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PREFACE

This poem is one that has had considerable
influence in Vietnam.

As it is so popular in Vietnam, most people
knowing of its lines, it is good to give it to the
English -speaking world, which should know more
of Vietnam and her culture.

Dang Tran Con wrote it, one feels, in order that
as many people as possible should see what the
Vietnamese common people thought of predatory
war.

He wisely puts his poem into a setting in the
historical period, yet drawing lessons for all to see.
There is all that futility of eternal fighting over the
same old battlefields - he places his frontiers mainly
in Central Asia, though because he is a Vietnamese
it is clear enough that it is his own land he is
thinking about.

First and foremost, it is a peace poem. The
author lived in the early part of the eighteenth



century, when there was considerable civil strife in
his country.

His work written in Chinese characters was
translated into the vernacular by the poetess Poan
Thi Diém, who lived during the same period. Podn
Thi Diém’s work is far more popular than the
original.

The English translation has been made from
both the Chinese and Vietnamese texts.

It is not possible to reproduce the musical lilt of
the Vietnamese language which makes the great
poem a thing of delight to the ordinary person. All
one can do is to give its meaning so that its message
will go on still further through the world and move
‘the hearts of men by its passion.

REWI ALLEY

Everywhere is war: truly

a bad time for all women! even

as we do not understand the blue heavens
above, how can we know

why such things be? drums

roll incessantly along the Great Wall
making the very moonlight seem to tremble,

M reflect their scarlet

beacon fires
against Kansu mountain snows,

the throne hands down a sword of command
to its chosen general, midnight

and his orders to march are given,

after three hundred years of peace

comes the time when the trappings of war

are worn again by courtiers, now



from the palace gallops a messenger
speeding the Army departure, soldiers
understand their orders, leaving

aside all affairs of home, with bows
and quivers of arrows slung from hips
they say farewell as they follow

their standards through the frontiers,
hollowly resounds the roll of drums
back into homes now left behind,
surely if there be bitterness

it should be shared, if there be grief
it shoul be borne fogether.

II

My husband, twentieth of an ancient line
putting aside letters to take up arms,
hoping to protect the Imperial dominion
and with his good sword cut down

the enemies of his lord, to fight on

despite distance, even if in the end

he be buried wrapped in the hide of his horse,
looking at even a Taishan as being as easy
to ride over as a feather, taking

his leave to go to war, the west wind
carrying the sound of his whip

as he crossed the Wei bridge, a tall bridge
with clear waters below that flow

by green banks, farewelling him

my heart was full of sadness, and I thought



that I was not equal to his horse,

on water, not equal to be the boat

that carried him, clearly, so clearly

the water runs, yet never can it

wash away my grief, fragrant, so fragrant
are the grasses, yet never can they

lighten my heart, words tumbled after words

as I held your hand, as you went home from me

and step after step we parted, I held

to your clothing, even now I am with you
no matter where you are,. just ac

the moonlight is; your spirit even

as an arrow covers great distances

flying over mountain ranges; putting down
your cup, you Slance at Lung Chuan

with your great battle axe command

the tiger’s lair, strategy as brilliant

as the general who took Lou Lan

or he who conquered the tribesmen

of Man, the clothing of my lord

is as bright a scarlet as the sunset
while your horse is as white

as the snow, I seem to hear your troop
riding, bridle bells mingling

with the crash of drums and tumult

of men on the march, yes, there was
that moment when we were face to face
then suddenly we were divided.



III

They were parted by the bridge

and there she stood by the roadside
watching the pennants flutter

into the distance, the vanguard
already north of Tsi Lieu, horses

at the rear, west of Chang Yang,

his escort rides with him out

of the frontier, poplars and willows
stand silently beside her, how

can they understand her sorrow?
fading away are the sounds

of Army music, the color of moving
standards changes as they go, watching
the clouds pass, he thinks of her, and
staring at the mountains curling back

she thinks of him, he on his mission
through all kinds of weather, she back at home
stares miserably at her lonely bed, both
look back but are divided, seeing

naught but blue skies and hills of green,
then he looked back towards her

from Hsienyang, while she looks his way
from Su Hsiang, how far are the fires

of Su Hsiang from the trees at Hsienyang?
or Hsienyang trees from Su Hsiang waters?
keeping on searching in their hearts

yet unable to find each other, seeing only
fields of mulberry around them, mulberry
everywhere just mulberries,

which of their hearts

is the more miserable?



