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ne day, as the 1968 Tet fighting continued in and around Cần Thơ, and the city 

was still under siege, Hintze and Seraile--the three of us with the International 

Voluntary Services--tried to drop off some food for our office manager, Phạm 

Văn Chánh, now holed up in a garage with some of his friends and afraid to leave in the 

mayhem of shooting which continued as ARVN troops, huddled behind an APC, were still firing 

into the nearby movie theatre while Vietnamese Skyraiders strafed the university buildings 

behind our abandoned house a half-mile away. We had planned a quick stop.  Hintze, a farm 

boy from Idaho, was at the wheel; Seraile, who had just arrived in Vietnam after a stint in 

Ethiopia with the Peace Corps, said "make it quick."  Hintze kept the Land Rover running as I 

jumped out with a ham sandwich I had grabbed for 

Chánh at the besieged Army mess hall just up the 

road.  As I got a few steps away from the Rover, 

something hit me in the back and knocked me to my 

knees.  I hadn't heard a thing. The guys in the Rover 

saw me fall down then struggle up, bewildered, 

looking around.  I remember Chánh and his friends 

waiving at me from the open garage door.  No one 

came out for me, but a stray mutt padded over and 

snatched the fallen sandwich.  I staggered towards 

the garage. Reaching behind my shoulder, I was 

shocked to see blood. Later that day at an Army 

O 
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outpost, I got x-rayed, probed, pumped with antibiotics, and bandaged up.  Whatever hit me 

was left for later removal.   

 Anyway, with the bombing of the university where I taught, I was finished with the 

International Voluntary Services.  But, legally, as a civilian conscientious objector I still owed the 

U.S. Selective Service another year of "alternative service," so I had to come home to the U.S. 

and apply for approval for another assignment. 

 Once back in Philadelphia, I contacted the Committee of Responsibility To Save War-

Injured Children, a public charity begun by a group of doctors who volunteered their services at 

university hospitals across the U.S.  COR needed a Vietnamese speaker to manage their Saigon 

office.  Their Board chairman was Dr. Herbert Needleman, who hired me as their new Field 

Representative, and took me in. Literally.  For my first few months back in the U.S., I lived with 

Dr. Needleman and his young family while I got my shrapnel wound treated at Temple 

University Hospital where Needleman was on the psychiatric staff and where a COR doctor over 

in Surgery discovered that, besides my shrapnel wound, I had tubercular scarring on my lungs 

and amoebic dysentery in my gut. I weighed 115 lbs.   

      ***  

 In the fall of 1969, after I got better, and after the Selective Service okayed my working 

for COR, I went back to Saigon to look after severely wounded children slated for treatment at 

teaching hospitals in the U.S.  My job now was to visit Vietnamese province hospitals, obtain 

referrals from Vietnamese or American doctors, talk to each child's parents for their approval, 

and then submit details of each case to a South Vietnamese Ministry of Health "medical 

examining commission" establishing that any child we were proposing for U.S. medical 

evacuation could not be treated adequately in Vietnam. My work in Saigon involved reams of 
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legal paperwork for Saigon 

officials and a stream of 

telegrams back and forth to Dr. 

Needleman, each telegram 

requiring getting on a motorcycle 

and getting in line at the former 

French post office downtown. 

Fortunately, I had a capable 

colleague, Dick Berliner, also a 

former IVS teacher, and a better speaker of Vietnamese than myself.  

 Sometimes, COR doctors would arrive from the U.S. to make the initial medical decisions, 

each leaving their practices and families for a few weeks. Berliner and I would navigate them 

through South Vietnam hospitals and the bureaucracy in Saigon.  Sometimes a Vietnamese 

surgeon or hospital director in the provinces would refer a child to us and we would all travel to 

a hospital in the Delta or up north.  After the children were approved by a Medical Examining 

Commission, Berliner and I would then arrange to fly them from the provinces to Saigon and 

into the hands of the British surgical team working at Nhi Dong Children's Hospital where the 

children were cared for while awaiting evacuation on a U.S. Air Force hospital ship flying out of 

Tan Son Nhut Air Force Base. Instead of seats, the airplane had beds, and doctors and nurses. 

The children could go only on a space available basis, first spaces going to wounded Americans. 

With each child we arranged for an English-speaking "convoyeuse" to go with them on the 

Nguyen Thi Bong evacuation from Saigon hospital on her 

way to the U.S. 
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hospital plane and then onto their destinations in the United States where the women would 

stay with them until the children were well enough to come home to their families.     

 Some of the children we brought to U.S. hospitals were riddled by bullets, slashed by 

cluster bomb flechettes, blinded and deafened by tossed grenades, had their lips and jaws shot 

away, their spines severed.  Others had their limbs blown off, including one 12-year old boy left 

limbless except for one arm after a road mine blast.  Another boy had his chin glued to his chest 

by napalm.  One girl had her eyelids burned off by a white phosphorus artillery shell that landed 

behind her house.  One gun-shot toddler survived the massacre of her family in a ditch because 

she was protected by their bodies, including her dead mother's.   

 I could go on.  And, indeed, the memory of such suffering would have been my sole, 

unadulterated sense of Vietnam hadn’t my job sometimes taken me into the countryside to 

Children awaiting evacuation to the U.S. 
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reassure parents on what we could realistically do for their children at hospitals in the United 

States.   

 My visits to children's families in the countryside gave me a glimpse of another, more 

enduring Vietnam.  Improbable as it might seem, these glimpses came on snatches of poetry 

and song that led me into a realm of beauty and wisdom beyond the mayhem of the war.  And 

this is what I want to talk about in this essay: the poems sung by country people that would 

draw me back to Vietnam not as the name of a war, but as a culture of living and ancient poetry.    

 At first, I had no clue about the cultural depth around me.  I would be standing on a river 

bank way out in the war zone as a little skiff motored by and I would hear a bit of song float 

past me, sometimes without ever even seeing the singer’s face under the conical leaf hat from 

where her song drifted up to disappear in the stutter of the boat’s two-cycle engine and in the 

wave wash sloshing the muddy bank at my feet.  Or, I would be stuck at a Mekong ferry crossing 

waiting for a boat to the other side, waiting there with farmers returning home from markets.  

Sometimes, by a river dock under big trees, there would be a blind singer with a 12-string guitar 

entertaining and panhandling.  Back then, I didn't have a clue on what he was singing about.  

 Once, I found myself way out in 

the Delta north of Can Tho waiting in an 

orchard behind a family’s house as they 

came to a decision about sending their 

13-year old son to America in our care, 

his right arm shattered by artillery fire. 

