defected to their side, welcoming them as liberators.

When Nhật Lễ realized the inevitability of their victory, he came out to surrender as they approached the landing. He was immediately seized and imprisoned near today’s Hàng Buồm Street in Hanoi. While in captivity, Nhật Lễ strangled a servant and Trần Phủ had him beaten to death.8

After Nhật Lễ’s death, his mother, the actress, fled to Champa and sought revenge for her son by urging the Cham court to invade Đại Việt. Champa readily agreed, and in 1371, Cham forces reached Thăng Long, where they burned and pillaged the capital, though the Trần court managed to escape.9

Meanwhile, the accession of Trần Phủ (King Trần Nghệ Tông, 1321–1394) proved advantageous for Lê Quý Ly. Trần Phủ’s mother, Minh Từ, was Lê Quý Ly’s aunt, creating a familial connection that elevated his status at court. In 1372, just a year after ascending the throne, the king married his daughter to Lê Quý Ly and appointed him as a representative of the Secret Council (Khu Mật Viện Đại Sứ), a prestigious position. At the age of 34, this marked Lê Quý Ly’s first recorded appearance in SKTT, setting the stage for his eventual rise to power.10

Trần Phủ had never aspired to be king, and in 1372, just two years into his reign, he abdicated to become the senior king. He passed the throne to his half-brother, Trần Kính, who succeeded him as King Trần Duệ Tông (1337–1377). Unlike Trần Phủ, Trần Kính was known for his more combative nature. When Champa attacked and burned Thăng Long in 1371, it was Trần Kính who preserved the army and weapons during the retreat.

By this time, Champa had grown into Đại Việt’s most formidable existential threat. Determined to eliminate this danger once and for all, Trần Kính embarked on extensive preparations for a military campaign. At the end of 1376, he launched an expedition into Champa. However, the Chams lured Trần Kính and his forces into a planned ambush. In early 1377, the Chams decisively defeated the Đại Việt army, and Trần Kính was killed in battle.11 Trần Kính’s mother, Đôn Từ, was the youngest of the three Lê sisters.

Later historians characterised Trần Phủ as an indecisive figure. Under his long reign of 22 years as a senior king until he died in 1394, Đại Việt suffered, externally, [when] the enemy invaded the capital and internally, [when] traitors threatened the throne. The country declined and then perished.12 A contemporary account, Nam Ông Mộng Lục (Dream Memoir of a Southern Man), by his grandson, Hồ Nguyên Trừng, described him more sympathetically as gentle, filial, respectful, frugal, wise and decisive. He studied history and did not like pomposity.13

Before embarking on his ill-fated campaign to Champa, Trần Kính married his daughter to Prince Húc, the son of his half-brother, then the senior king.14 After his death, his son, Trần Hiện, succeeded him as King Trần Phế Đế (1361–1388). According to SKTT, Trần Hiện was both foolish and weak.15 He made an enemy out of the senior king, his uncle Trần Phủ, by having Húc, his brother-in-law who had surrendered and joined the Chams in 1377, lured into a trap and killed. This act enraged Trần Phủ, who sought retribution for the death of his son.

However, Trần Hiện was astute enough to recognize the growing influence of Lê Quý Ly, who had become a trusted ally of Trần Phủ. Sensing the threat posed by Lê Quý Ly’s unchecked power, Trần Hiện sought to remove him before he became too difficult to control. However, Lê Quý Ly learned of the king’s plans and acted pre-emptively, persuading the senior king to depose Trần Hiện. Trần Phủ, already seeking vengeance for Prince Húc’s death, needed little convincing.

In late 1388, Trần Phủ invited Trần Hiện to a meeting under the pretence of discussing state affairs. Upon his arrival, Trần Hiện was seized, imprisoned, and subsequently hanged. His loyal generals initially planned a rescue mission, but Trần Hiện ordered them to stand down. This decision proved fatal, as Lê Quý Ly later had most of them executed.