v

Since you have ridden out
into the bitter wind, I wonder
where you sleep under

this same moonlight, I knowing well

that where you are has ever been
a battlefield, and that there are
great distances with never

a human habitation, only

the incessant wind, driving
against your face,-and rivers

so deep your horses cannot hold
their footing, you sleeping

by the drums on desert sands

or against your saddle at Hu Lung,
this night the soldiers of Han

are at Bai-tung, while tribesmen
try to occupy Chinghai, Chinghai
where the mountains stand out

so clear and blue, tall mountains
then low ones, and from them
clear waters that seem to break
then run together again,

blue mountains capped with snows,
clear streams that rise up

to the thighs of your men

as they cross; pity all these

“under the weight of their armour

all of them with thoughts

that return home with such longing,

I wonder if the brocaded gowns of courts
understand this thing, what eyes

of bitterness are needed to paint it!
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I think of all the places where

you have spent these years, if not

at Siaokwna, then at Han-hai!

frozen villages, halts in the rain

eating in the winds, sleeping under the dew,
snow up to waists, icicles in the beards,

I climb up and peer through the clouds
towards you, how should I not

be filled with my grieving?

e — e

Now since you have gone southeast

how may I know where war will lead you?
right up from olden times, soldiers?

have considered their own lives as grass
that comes and goes, always under orders
warmed only by the grace of superiors,
such a life is yours, ever depending

on the fortune of war; what will be

your end? over the Chi Lien crags

the moon gleams down on ancient graves,
at Fei waters a melancholy wind blows
over the newly dead, howling emptily
around lost spirits, the faces

of soldiers lie pale against the moonlight,
who could paint this picture? spirits
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of the slaughtered, who is there

to mourn you, pity those who pass

these hills and streams, marching

over old battlefields which have

given men naught but bitterness

and sorrow, from such places

and since wars began, who

has ever returned: even when Pan Chao'®
himself did come back, his hair

was already white, my heart goes out

to you who ride so hard

on those bleak frontiers,

three feet of sword and a saddled mount
over the grasslands in the autumn wind
through passes under the moonlight
arrows whistling past your horse’s head
throwing yourself against enemy defences,

the call of glory ever luring you on
never resting from the task

that you have undertaken; but to whom
can I say all this? for you are away

on the edge of the world, while I
remain here alone.
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o

Now is my life shut in

behind doors, should it be my destiny

to so spend it, how could it be yours

to be so far away? who would have thought
that like fish and water, we should be
thus separated! it is as though

the waters were denied to the clouds,
how could I be a soldier’s wife,

and then you imitate the careless gallant,
one of us ever south of the River,

and the other north! leaving me

sad enough in the morning, yet sadder
still in the evening, there on one hand
you are, a lad abroad, here on the other
am I, a girl at home, pitiful are we

young people, who cannot share warmth
and cold, ever separated, and |

ever thinking back on other times,
spring birds have not yet come

to the green willow twigs, and 1 ask
when will you return? you said

that when the cuckoo sung, you would
be with me again, but now the cuckoo
are as old as the orioles, birds

not on the willows when you went
have come, I remember on that day
when you rode off and we had

our last talk together, how the early
plumblossom had not"yet gone

in front of the east winds,

now when shall you return?

you said that when the peachblossom
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was red, that you would come

but the peachblossom has

been taken by the Spring winds,

and the fallen plumblossom petals

lie over the flowers on the river bank,
did you not tell me to wait for you
on Lung Hsi peak? [ have waited

for you there when the sun was high
but you did not come, now the falling
leaves catch in my hairpins, and

as [ stood weeping alone, from over
the silent village came the cry

of evening birds, you said that you
would meet me at Hanyaag Bridge,
though I have gone there morning
and evening, still you have not come,
the wind blowing down the valley

e

blows my gown, as I stand and weep,
emptily weeping, then from the river
arises the evening mist.

17



VII

Last year I wrote you

urging your return, then again

this yeur, begging you to come,

my letters reach you, yet you came not!
poplar buds scatter over the green
below, all around me is green,

green again, then still more green!

with each halting step, my mind

fills with a hundred thoughts,

* last year your letter came to me,
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asking me to await you; this year
again you wrote, saying you would come

now here before me are your letters,
not you yourself;

through the screen on my window

the setting sun gleams, it gleams
cach and every evening, it gleams
mocking me with its gleaming, out
of the ten promises you made

nine have been broken! I sit

and work out how long you have gone
knowing that the lotus has put out

its leaves three times since then,
bitter I know, have been for you
those years in the purple haze®

of the border, hard for you
around-the Yellow Flower mountains,
yet among those soldiers out

in the purple haze of the frontier
who has not parents awaiting him?

in the ranks of those around

the Yellow Flowet mountain®
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