COR had arranged surgery for him at 

University Hospital in Iowa.  That day, 

Balaban, 1968 Can Tho 
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off a dirt road, at their bamboo-thatched house under palm trees, I had come for their decision.  

While they conferred, I went out back to sit on a bench in their fruit orchard.  Somewhere in the 

stands of bananas and papaya, a woman’s voice started up in song.  I was in my mid-twenties 

and in what you might call a heightened state because of what was happening inside and 

because being out by myself in the countryside was a risk. But the singing was lovely, just a lone 

voice drifting through the leaves.  I couldn’t see the woman, but pictured her picking bananas or 

snagging papaya into one of those little wire baskets at the end of a long pole.  Inside the 

simple house, a momentous decision was being made about the boy whose left upper arm had 

been severed by shrapnel but now was held together by a plaster-of-paris cast and fed by an 

underarm sliver of flesh that carried the critical arteries and nerves.  He could still move his 

fingers, so there was hope.  At the Can Tho hospital weeks earlier, the family had refused the 

surgeon’s advice to have their son’s arm removed.  Now the exposed splintered bone tips were 

starting to decay.  

 After what seemed like forever, they came out with some tea and a sliced mango.  It was 

late in the afternoon and everyone knew I had to get out of there before too long.  Yes, they 

would send their son for surgery in America.  They made me promise to bring him back when it 

was all over.   

 All during our talk, drifting in the background of this charged moment, oblivious to the 

drama in the home and yet calling from some other realm, was the woman’s song.  

 Nearly a year-and-a-half later, after the boy indeed had his arm saved and was returned 

to his family, my two years of “alternative service” to the military were officially ended.  I was 

back again in the U.S. Through the support of my old teachers at Penn State, I got a job as an 

instructor teaching freshman comp and introductory linguistics.  A year later, I got married.  
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Settled as I seemed to be, I was nonetheless stalked by agitations, as almost every moment of 

my academic routine was invaded by memories of the war and of the friends I had left in 

Vietnam.  It was hard to sit still, to read, to grade papers, or even to attend receptions or cocktail 

parties with colleagues my age who had gone from college to graduate school and to the 

classroom without a hitch.  I had recently broken my left foot in a faculty-grad student baseball 

game and was going bats sitting on the porch of the farmhouse I rented with my wife, my foot 

propped up in a cast, my head swarming with memories, and drinking too much.  

 My agitation was so intense that at the start of the summer break I persuaded my wife to 

drop me off, with my back pack and crutches, on Interstate 80 which ran just north of us from 

New York all the way to San Francisco.  That month, I hitch-hiked from Pennsylvania to California 

and back to see a Saigon friend now hospitalized in San Francisco.  My plan was to use a CB 

walkie-talkie to get rides.  In the event of trouble, I carried in my backpack a letter from my 

Research Dean, Thomas Magner, which said I was on a research project and asked that I should 

be "afforded any courtesies."  It may have saved me from arrest when a State Trooper stopped 

me just outside the twin tunnels on Rt. 80 in Wyoming, and read my letter, looked amused, and 

said "O.K. professor, get in" and dropped me off at the next rest stop. 

 Back home at Penn State University that fall, I got a letter from Crystal Eastin, a friend 

working in Saigon at Dispatch News which broke the My Lai story.  Inside her letter were some 

“folk” poems that she asked me to translate.  A Vietnamese guy working in the news office had 

told her that these were ca dao,1 poems sung for hundreds of years, and that, if you wanted to 

                                                 
1 Ca dao (pronounced “ka zow” or “ka yow”) is a term borrowed from the Chinese “Ko Yao”  (歌 謠), “song and ballads.” 

Much of Vietnamese literary terminology has been borrowed from Chinese in the way that English has borrowed from, 

say, Classical Greek or Renaissance Italian.  Ca dao themselves are purely Vietnamese in origin. Readers may be 
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know anything about the Vietnamese, this was the place to start.  So, I thought, that is what I 

had heard when I was traveling into the countryside for COR: moments of poetry in a living oral 

tradition . . . the woman in the boat, the blind singer at the river crossing.  When I started to 

translate Crystal's bunch of poems, my agitation was both increased and directed.  I began to 

understand how these poems might represent a culture Americans knew nothing about even as 

they were destroying it. I made plans to return and collect those sung poems on tape.  I applied 

to the National Endowment for the Humanities and received a Younger Humanist grant.  

 And so, in 1971 with the war still staggering on, along with my wife (she, just out of 

college! what were we thinking?), I was back in Vietnam where she would teach English to 

Saigon University students, while I would spend the next year traveling the Vietnamese 

countryside collecting ca dao.  My plan was simple: I would walk up to farmers and fishermen 

and girls minding their little brothers and sisters or women working old Singer pedal sewing 

machines in their stilt houses 

above the Mekong, and I would 

ask them to sing their favorite 

poems into my tape recorder. 

Naive, I know, but somehow it 

worked. 

 

 

 

                                                 

interested in hearing some of the original recordings at www.johnbalaban.com. For a fuller discussion and many more 

poems, see my Ca Dao Vietnam: Vietnamese Folk Poetry (Copper Canyon, 2003). 

 

Lonnie Balaban & friend Oanh on Mekong, 1971 

http://www.johnbalaban.com/
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 Out in the country and war zone, I must have seemed very peculiar but not exactly 

threatening: a lone, long-haired American, not wearing a uniform, carrying only a green Harvard 

book bag and a Sony tape recorder.  I am still amazed that these country people even talked to 

me, much less agreed to sing poetry into my recorder.  In that whole year of recording, I never 

encountered anyone who did not know some ca dao.  It was everywhere, it was like “dipping a 

bucket into a well" as the scholar Nguyễn Khắc Viện wrote, "in which the moon shines her silvery 

light.”  I recorded some five hundred poems that year from thirty-five singers from the Mekong 

Delta, the Central Highlands, and the old capital of Hue.  Đi một ngầy đàng, hộc một sàng khôn.  

“Go out one day,” the proverb says, “and come back with a basket full of wisdom.” 

 So, while my wife was back in Saigon instructing her soldier-students on the English past 

tense and telling them not to bring their M16s into the classroom but to stack them on the 

porch outside, I was heading off on forays into the Mekong Delta to collect sung folk poetry, 

leaving Saigon for dusty country roads swept for landmines 

each morning, traveling on busses filled with farmers 

headed home with their bamboo baskets of live chickens. 

