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Summary

THE SWORD HIDDEN
IN THE DEPTH OF WATERS
(MILITARY TRADITION
OF MEDIEVAL VIETNAM)

By Vladimir Vetyukov

Military tradition of old Vietnam is a very interesting
theme which still is not well explored by the scientists.
This book is an attempt to answer the most important
questions, concerning the main components of Vietnam-
ese medieval (X-XVIII cent. AD) warfare and military
tradition. The material, on which it is based, was partly
gathered during author’s journeys to Vietnam, where lo-
cal historian and archeologist Nguyén Thi Don helped him
much in surching information about the Viethamese me-
dieval weapons and army organization. The book is illus-
trated by photos, taken by author during several journeys
to Vietnam and Cambodia.

During his PHD-studies at Saint Petrersburg Institute
of Oriental Manuscripts the author did translate to Rus-
sian an important source named «The Notes on Warfare»
created by the Vietnamese medieval Confucian encyclo-
pedist Phan Huy Chua (1782-1840). It is the eghtth part of
his huge Encyclopedia, called «The classified Notes on the
History of the previous Dynasties» (1819). The «Notes on
Warfare» contain lots of various information on different
aspects of the medieval Vietnamese warfare.

The name of the book — the sword, hidden in the
depth of waters», comes from a legend, according to
which Le Loi — the founder of the Late Le dynasty
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(1428-1789) received the magic sword from the water
spirits to liberate the country from the Chinese invad-
ers. When he gained victory and already became a king of
Daiviet, once he went for a boat trip around the lake near
the walls of Thanglong city (present Hanoi). Suddenly a
great turtle came from the depth of the lake. Le Loi un-
derstood that it was the messenger of the water spirits.
He threw his magic sword to the turtle, it caught it with
mouth and went back to the bottom of the lake. Thus the
swor was given back to spirits and the country could fi-
nally enjoy a period of peace.

The book is divided into five chapters. The first is con-
cerning the different aspects of army organization in it’s
historical developemet, formation of it's military branch-
es, recruiting soldiers etc. The army of Daiviet consisted
of the royal guard, which resided in the capital, provincial
troops, harrisoned in the local city-centers, o the «labor»
soldiers, producing foods for the royal guard and the local
militia, usually gathered in the countruside in the case of
the war-menace.

The armies of Daiviet were formed in different ways.
The royal guards consisted of professional warriors,
whose socail position was either hereditary or a result
of a good career in provincial troops. The last ones were
complteted by the recruits, who were peasant young men,
included in a special list after they achieved the age of ma-
jority and passed the special military training course. Ac-
cording to this «Yellow register» they were called to the
service. The provincial garrison soldiers were divided into
three reliefs (one month each). One had to stay in the ar-
my while two others were let back home to execute agri-
cultural works («chia phién» system).

The officers were recruited through the special exams
in Martial arts and the War theory, arranged by the cen-
tral governement.

The military branches included infantry, cavalry, the
war elephants and the navy.
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The troops were not equal in size. The detachements
of different types included from 15 to 800 soldiers. The
total quantity of the royal and provincial troops in North-
ern Vietnam In the first half of the XVIII cent. included
about 56 500 men (according to Phan Huy Chu).

The second chapter describes the means of supplying
troops with rice, money, drugs and also different type of
food and money awards, existing in the armies of Daiviet.
An intersting feature of local military tradition was gath-
ereing money fees from the newly called recruits.

The third chapter is dedicated to the questions of
maintaining the military disciplne an struggle against the
crimes, commited by soldiers and the officers as well as
well as the means of increasing the responsibility of the
commanders.

The fourth chapter is dedicated to the material aspect
of Vietnamese medieval warfare including traditional
weapons, armour, uniforms, banners, musical instru-
ments, transports and fortifiaction. The largest part of the
chapter is dedicated to traditional weapons which includ-
ed the various kinds of the pole-arms (spears gido, the
poled sickles- cau liém, different halberds etc.), the blade-
arms (the dao falchions, kiém-swords, gwom-sabers), as
well as the combinations between the pole and the blade
arms (dai dao or trworng dao) together with flexible. The
long ranged weapons included bows (cung), arbalests
(nd), catapults (of Chinese model) etc. Since XV cent. some
fire-arms (primitive wick-guns and small cannons) were
also used.

Still, straight sword «kiém» was considered as the
most noble weapon, used by the military commanders.
The magic sword of Le Loi belonged to thic kind of weap-
on. As for the local speciality the sickled spears «ciu liém
gido» of original shape, diferent much from Chinese ana-
logues can be mentioned. Some of them dating back to XV
cent. were excavated in the area of Old Military Academy
in Giang Vo (Ha Noi).
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Chinese influence over the Vietnamese weapons was
considerable but not total, we can also see considerable
Japanese (the blade weapons) and even some European
(fire-arms and some types of blade-weapons) influence,
especially in XVI-XIX centuries. Besides the import we
may also speak about the local production of blades in
Japanese, Thai and French style.