After deposing Trần Hiện, Trần Phủ placed his youngest son, Trần Ngung, on the throne as King Trần Thuận Tông (1378–1399). At just 11 years old, the new king was too young to wield power, leaving the court firmly under the control of Lê Quý Ly. To consolidate his influence further, Lê Quý Ly arranged for his daughter to marry Trần Ngung once the king reached adulthood.

In 1394, Trần Phủ, the senior king, passed away. Before his death, Lê Quý Ly had sworn to protect the Trần dynasty, but this promise was soon broken. In 1398, Lê Quý Ly compelled the young king to abdicate in favour of his infant son, Trần An (King Trần Thiếu Đế, (1396-?)). However, that was not enough for a man like Lê Quý Ly, and a year later, he had Trần Ngung killed by hanging after first attempting poisoning and starvation.16 Trần Ngung was 21 years old at the time of his death.

Strangely, before he died at 73, Trần Phủ told Lê Quý Ly to assist Trần Ngung if he could, but if the latter proved to be weak and stupid, then you [Lê Quý Ly] could take the throne for himself.17 Despite the implicit permission from the last senior Trần king, Lê Quý Ly, a political survivor in his early 60s, took no chances. In 1399, when a plot to assassinate him from members of the Trần allies failed, Lê Quý Ly ordered them all killed, including Trần Khát Chân – the hero who stopped Cham King Chế Bồng Nga in 1390 – and 370 other family members and relatives. The destruction of the Trần clan was complete and relentless in the following few years; their property was confiscated, their daughters were forced into servants, and their sons from one year old and older were buried alive or drowned. Hunting and arresting [the plotter’s] associates persisted unabated for several years. People who knew each other only signalled the acquaintance by looking at each other, not daring to talk. People’s houses were not allowed to accommodate travellers. Whenever they had overnight guests, the homeowners had to report the guests to their neighbours. Together, they would examine the guests’ documents, belongings, and reasons for travelling as proof of guarantee [that the guests were unrelated to the plotters]. Every commune had checkpoints that were controlled by guards day and night.18

After a brief two-year reign, Lê Quý Ly forced Trần An to abdicate and declared himself king, marking the end of the Trần dynasty and the beginning of the Hồ dynasty in 1400. The list of the Trần kings is shown in Table 2-1, and the complex relationship between their family members is shown in Figure 2-1.

KINGS OF THE TRẦN DYNASTY



	
	NAMES (BIRTH-DEATH)

	TEMPLE NAMES (MIẾU HIỆU) (R=REIGN)




	1

	Trần Cảnh (1218–1277)

	Trần Thái Tông (r.1226–1258)19




	2

	Trần Hoảng (1240–1290)

	Trần Thánh Tông (r.1258–1278)




	3

	Trần Khâm (1258–1308)

	Trần Nhân Tông (r.1278–1293)




	4

	Trần Thuyên (1276–1320)

	Trần Anh Tông (r.1293–1314)




	5

	Trần Mạnh (1300–1357)

	Trần Minh Tông (r.1314–1329)




	6

	Trần Vượng (1319–1341)

	Trần Hiến Tông (r.1329–1341)




	7

	Trần Hạo (1336–1369)

	Trần Dụ Tông (r.1341–1369)20




	8

	Trần Phủ (1321–1394)

	Trần Nghệ Tông (r.1370–1372)




	9

	Trần Kính (1337–1377)

	Trần Duệ Tông (r.1372–1377)




	10

	Trần Hiện (also Nghiễn) (1361–1388)

	see note below




	11

	Trần Ngung (1378–1399)

	Trần Thuận Tông (r.1388–1398)




	12

	Trần An (1396–?)

	Trần Thiếu Đế (r.1398–1400)





Table 2-1: Kings of the Trần dynasty (1126-1400).

Note: SKTT refers to Trần Hiện as Trần Phế Đế (r.1377–1388), with Phế Đế meaning ‘deposed emperor’. He was not given a temple name.
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Figure 2-1: The Trần and Hồ family tree, 14th century.21

Note: Minh Từ Hoàng thái phi is also known as Anh Tư Phu nhân or Anh Tư Nguyên phi.