From the bus terminal in My Tho, I would take a cab or cyclo 

to the big Mekong ferry which would take me to the other 

side of the river to board a smaller boat to Cồn Phụng, 

Phoenix Island, a mid-river religious sanctuary belonging to 

the followers of the Venerable Nguyễn Thành Nam—better 

known as Ông Đạo Dừa, "The Coconut Monk."2  

                                                 
2 Approximately 1300 words of this essay, such as this passage, appeared originally in Prairie Schooner 52, no. 4 (Winter 

1978/79), 361-365.    

Coconut Monk, 1971 
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 Phoenix Island seemed a best bet for starting my project.  It was relatively safe.  Until 

then in the course of the war, neither the U.S., nor the Viet Cong, nor the Saigon army had 

blasted the place.  And, because it wasn't safe for me to travel anywhere alone, and because the 

followers at Phoenix Island came from all over the Delta, I figured their varied regional 

backgrounds and dialects could bring to my recorder a variety of styles in the oral tradition.  Like 

the echo of the Island's huge temple bell—struck day and night by a heavy mallet swung from a 

gantry rope by two monks—the Coconut Monk's followers carried all the Mekong Delta's 

riverine culture in their poems . . . poems in which one hears of the lone fish swimming off 

without a trace, of churning waters rattling the glass lamps of the fish traps, of a river rising to 

separate two lovers, of ducks paddling at evening and egrets flying in, and of the owl—like the 

Coconut Monk in his solitary meditation perch—which "nests only at the tip of the island." 

  One morning, Đạo Lê Văn Phúc, a young monk with a wispy beard, my friend and 

mentor, took me to meet a woman who, although she had never gone to school or learned to 

read or write, could recite perfectly metrical verse which she composed in a trance.  A catwalk 

plank led from the shaded path to 

her house raised on pylons over 

the river where she lived in two 

small rooms of bamboo and 

thatch.  As we approached, she 

stood at her door.  She was 

unusually tall.  Her long black hair 

was shot with grey and tied in a  

bun; her rough hands and weathered face were unusually large. She stared at me with close-set 

Lê Văn Phúc 
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eyes.  I had the feeling, as we were introduced, that her mouth was ready to break into a grin, 

perhaps at the incongruity of our meeting, or perhaps the way crazy people sometimes do 

because, I suppose, they find it infinitely amusing when they meet yet another self-serious 

creature, this one an American.  

 A pungent, complex aroma drifted from her tiny house with the river air.  Inside the door, 

I could see bundles of herbs hanging from the rafters.  Sister Liên-Hương (Lotus Essence) sold 

herbs for a living.  I set up my tape recorder.  With the three of us still standing in front of her 

door, she started to sing her poems in a high, cracked voice: 

  Clear Skies, Clear Sea 

 

  Others plant for profit. 

  I just go out and watch everything: 

  rilling water, sky, slow clouds,  

  wind and rain, day, dark night. 

  Lying on a cozy rock, watching 

  clear skies, still sea, calm heart. 

 

 

  Người ta đi cấy lấy công, 

  Tôi đây đi cấy còn trông nhiều bề. 

  Trông trời, trông nước, trông mây, 

  Trông mưa, trong gió, trông ngày, trông đêm. 

  Trông cho chân cứng đá mềm, 

  Trời trong, bể lặng mới yên tấm lòng. 

 

When she finished, I asked her how she learned to sing.  She said she started singing when she 

was about twenty-seven and living in a Cao Dai nunnery in Tay Ninh, northwest of Saigon. 

Sister Lien Huong. ca dao singer at 

Phoenix Island, 1971 
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 "What preceded your first poem?" I asked.  

 She looked at me, perplexed, a little shocked.   

 Perhaps, I thought, my Vietnamese wasn't clear. 

 When Phúc re-phrased my question, she looked at me nervously. And then, after a 

pause, she mumbled to Phúc something I couldn't follow but which seemed to embarrass him.  

 Phúc turned to me and said, "She says she was in a period for several years . . . of 

insanity.  When she got the power to sing about Buddha, her mind cleared." 

 When she was about eleven, she told us, she was paralyzed on one side.  A famous 

wandering monk, Ông Sư Bán Khoai—"The Monk Who Sells Potatoes"— came along and her 

parents asked him to cure her.  They were not rich, but they promised him anything of theirs 

that he wanted.  He picked a leaf from a pear tree and gave it to her.  Her paralysis disappeared. 

Her parents asked him what he wanted.  He said he wanted her.  After that she followed him 

around for about two years until, after her first menstruation, he left her at the nunnery in Tay 

Ninh.  She never saw or heard from him again. 

 When she was with him, she said, he could make himself look like a mad fool, or a leper, 

or a blind beggar.  In the guise of a blind beggar, he would often set up by the roadside a little 

grill on which he roasted potatoes.  Peasants, seeing that he was blind, would sometimes steal 

from him.  When they did, he would launch into a sermon in sấm giảng oracular verse about the 

realms of Hell, startling the peasants and causing them to consider their ways. 

During those months, as I walked about under the tenuous protections of the Coconut 

Monk with my friend Đạo Phúc I heard a lot about monks who used to roam the countryside 

with inspired missions and wonderful names.  Ever since Buddhism began making its way East 

from India through Indochina in the centuries before the Christian era, there must have been 
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local men and women, filled with doctrine and pieces of doctrine, wandering about the 

countryside, preaching.  The Monk Who Sells Potatoes (Ông Sư Bán Khoai).  The Monk of the 

Western Peace (Đức Phật Thầy Tây-An).  And now the Coconut Monk, Nguyễn Thành Nam, who 

once studied agriculture in Paris and was now sitting in his perch at the tip of the island and 

teaching with symbols, with political theater, and without any words. 

      *** 

 One morning just at dawn, Phúc and I were crossing 

the river on a big, two-deck, wooden boat from Phoenix 

Island.  About fifty island people were going to sell their fish 

and farm produce at the My Tho market.  Mists were swirling 

off the river.  Egrets, flapping away on great wings, fled 

before our noisy engine, an ancient John Deere tractor 

engine which a French plantation owner must have imported 

in the thirties.  At around mid-river, a U.S. Riverine Patrol 

cutter began to overtake us, bleating its huge horn.  For some 

reason, our captain did not cut the engine when the gunboat 

flashed its signal and horn.  So the cutter started firing a deck 

gun across our bow, the bullets skipping in the waves about twenty feet in front of us. 

Everybody on deck started shouting at the captain down in the noisy engine room where he 

hadn't heard anything.  We stopped and drifted as the cutter came up alongside, cannons 

trained on us, its deck bristling with American sailors waiving guns and shouting gibberish 

Vietnamese and pidgin English.  