Local uniforms had much common with the national
male costume, still influenced by Chinese fashion. The
small variation of the well-known conic hat «ndn la» made
of the palm leaves or leather was often used as a part of
military uniform. Quite often the type of the fabric tur-
bans were used as we can see in the water-colour album,
created by the Spanish painter Manuel Palomino in 1804,
depicting the visit of the Vietnamese embassy to the court
of Chinese Emperor Jia Qing (preserved in the Artistic
Fund of the Manuscript Division of Saint Petersburg Insti-
tute of Oriental Manuscripts).

The signal system was well developed.It included the
usage of different visual — banners and flags, and acous-
tic means such as the musical instruments — gongs and
drums as well as the signal cannons (sting hiéu 1énh).

The fortification was strongly influenced by the Chi-
nese «feng shui» tradition. Some old walls and the gate
towers still can be seen in the different cities of Vietnam
(Ha Noi, Hué etc.).

The fifth chapter of the book is called «The war which
became a spiritual way». It is dedicated to the questions of
military training and examination, martial arts, traditional
tatctics, strategy and the military ceremonial and rituals.

Traditional martial arts of Vietnam — «v& thuat» are
rather close to the southern styles of Chinese Wu Shu.
They included the popular styles, developed in numerous
vilage, city and monastery schools (this branch success-
fuly exists til nowadays) and the «army» styles sometimes
practised by trhe royal guards, the officers of provin-
cial troops and the secret schools of the feudal clans. An
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exam for the officer rank in old Vietnam included a task
on strategy and several tasks on martial arts. The future
officer had to prove his skill in exercises with the 18-kinds
of weapons and in hand-to-hand fighting against the royal
guards. Such exams were regularly set by the sovereigns
of the Late Le perios and are well described by Phan Huy
Chu. Some exams were hold to test the capabilities of cur-
rent commanding stuff. Exams were often finished by the
spectacular parades and rituals, suppressing the growing
role of the military officials, especially in the Restored Le
period (1533-1789), when the true power belonged to
the military governors «chta».

Vietnamese commanders used a defensive strategy in
the North, protecting their land in wars against Chinese
invading armies with the means of gurilla war and offen-
sive strategy (influenced by Chinese military treatises) in
the South — in wars against Champa-kingdom, conquered
during XV-XVIII centuries. Viethamese were the masters
of ambush tactics. Rather often they attacked much more
numerous Chinese troops in the forests and on the rice-
fields coverd with water and gained victory. They were
also skilled in using fast long-boats against slow Chinese
ships, as it happenned in 1288 on Bach Ding river.

Thus in common, the military tradition of Daiviet,
based on the medieval warfare, is a very complicated
phenomena, which includes many components. A part
of them was explored by the author of current book
and presented to the readers attention. Author hopes
that the popular style of the book will make it inter-
esting not only for the specialists, but for all those
who are interested in the Oriental culture and mili-
tary history.
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KHura «Meu, COKpbITbIli B ry6rHe BOA» B XXUBOW Hayu-
HO-NONyNApHOI hopMe packpbiBaeT nepeg umtaresiemM
BeCbMa /II060MNbITHYI0, HO elWé Masio U3YUYEHHYI0 TEMY
BOEHHOW Tpagmuum BbeTHama. 3Ta cTpaHa HOro-Boc-
TOYHON A3uM uMeeT 6oraTelillyto BOEHHYI0 UCTOPUIO.
FocypapctBo, HocuBWee B CpefHue Beka Ha3BaHue
«[anBbeT», 06N1agano CUAbLHON apMmueli 1 pa3BuTon
BOEHHOW Tpaauuueii, BKIOYaBLLen B cebs pa3Hoobpas-
HbIli KOMM/IEKC BOOPYXEHUS, cneumdmnyeckyo cuctemy
KOMMNNEKTOBaHWNS BOWCK, MPOAYMAaHHYI0, OTTOYEHHYIO
BeKamy BOWH, CTpaTervio, a Takxe M30LWpPEHHbIe TaKTu-
yeckune npuémol. XpoHoOI0Ornyeckne pamMmkn pabotbl —
X—XVI1lBB. — nepuoj BbeTHAMCKOl mcTtopumn, Hambo-
nee 6oraTblii APKMMU BOEHHBIMW COOBLITUAMU, a Takxe
BpPeEMs CTaHOBMEHWNS W HaMBbICLLEro pacLBeTa MecTHOW
BOEHHOI Tpaguuuu.

ABTOp ONMpaeTCs Ha LWUMPOKWUIA KPyr Hay4HbiX paboT,
MHOrQUYMC/IEHHbIE MaTepuasnbl, CObpaHHble M BO BpeMs
noesfoK no n3yyaemoli cTpaHe, a Takxxe Ha 6a30Bblii
WUCTOYHUK — TBOPEHWEe BbETHAMCKOro UCTOpUKa-aHUU-
knonegucta ®aH Xwoun Yy (1 782-1 840) «3anuncu o
BOEHHOM fene». PaboTa paccunTtaHa Ha LUMPOKNIA Kpyr
ynTaTenei, MHTEPECYLWNXCA UCTOPUE 1 KyNbTypoWn
BocToka, a Takke Ha nwobuteneii BOEHHOW UCTOPUN.