2.2 - Famines, earthquakes, solar eclipses and operas

In addition to chronicling historical events, the compilers of SKTT also document natural and man-made disasters. Famine was a recurring hardship in Đại Việt, as the country suffered from regular floods, crop-destroying insects, and occasional droughts. It is interesting to note that Thăng Long was also struck by earthquakes in 1355 and 1393.22 SKTT mention solar eclipses on 10 December 1349, 26 May 1351 and 25 March 1354.23 These dates align with NASA's (National Aeronautics and Space Administration) catalogue of solar eclipses between 1301 and 1400, with the latter two events precisely matching NASA’s documented occurrences.24

In 1362, Trần Hạo, often described as a ‘debauched’ king, required members of the royal family to submit various forms of stage entertainment for his amusement and rewarded those he favoured. Among these submissions was an opera form that eventually became known as ‘tuồng (傳)’ or ‘hát bội’, Vietnamese opera, which continues to be performed in Vietnam today. The characters in the opera dress in elaborate costumes and paint their faces with vibrant colours. Figure 2-2 illustrates one such character.25

The origins of tuồng trace back to the Mongol-Yuan invasions at the end of the 13th century, when a captured prisoner-of-war, Li Yuanjishan (Lý Nguyên Cát), introduced the art form to Đại Việt. Notably, as mentioned earlier, Nhật Lễ’s mother was an actress in such an opera.26


[image: image]

Figure 2-2: A Vietnamese opera (hát bội) character prepares for her act.



2.3 - A Trần princess and a Cham king

PRINCESS HUYỀN TRÂN (HUYỀN TRÂN CÔNG CHÚA)

Volume 3A tells the stories of the Mongol-Yuan invasions of Đại Việt in 1257–1258, 1284–1285, 1287–1288 and Champa in 1283–1284. Both kingdoms survived these onslaughts and successfully expelled the invaders. These terrible times brought the two kingdoms closer together. In the third lunar month of 1301, the senior king of Đại Việt, Trần Khâm (King Trần Nhân Tông, 1258– 1308), visited Champa and returned to Thăng Long (Hanoi), in the 11th lunar month of the same year. The capital of Champa at the time was in today’s Bình Định province, so it is likely that he spent most of his time there during his visit.27

While in Champa, he promised to marry his daughter to the lord (chúa) of Champa. Four years later, in the spring of 1305, a delegation from Champa arrived in Thăng Long to formalise the marriage proposal. Chế Bồ Đài led the delegation of more than 100 people and brought gifts of gold, silver, precious agarwood and other foreign objects. Most people at the Trần court objected to the proposal, but Hành Khiển (Chief Administrator), Trần Khắc Chung supported the marriage alliance. Such political marriage was not unprecedented; for instance, in 1154, the king of Champa, Chế Bì La Bút, offered his daughter to Lý Thiên Tộ (King Lý Anh Tông, 1135–1175) of the Lý dynasty (1009–1226).28

A year later, in the sixth lunar month of 1306, Princess Huyền Trân married Chế Mân, the lord of Champa. The story would have ended there as a minor footnote in Vietnamese history but for the subsequent events which transformed Princess Huyền Trân into a Vietnamese legend that most Vietnamese still remember to this day.

What happened?