Balaban, river near My Tho, 1971 
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 The first of them to board us, .45 pistol in hand, stopped dead for a moment when he 

saw me sitting in the back with Phúc who was going to My Tho to have his fortune read by a 

specialist.  The sailor elbowed another sailor holding an M-16, who took note, and then they 

went about their business questioning bewildered farmers, all of us just sitting very still as the 

two boats rocked together and the sailors looked into knapsacks and bundles, demanding IDs.  

As this went on the two sailors came back and asked for mine. 

 "Be polite, Mr. John," Phúc advised. 

 Without saying anything I handed them my ID.  My National Endowment grant allowed 

me an ID. card issued by the U.S. Embassy in Saigon.  On it was printed that "if captured" I 

should "be afforded the rank of Major in the U.S. Army."  

 As the sailor handed it back he took in my long hair and draw-string monk's pants.  I 

could see myself in his mind's eye, changing now from a rumored Russian advisor to a deep 

cover CIA agent.  He said, "You know, we were up river one day in V.C. country and we went 

down this narrow inlet and found this hootch where there wasn't supposed to be any dwellings. 

So we sneaked up on it and you know what we found?" 

 I shook my head in wonder.  

 "These two long-hairs. Hippies.  Vietnamese hippies. I mean, they were sitting at a table 

drinking tea out in this free fire zone—nothing but crickets, craters, and V.C.—and they were just 

kind of laughing and talking.  It blew my mind. I mean, they weren't V.C. or nothing.  They didn't 

even run when they saw us, just started laughing again.  They looked kind of high.  I felt bad, but 

we had to take them in as draft-dodgers."  
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*** 

Like dragons, the great rivers of Vietnam—the Red and the Black in the north, the 

Perfume in the center, and the Mekong in the south—give nurture and good fortune, for it is 

along the alluvial plains of their many tributaries that the Vietnamese have prospered over the 

long centuries in an agricultural civilization that may date as far back as the Đông Sơn culture of 

2000 B.C.  In the West, we often measure and mark civilizations by their physical monuments: 

cathedrals, castles, ramparts. In Vietnam, swept by annual monsoons, agrarian dynasties with a 

cultural continuity of millennia have left few monuments more enduring than the oral poetry 

and song known today as ca dao. 

 Ca dao are always lyrical, sung to melodies without instrumental accompaniment by an 

individual singing in the first person, not the narrative, story-telling third person of ancient oral 

poetry in the West.  The range of ca dao includes children’s game songs, love songs, lullabies, 

riddles, work songs, and reveries about spiritual and social orders.  No stories are plotted.  The 

singer, to quote Confucius, merely “gives vent to his complaint.”  Usually the poems are quite 

brief.  Lyrics complete in one couplet are common, usually based on a 14-syllable construct 

shorter even than the Japanese haiku.  But the form also invites a stringing together of such 

couplets linked by internal rhyme, as in ca dao’s greatest written manifestation: the 3,250 lines 

of Nguyễn Du’s classic, Truyện Kiều, The Tale of Kieu.   

The poets of ca dao come from the rural population of Vietnam which, as ever, 

represents almost 90% of the total population, and it is here that ca dao still prospered in 1971 

and prospers now.  Indeed, the conditions for nurturing ca dao lyrics are not the din and rush of 

the city, or the entertainments of radio or television, or even the power of literacy.  Ca dao 

prospers among people who do not have easy access to writing or electronic media.  It prospers 
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in villages where the lone singer can hear his or her voice against the drone of crickets, the slap 

of water, or the rustling of banana leaves in the wind.  Ca dao are part of the realm of country 

life.  In my ventures decades ago, I recorded children and adults during the day when they took 

breaks from farming or boat building.  At night, by kerosene lamp, typically I would start taping 

with one person and then perhaps eight or so neighbors would gather, joke about my 

microphone, sit down with us on the floor, and urge another to begin singing.  The lyrics that 

one person sang would remind him of more and, as others were reminded of poems they knew, 

the singing would shift from one person to another until it was time for bed.  Sometimes the 

war intruded as firefights would start up across the river but the singing continued on our island, 

where a few times I recorded to the occasional whomp of mortar or rifle fire.  

In nine months, I recorded about thirty-five singers, men and women and children, who 

gave me about 500 lyrics.3  (Approximately 5,000 ca dao are thought to be alive at any given 

time).  The youngest was a boy of five; the oldest, a woman well into her seventies. While the 

age range was considerable (with enough youngsters to indicate that the tradition was still 

being carried on) most of my recordings came from a half a dozen men with wide repertoires of 

several hundred poems each.  In age and occupation, they included a 19-year old farmer-monk 

from the Mekong Delta and a 70-year old, former palanquin bearer for a mandarin of the last 

imperial court in Huế.  From these singers, I gathered love laments, songs about birds and 

beasts, poems of social protest and social order (usually re-negotiating Confucian obligations), 

patriotic and political poems, lullabies, courting songs with male and female replies, and 

children’s game songs.  I succeeded best when I had the help of someone who knew the dialect 

                                                 
3 My notebooks and tapes are now stored at the Harry Ransom Center of the University of Texas in Austin. 



 

 

 
 

WLA / 34 / 2022 / Balaban 
Passing Through A Gate 17 

and the singers.  Without local help, I could not have completed the recordings.  People like Đạo 

Phúc on Phoenix Island or Mrs. Cảm up in Huế were locally trusted, knew the local dialect, and 

would correct my transcriptions, almost all of which had never been written down before in 

Vietnamese.      

*** 

 So what structures of language and rules of poetry are at work in this oral, unwritten 

tradition?  And how does a translator deal with them?  

 Vietnamese, similar in some respects to Chinese, belongs however to the Mon-Khmer 

language family of the Austro-Asiatic phylum.4  Depending on the dialect, there are five or six 

pitches or tones that can apply to any syllable to render its specific meaning and sound.  In 

writing, these tones are indicated by diacritical marks in the quốc-ngữ roman alphabet, the 

modern “national script.”  Every syllable in the language carries one of these tones, each 

establishing the meaning of the syllable.  (Most words in Vietnamese are monosyllables).  For 

example, the form /la/ can hold six separate meanings depending on the tone employed: 

 

   la: to shout (high level tone) 

   là: to be (falling tone) 

   lả: tired (falling-rising tone) 

   lã: insipid (high-constricted, broken tone) 

   lá: leaf (high-rising tone) 

   lạ: strange (low-constricted tone) 

                                                 
4 See David Thomas and Robert K. Headley, Jr., “More on Mon-Khmer Subgroupings,” Lingua 25 (1970), 404. 
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 In the basic couplet form below, called a lục-bát (or “six-eight”), an eight-syllable line 

follows, and is linked to, a six-syllable line by rhyme and word tone: 

   

  Hỡi     cô    tát        nước    bên    đàng. 

  Oh,    girl    bailing water    by    roadside, 

 

  Sao   cô     múc   ánh    trăng     vàng      đổ đi? 

  Why (girl) ladle  light  moon     gold  pour out? 

 

  (Oh, girl, bailing water by the roadside, 

   why pour off the moon’s golden light?) 

 

When sung, syllables may be added or dropped, often for vocal ornamentation, but all ca dao 

observe rules of meter and rhyme.5  And, while tones fall at random in speech or in prose, in 

poetry the tones are regulated to fall at certain feet in the prosodic line.  The second, sixth, and 

eighth syllables of each line must be “even” tones (like la or là, in the above) whereas the fourth 

syllables must be any one of the other tones, which are all considered “sharp.”   

Rhymes properly fall only on words that have "even" tones.  In the couplet above, the 

sixth and final syllable of the first line (đàng) rhymes with the sixth syllable of the next line 

(vàng).  The eighth syllable of the second line (đi) is a potential new rhyme that the singer could 

use to start linking in any number of additional couplets, folding in new rhymes each time.  All 

this is retained in the oral poet’s ear.  While it might seem a complex construct for poets who do 

                                                 
5 In my Ca Dao Vietnam I took care to break lines as sung and to leave in any “extra” syllables inserted deliberately or by 

accident, rather than normalize the forms. I gave them titles in English, since in Vietnamese, they have none. 
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not read or write, the six-eight couplet is only one of several prosodic forms available to them, 

although the most commonly employed.   

Adding to this musical richness are the melodies to which the poems are complexly 

inseparable.  In playing my tapes for the renowned musicologist Professor Trần Văn Khê of the 

National Center for Scientific Research in Paris, I learned that ca dao are sung to ditonic, tritonic, 

tetratonic, and pentatonic scales with the latter scale the most frequent.  Furthermore, according 

to Professor Khê, the melodies themselves are embellishments or extensions of the word pitch 

patterns set up by the word choices.  Often the melodies are unfixed, “singing without song,” or 

cantillations, a term applied to the early religious music of the West.6  It is this wedding of music 

to meter that is the main mnemonic device that carries these poems across the centuries on the 

voices of people who rarely write them down. 

      *** 

My standard question “How did you learn the poem?” usually seemed a bit odd to the 

singers.  (Although, at the same time, my interest in ca dao never seemed strange to them since 

poetry is central to rural culture).  When pressed on how they learned a poem, singers would 

pause and say something like, “Oh, I heard it from my mother who sang it around the house.”  

. . . Around the house, as routine as the chickens, or the sound of wind in the palms, or the 

voices of relatives.  Of the thirty-five individuals I recorded that year, only one told me he often 

composed his poems himself.  Everyone else—except perhaps for Sister Liên-Hương—was just 

passing a poem along.  No one claimed to have set out to “learn” a poem.   

                                                 
6 Le Solange Corbin, “La Cantillations des Rituels Chretiens,” Revue de Musicologie, vol. XLVII. July (1961), 3-36.  For 

application to Vietnamese music, see Trần Văn Khê, “Musique Bouddhique Au Viet-Nam,” in Jacques Porte, Encyclopédie 

des Musiques Sacréess, vol. 1 (Paris: Labergerie, 1968), 222-240. 
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Where did all this singing start?  How old is the ca dao tradition?  Clues from individual 

poems, hidden in lines such as “In the Year of the Dragon, God sent down a flood” (i.e.1904) or 

those holding a reference to the “coins of Vạn-Lịch” (minted, 1573-1620) only reveal that the 

poems could not have been composed before those dates.  More revealing are clues from the 

wordstock of ca dao which indicate few Chinese borrowings, suggesting a native origin for the 

folk poetry, unlike Vietnamese literary poetry with its strong Chinese influences.  Indeed, modern 

scholars generally agree that ca dao represent a native tradition.7   

But how long have Vietnamese been composing ca dao?  In an attempt to date the ca 

dao tradition, in 1972 I made a trip into Central Vietnam to record  Mường singers near Ban Mê 

Thuột.  After the signing of the 1954 Geneva Conventions, the entire village left the North and 

settled in the South, in the Highlands.  Linguists say that the Mường and Vietnamese languages 

are 67% cognate, indicating through lexico-statistic dating a common language until about 

1000 years ago.  I wanted to see if the various prosodic structures and singing habits of 

Vietnamese ca dao existed as well among the Mường, a population generally described as more 

archaic in their cultural habits than the Vietnamese.  The Mường—making a separation between 

their upland selves and the lowland Vietnamese—call Vietnamese mọl chợ, “the market people.”8  

Indeed, in my Mường recordings and in the transcriptions made by Milton Barker of the 

Summer Institute of Linguistics, one can find all the traditional Vietnamese forms of ca dao (such 

as the 6/8, double seven, and 7/7:6/8 meters) suggesting a common origin, perhaps one that 

                                                 
7 Lê Thành Khôi “La Chanson Populaire Vietnamienne,” Lettres Nouvelles (March 1954), 430.  Dương Đình Khuê, La 

Litterature Populaire Vietnamienne, p.iii.  Trịnh Huy Tiến, La Personalite Culturelle du Vietnam, 30. 

8 Jeanne Cuisinier, Les Mường (Paris: Institut d’Ethnologie, Univ. Paris, 1946), 446 & 562-569.  See also Nguyễn Tu Chi, “A 

Mường Sketch,” Journal of Vietnamese Studies 32, vol. 1, Ethnographic Data (Hanoi: xunhasaba, 1972), 67.  And Lê Văn 

Hảo, “Ethnological Studies and Researches in North Vietnam,” Ibid., 15. 
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evolved from a Mon-Khmer singing tradition as old as the 4000-year Đông Sơn culture and the 

ancient origins of the Vietnamese before the Mường and Vietnamese separated into highland 

and lowland cultures.  So looking at the parallel singing tradition of the Mường ethnic group 

suggests that Vietnamese have been singing ca dao for more than a 1000 years, and probably 

much longer.9 

The uses of ca dao extend well beyond the countryside.  The oral poetry has always fed 

the written literature, as it does today in the literary fiction and poetry of postwar Vietnam.  Even 

ordinary people with public school educations often choose the forms of ca dao when they want 

to write poetry.  During the war, for example, North Vietnamese soldiers sent ca dao to each 

other and to their families at home, writing them down in their government issue notebooks, 

crammed with copies of letters home, with medical records, with commendations, and with 

technical instructions for things like how to figure a mortar’s trajectory.  These notebooks were 

taken from them when they were captured or killed, and then photographed in Saigon for 

whatever military intelligence they might contain.  A huge trove of these notebooks was 

collected by the Combined Document Exploitation Center on Tân Sơn Nhứt airbase and now, 

declassified, can be read on microfilm.  Here is a poem written in ca dao meter by Lê Ngọc Hiệp 

who fought for 18 years with the 9th Battalion of the 101st NVA Regiment.  He died near Tây 

Ninh in South Vietnam in March, 1970.  In his notebook, along with a picture of his wife, was a 

poem he had written to a fellow soldier and childhood friend.  When he thinks of their returning 

in peace to their home village, he thinks of hearing ca dao.   