Between 1306 and 1307, Chế Mân presented the two provinces of Ô and Lý to Đại Việt as a wedding present, or a ‘marriage exchange’, following his union with Princess Huyền Trân. In the first lunar month of 1307, Đại Việt renamed these provinces Thuận Châu and Hóa Châu. However, resistance arose among the inhabitants of three hamlets – La Thủy, Tác Hồng, and Đà Bồng – who refused to accept the new administration.29

To address the dissent, Đại Việt dispatched the court official Đoàn Nhữ Hài, who negotiated with the locals by awarding titles to some individuals, granted land, and offered tax exemptions to secure their cooperation.30 These territories, encompassing parts of present-day southern Quảng Trị and Huế provinces, stretched between the Hiếu/Thạch Hãn Rivers and the Thu Bồn River, marking a significant territorial expansion for Đại Việt. The administrative centres of these prefectures were located at two citadels, which are detailed in Volume 3B.31

A few months after the names change, in the summer of 1307, during the fifth lunar month (or about June), Chế Mân died. In the intervening year, it appears that Princess Huyền Trân had a son with Chế Mân and named him Đa Da. According to SKTT, Princess Huyền Trân had to be cremated with her husband after his death in accordance with Champa customs. Worrying about this possibility, five months later, her brother and Đại Việt king, Trần Thuyên, sent Trần Khắc Chung to Champa under the pretext of attending Chế Mân’s funeral to save her and her son.

The king told Trần Khắc Chung to suggest to the Chams that no one would be available to perform the required rituals properly if the princess were cremated. Instead, he recommended a ceremony at the beach where they could summon spirits from heaven before returning to the funeral pyre. The Chams concurred. When the funeral procession reached the shore, Trần Khắc Chung used a small boat to rescue the princess secretly. According to SKTT, during their extended journey at sea, as they spent a long time travelling in circles to delay their return, Trần Khắc Chung and Princess Huyền Trân had a sexual liaison.32 However, this account is difficult to accept, as Trần Khắc Chung was already sixty years old and a contemporary of the princess’s father. The delay in their return to Thăng Long is more plausibly explained by a storm that forced them ashore.

There are gaps in the stories, such as how the Chams managed to preserve Chế Mân’s body for at least six months after his passing and before his cremation. Similarly, why Trần Khắc Chung did not leave immediately after hearing of Chế Mân’s death, which could have been in July, but waited until November before departure? If he were, he would have been at the funeral in August. The two-month duration is due to the distance between the capitals of the two kingdoms. It would have taken about a month for the news of Chế Mân’s death to reach Thăng Long and a month for Trần Khắc Chung to travel from Thăng Long to Bình Định to attend the funeral to rescue the princess.

Perhaps the Chams decided to delay the cremation until December 1307, as it would be an auspicious date, and would also allow time for travel by other foreign leaders.

Regardless, the story of Princess Huyền Trân has captivated the imagination of the Vietnamese for centuries. She is honoured with temples and streets bearing her name. In 2006, to celebrate the 700th anniversary of the founding of Thuận Hóa, the People’s Committee of the Thừa Thiên-Huế province began the construction of a temple in her honour. It is situated on a hill covered in beautiful pine trees, approximately 10 kilometres south-west of Huế Imperial City.33 A giant bronze statue of her at the temple is shown in Figure 2-3.34 Thuận Hóa prefecture is the combination of Thuận Châu and Hóa Châu in today’s southern Quảng Trị and Huế respectively.
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Figure 2-3: A statue of Princess Huyền Trân at her temple, Huế, 21st century, bronze, H. 2.37 m.
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Figure 2-4: A view of the back of the Princess Huyền Trân’s temple.

The statue of Princess Huyền Trân as the Buddhist nun Hương Tràng is in the gazebo.



According to the inscription on the temple stele, Princess Huyền Trân was born in 1287. In 1306, she was 19 when she embarked on a trip south to wed the Cham lord Chế Mân. One can only imagine how terrified she must have been to leave the familiar comforts of home in Thăng Long. However, such marriages were not uncommon in Đại Việt. Đại Việt kings, including the Trần and the Lý before them, used their princesses as diplomatic tools, marrying them to tribal chiefs in order to secure their loyalty and strengthen the realm’s alliances.35

The temple inscription also notes that she returned to Thăng Long around August or September 1308, nearly nine months after she was rescued. A year later, she became a Buddhist nun. She died in 1340 at the age of 53 at the Hổ Sơn pagoda, in Nam Định province.36 As for her son, Prince Đa Da, we have no information on what happened to him. Since he was a Cham prince and SKTT does not mention him again, he likely remained in Champa. Given that he was barely a year old at the time of the rescue, it is reasonable to assume he did not accompany his mother on the perilous sea journey. The dangers of the escape would have made it unlikely for him to travel with her.