 

                                                 
9 For a more detailed discussion of this and other questions of development, see my “Vietnamese Oral Poetry,” Literature, 

East & West, vol. XVI, no. 4 (April 1975), 1217-1243. 
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  When I got back to base 

  I sensed something had happened. 

  They said you went to hospital 

  And my heart was torn and sad. 

  I always think of you, Bùi Hữu Phái. 

  Your life runs out like a red silk banner. 

  Your many friends are waiting 

  Anxious for news about you. 

  Dear brother, my feelings well up 

  And I wish so much to see you. 

  Stronger than oceans or mountains, 

  Because mountains fall and seas dry up, 

  My feelings for you endure. 

  My feelings for you, unshakable. 

  You and I must keep safe 

  And march home in victory soon. 

  I came to Hà Tây on the first ship 

  Nurturing this dream, not losing heart. 

  Perhaps we mustn’t dream about life. 

  Life is now too hard, dear brother. 

  So many dreams float in the air. 

  The more I think, the sadder I get. 

  How can one find his way to the future? 
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  I think of you and weep these long nights. 

I think of us chatting in an immense dusk, 

  Listening to poems sung in the evening, 

  The two of us drinking tea together. 

  Wouldn’t that be a happy moment? 

   These images seem so real in this poem, 

   But right now they’re hard to believe. 

   As I hold this pen and write you. 

 

Translating ca dao, to quote again the late literary and cultural critic Nguyễn Khắc Viện, 

“is like drawing a bucket of water from a well where the moon is mirrored and unavoidably 

losing the silvery shine of her light.”  How can a translator capture that light?  No translator can 

convey the sung musical melodies or the patterns of word tone, so essential to the poems.  

Word tone is not phonemic to English.  One can only hope, through the play of rhyme and 

meter and imagery, to give some inkling of this vast, ongoing tradition.  

      *** 

On December 24, 1971, in the old city of Hue, I was invited to meet 80-year old Lê Thanh 

Cảnh, a former mandarin in the last imperial court, unusually tall, whiskered, with a raspy voice, 

and a mischievous twinkle.  Decades earlier, in the “change of season” of the revolution, he had 

bicycled the 300-some miles from Hue to Hanoi to join the Viet Minh government but, 

discovering that he didn’t like it very much, he bicycled back to Hue. 

Still energetic in his old age, he was a collector of ca dao and showed me his notebooks 

where he had transcribed poetry from the region.  This was unusual because while everyone 
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seemed to know the oral poetry, it was usually just taken for granted.  Few modern scholars or 

retired mandarins like Mr. Cảnh actually studied it, favoring instead the complex literary tradition 

of Chinese influence. Mr. Cảnh was delighted that someone was actually going to record ca dao, 

and, along with Mrs. Cảm from the American Library, he took me to meet two men, Phan Văn 

Kha, 54, a river merchant on the Perfume River, and Trần Ngọc Hảo, a 70-year old with a trailing 

white beard who had been one of Mr. Cảnh’s palanquin bearers.  With the five of us sitting on a 

shady verandah near a tributary of the Perfume River, Mr. Hảo sang the poem below, breaking 

the meter and rhyme to bend and embellish the notes.10   

 

Evening, and all around the King’s pavilion 

people are sitting, fishing, sad and grieving, 

loving, in love, remembering, waiting, watching. 

Whose boat plies the river mists 

offering so many river songs 

to move these mountains and rivers, our nation? 

 

 Trước bến Phu Văn Lâu. 

 

 Chiều chiều trước bến Phu Văn Lâu. 

 Ai ngồi, ai câu, ai rầu, ai thảm, 

 Ai thương, ai cảm, ai nhớ, ai đợi, ai trông. 

 Thuyền ai thấp thoáng bến sông, 

 Ðưa chi nhiều câu mái đẩy, 

 Chạnh lòng nước non. 

                                                 
10 To hear this and some other ca dao, go to www.johnbalaban.com and click on the Ca Dao Media tab. See also: 

Narrative Magazine https://narri.tv/2EJJPkW.  Also, my 1971-72 notebooks and recordings are now archived at the Harry 

Ransom Center at the University of Texas, Austin, and open to scholars. 

http://www.johnbalaban.com/
https://narri.tv/2EJJPkW
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When Mr. Hảo got to the last line, to keep him from wandering off from the closure of the 

meter, Mr Cảnh smacked the smooth plank floor with his palm and for a moment all we heard 

was river water, a bird twittering, muffled voices from the distant market, and the tolling bell of 

the Linh Mu Pagoda.  For a moment, we were all speechless.  It was as if a door had opened to a 

vanished world, where we had 

lingered a bit, and now we were 

back in our own, although still 

in Hue, the old imperial capital 

that, with its thousands of 

deaths and its near destruction 

a few years earlier during Tet 

Offensive of 1968.  In just a few 

more months, during the Spring 

Offensive of 1972, it would 

nearly fall to North Vietnamese troops and tanks. 

 The “King’s pavilion,” called Phu Văn Lâu11, was the poem-writing place on the Perfume 

River where the Vietnamese kings, now subjects of the French, could sit with their courtiers and  

                                                 

11  敷 phu meaning "to write," văn meaning "literature" lâu meaning "building" are the three characters still 

inscribed over the entrance to Phu Văn Lâu, King Duy Tân’s moonwatching pavilion on the Perfume River in Huế.  The 

young king led a brief rebellion against the French.  This ca dao is the only one in the book with a literary author: Thúc 

Giạ Thi, pen name, “Ưng Bình.”  (See Truyện Kiều, ch. VIII, line 138.)  Sometimes literary figures succeeded at inserting 

poems into the oral tradition, in this case an attempt to stir sentiment for the absent king pursued by French authorities. 
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friends, drink, watch the moon, compose poems, and even gamble on poetry contests.  The king 

alluded to in the poem is the teenaged “Emperor” Duy Tân, who reigned from 1907 to 1916.  

Duy Tân was installed as King at the age of eight by the French colonial authorities, perhaps 

because they thought a child might be more manageable than his rebellious predecessors, Hàm 

Nghi (r.1884-1885) and Duy Tân’s father, Thành Thái (r.1889-1907), both sent into exile: the 

former to Algeria, and the latter to Réunion Island, a French département d'outre-mer,100 miles 

east of Madagascar in the Indian Ocean.  But the child king grew up.  Like his father, Duy Tân 

became an “outlaw king” running off to the jungle with his royal court until tracked down by the 

Sûreté and exiled, like his father, to Réunion, finally allowed to return to Vietnam, but dying in a 

plane crash on his way back in 1945.   

Mr. Cảnh wanted me to know that there was something special about this ca dao.  It held 

a secret.  It had been written, not composed orally, and it had been written by a royal relative of 

Duy Tân, Prince Ưng Bình, who had it slipped into the oral tradition.  Hidden in the poem was a 

couplet ("Whose boat plies the river mists offering so many river songs...") from the famous Tale 

of Kieu, the Vietnamese classic that even unlettered peasants often know by heart.  It was 

therefore a political poem, attempting to stir popular sentiment for the King who had gone into 

hiding in 1916 while the people in Hue, and indeed the nation, were hoping for his successful 

escape from the French. 

       *** 

 Years passed, fourteen years, before I encountered the poem again . . . in Bulgaria.  In the 

meantime I had become an academic, had published a novel and some books of poetry and 

translation, and had pretty much forgotten how to speak Vietnamese.  
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I had been invited to a meeting of writers in Sofia, Bulgaria, during the height of the Cold 

War in the mid-1980s, as the U.S. was threatening to move its nuclear weapons further east in 

Europe and the Soviets were threatening to move theirs west into Poland.  The American guests 

included the distinguished poets Denise Levertov, Maxine Kumin, and William Meredith, as well 

as fiction writers Erskine Caldwell and William Gaddis.  I never figured out how we were chosen 

to be invited.  Probably many others had been invited but had declined the visit, as had John 

Updike, famous in Bulgaria for his own Vietnam-era visit to Bulgaria resulting in his Bech: A Book 

and some political trouble for the renowned poet, Blaga Dimitrova.  

Along with the Americans, there were writers from everywhere on the planet.  The 

Bulgarian Writers Union put up about 400 of us at their government’s expense at the Hotel Parc 

Moskva.  It must have cost a fortune to feed this literary battalion, providing us with plane 

tickets and city tours, and giving each one of us a packet of spending money with about one 

hundred dollars in leva.  

 My visit to Bulgaria was the first time I encountered North Vietnamese.  The U.S. 

and Vietnam still had no diplomatic relations.  Indeed, we had levied a trade embargo 

against the impoverished nation. I was curious about them and had given one of their 

delegation poets a copy of my first book of ca dao translations.  That made them 

curious.  How come this American spoke Vietnamese in the southern dialect?  Where did 

he learn it?  Why?   

Finally, one afternoon I came back to the hotel to find about eight of the 

Vietnamese delegation sitting in the main lobby.  They called me over.  It had been 

fourteen years since I had any reason to speak Vietnamese and I was embarrassed.  I 
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could hardly understand them, much less reply.  “That’s okay,” one said in French.  “Sit 

down.  Do you know French?” 

 I knew a little French.  So they began again asking me in French about what I had 

done in Vietnam.  Soon it was rapid fire questioning from several people at once and it 

was bewildering.  I flushed when I first realized I was being interrogated, albeit in the 

hotel lobby where other poets were talking nearby or walking to the elevators or to the 

bar . . . Yevtushenko with his entourage of pretty women . . . various Party hacks from 

Bloc and Third World countries . . . no name writers happy for the free trip.  When I tried 

to explain my conscientious objection to the military (which one would assume was a 

nearly unknown concept in Vietnam for anyone not a Buddhist monk), it seemed I just 

couldn’t make myself clear enough.  My answers weren’t complete, weren’t satisfying.  I 

was beginning to feel very uncomfortable but realized if I got up to go, it would just 

confirm their apparent suspicions that I was a CIA agent sent to spy on them.  Now they 

were slipping some English into the flow of Vietnamese and French. 

 Finally, the guy who seemed to be in charge raised a hand for the others to stop.  

In his other hand he had my first edition of Ca Dao Vietnam that I had given one of his 

colleagues.  He began to flip through the poems and translations.  We all went silent.  

Then he stopped on the last poem in the book, the poem above about King Duy Tân. 

“Who wrote this poem, Professor Balaban?” he asked and smiled. 

I smiled back.  I could see where this was going.  He had said “wrote.”  Either he 

did not know anything about the folk poetry, or he did and was laying a trap for me.  

Either way I knew my way out and laid a little trap of my own. 
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“As you know,” I said, “ca dao are not written.  They are oral, passed down by 

song.” 

His smile faded.  He looked at his compatriots who were really quite quiet.  This 

American is a spy. 

“…but this one,” I added, “is unusual. It has a line in it from the The Tale of Kieu 

and refers to the disappearance of young King Duy Tân . . .” 

“Yes, yes,” he said, with some excitement, “who wrote it?” 

“Ưng Bình. Whose pen name,” I added, “was Thúc Gịa Thị.”   

Now everyone was smiling.  This American is okay.  Only a real translator could 

absorb a detail like that.  I had been vetted through poetry.   

Vetted through poetry.  What a concept for the spymasters at Langley. 

Nonetheless, traditionally in Vietnam, skill in poetry is emblematic of an especially bright, 

honed mind and leadership.  Even the “Marxist mandarins” who led the war against the 

U.S. had studied poetry in Chinese and Vietnamese.  Hồ Chí Minh could write classically 

metered poetry in both languages.  If my interrogator was from Hue, as his knowledge of 

Prince Ưng Bình would indicate, he would have seen, carved in jade on a panel at the 

Long An Palace, the famous “anacylical” poetic palindrome, written by Emperor Thiệu-Trị 

(r. (1841-1847) for his “intellectual recreation,” extensively described by Pierre Daudin, 

the French mathematician.12  In the ideograms of this sun-shaped poem—the sun being 

the emblem of heavenly mandate—are twelve perfectly rhyming, seven-syllable, eight-

                                                 
12 Pierre Daudin, ”Pòemes anacycliques de l’Empereur Thieu-Tri,” Bulletin de la Socíeté des Études Indochinoises 47, no. 1 

(1972), 2-24. Ibid., 49, no. 2 (1974), 226-251. 
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line poems, with each new sun ray or character being the start of a new poem, whether 

one reads from the outside, in; or the inside, out; or left-to-right, or right-to-left. 