The Vietnamese are grateful to Princess Huyền Trân for her sacrifices for the land that Champa gifted to Đại Việt in return. To understand the significance, the combined area of present-day Quảng Trị and Thừa Thiên-Huế provinces is 9,825 square kilometres or roughly 65 per cent of the total area of the Red River Delta, where most people of Đại Việt lived at the time.37 Although Thuận Hóa (harmonious and civilised, formerly Champa’s Ô and Lý) is smaller than Quảng Trị and Thừa Thiên-Huế provinces, the comparison highlights the magnitude of the territorial gain. Through a single act of marriage, the total land area of Đại Việt expanded considerably, and all of this was achieved without any bloodshed. Incidentally, contemporary ‘Huế’ is a distortion of ‘Hóa’.38

CHẾ MÂN AND PRINCE HARIJIT

So who was Chế Mân? Since the discovery of the Cham inscriptions in the 19th century, most historians have identified Chế Mân (as mentioned in Vietnamese SKTT) with Prince Harijit (from Cham inscriptions) and Prince Bu Di (as recorded in Chinese Yuan shi).39 However, I have some reservations about this connection, which I will explain below.

In the early 20th century, a stele was found on a mound somewhere in the village of Čaklin (or Chakling, present-day Mỹ Nghiệp in Ninh Thuận province). The stele, coded C. 22, contains 31 lines of inscription in Cham and includes five dates: 1274, 1298, 1300, 1301, and 1306.40 Étienne Aymonier (1844–1929), a French linguist and explorer, translates the inscription which recounts the story of Prince Harijittāmaja (Hari-jitt-āmaja, the victorious son of Hari (Vishnu or Khrisna) or winning with Vishnu’s blessing), the eldest son of Jayasiṃhavarman (Jaya-siṃha-varman, the victorious lion-protector), a rājādhirāja, or ‘king of kings’. According to the inscription, Prince Harijittāmaja was born in 1196 śaka (1274 CE). The inscription also mentions three queens: the chief queen, Queen Parameśvarī (Param-Īśvarī, the supreme goddess), Queen Tapasī (a female sage), and another chief queen Bhāskara]devī [of Latumvek].41

According to Aymonier, Queen Parameśvarī is identified as Princess Huyền Trân, based on a term in the inscription, ‘King Devādideva’, which refers to a king of divinities, a title commonly used by the Cambodians to describe a Đại Việt king.42 However, another French archaeologist Louis Finot (1864–1935), disagrees, suggesting that this term should read ‘Javādhideva’, meaning the supreme king of Java and thus unrelated to Đại Việt.43 Finot also argues that Prince Harijit and Prince Harijittāmaja are distinct individuals. Prince Harijit, as mentioned in inscription C. 11 found at the Po Klong Garai tower in Ninh Thuận, is another name for Jayasiṃhavarman, while in C. 22, he is described as the father of Prince Harijittāmaja. The three queens listed in C. 22 are likely Prince Harijit’s
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2.4 - Kingdoms in the west
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2.5 - Inscriptions on a rock – Bia Ma Nhai















2.6 - Chế Bồng Nga – Cham hero and Đại Việt villain


1353 – ĐẠI VIỆT INVADES CHAMPA
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1361 AND 1366 – CHAMPA RAIDS ĐẠI VIỆT


1371 – CHAMPA BURNS THĂNG LONG FOR THE FIRST TIME
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1377/1378 – CHAMPA RAIDS THĂNG LONG FOR THE SECOND AND THIRD TIMES
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1390 – DEATH OF CHẾ BỒNG NGA
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THE CHAM LORDS AND KINGS KNOWN AS CHẾ
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