Also, as a Marxist functionary trained in Hanoi, my interrogator in Sofia might 

very well have also seen the memorial stele for the doctoral candidates at the Temple of 

Literature.  They too were carved in stone and are still there.  One from the medieval 

period is now translated into modern Vietnamese and English: 

 

Virtuous and talented men are state sustaining elements.  The strength and 

prosperity of a state depend on its stable vitality and it becomes weaker as such 

vitality fails.  That is why all the saint emperors and clear-sighted kings didn’t fail 

in seeing to the formation of men of talent and the employment of literati to 

develop this vitality.  –Nhâm Tuất Examination Stele, Đai Bảo Dynasty, Third Year 

(1442) 

 

 

To be sure, such maxima on the interconnection between verbal precision and 

national vitality—and, of course, the poetry that flowed from such idealistic notions—will 

not bring back 58,219 dead Americans or over 4,000,000 Vietnamese, north and south, 

military and civilian, who perished in our then longest war.  Nor can such literary notions 

repair damage done to individuals and societies surviving the war.  But perhaps they 

provide clues to what went wrong, both in that war and others since, where the speeches 

of politicians are once again routinely imprecise, befogged, clumsy, inaccurate, and lying, 

perhaps not even deliberately because that is an abiding predicament for those who 

speak without care or precision and, if that person is a national leader, an elected official, 

woe to the nation.   
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The perennial philosophic question for Taoists, Buddhists, and Confucians in the 

3rd century B.C.E.—as it was in the same period in the West for Socrates in Plato’s The 

Republic—was “what would you first do if allowed to rule a kingdom?”  Confucius’ reply, 

as recorded in his Analects, was “to correct language.”  Because, if language is not 

precise, “then what is meant cannot be effected. If what is meant cannot be effected, 

society falls apart.”  Hence, the East Asian value placed on poetry, the most skilled verbal 

art, apparently still part of the intellectual equipment of a Communist Party functionary 

at the Hotel Parc Moskva in Bulgaria in 1985.  

     *** 

The last time I encountered the Duy Tân poem was in 2006, in Hue, at an 

international conference on Nôm ancient script writing, co-sponsored by the foundation 

I started in 1999 with two Vietnamese colleagues.  My wife and I were there with our 

twenty-one-year-old daughter.  We hadn’t been there since 1972, when my wife and I, 

with all other Americans, had to flee the city that was about to fall to North Vietnamese 

troops.  (But it did not, partly because of a ferocious air and artillery bombardment, but 

mainly because the North Vietnamese tank units were moving so fast they simply ran out 

of gas). 

Now, thirty-four years later, across the river from our hotel was the famous 

Citadel and its royal palaces, with their moats and walled compounds, exquisite bonsai 

and topiary, water gardens, and massive gates. Before them, on the river bank, under the 

shade of huge tamarind trees, was Phu Văn Lâu, the royal moon-watching and poetry 

pavilion of the poem.  We took a cab to see it.  
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What once was a handsome wooden pavilion was now repaired with concrete 

supports, but still preserving some of its original, delicate roof carpentry.  As with all 

royal buildings, up on the ridge of the roof, two guardian dragons recoiled on the tiles 

where ceramic flames leapt up from a round mirror, the emblem for “the face of 

Heaven.”  Where kings and courtiers had sat for centuries before, drinking wine and 

matching wits in poetry, a young couple was smooching on the steps facing the river.   

All around the pavilion, the scene was very much that in the Ưng Bình poem of 

100 years before, with people sitting about catching the breeze off the river under the 

shade of big trees.  Three elderly white-haired couples were enjoying a picnic on the 

grass.  When they noticed us, one of the retirees struggled onto to his feet to say 

“bonjour, mes amis.”   

“Bonjour, monsieur,” my wife and I said together in singsong politesse, as our 

daughter looked quizzically at the man now walking towards us. 

He started to say more in French, but I asked him in Vietnamese if this was 

indeed Phu Văn Lâu.  His face lit up.  He turned to his compatriots still sitting by their 

picnic and repeated what I had said. 

Then, without any announcement, he startled us by singing.  He was singing the 

poem written by Ưng Bình for King Duy Tân, and for a Vietnam that was already 

vanishing a 100 years ago.  With a gulp in my throat, I watched him sing.  I saw his stubs 

of bad front teeth, stained brown from a lifetime of unfiltered cigarettes, and his eyes, 

the whites a bit rheumy.  I thought of all that a man his age must have seen and endured 

and of the whimsical play alive in him that made him sing this poem because foreigners 

had come along and asked about Phu Văn Lâu in Vietnamese. 
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Then, to my further surprise, I joined him in singing, saying some of the phrases 

because I too knew the little poem by heart, having played my tape of it often, just as I 

had heard Mr. Hảo sing into my tape recorder decades before.   

The other retirees got up to move closer, one woman using a cane. American 

tourists were no longer unusual in Huế.  This was.  

When the man stopped singing, he began to weep.  His elderly companions said 

some words to comfort him.  I looked at my wife and she was crying and then I started 

to tear up.  I looked at our daughter who, at 21, shared none of our memories of war, its 

destructions, or the peculiar, restorative beauty of this little poem.  In this way, she was 

no different than most Americans or, indeed, most Vietnamese alive today, the majority 

born after the end of the war. 

 But, wars, as we continue to forget, do not end when the last shot is fired.  The hostile 

nations, winners and losers, are changed forever as soldiers come back altered, damaged, or not 

at all.  Their families are changed forever.  Slowly or quickly, these changes reverberate through 

society as the economic and personal costs continue to be paid long after the shooting is over 

and, out in the wider world, geopolitical delineations are reconfigured.  The bigger the war, the 

greater the perturbations.  In ancient China, generals returning home with their armies re-

entered the capital through a so-called Gate of Mourning.  This was true whether the campaign 

had been a success or a defeat.  The Gate can be narrow, even just a moment that one passes 

through, forever altering one's path . . . like hearing a woman off by herself in an orchard and 

singing a poem, or encountering an old man sitting by a river singing a poem about a king and 

his kingdom gone long ago. 
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“What was that about?” our daughter asked, after everyone had recomposed 

themselves and shaken hands and we were walking back to our waiting taxi. 

“A poem,” I said.  “From long ago.”  
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