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Introduction

Vietnam—Ilong known as the “Land of the Ascending Dragon”—beckons travelers,
scholars, and culinary adventurers with its compelling blend of ancient roots and
dazzling modern transformation. To journey through Vietnam is to move through a
landscape shaped by history’s deepest eddies and the urgent momentum of change,
where every street, dish, and conversation hints at stories both timeless and in flux.
With a coastline sweeping more than a thousand miles, lush deltas, high mountains,
and vibrant cities, Vietnam is as much a place of remarkable physical diversity as it is
a mosaic of customs, languages, and hopes.

At the crossroads of powerful civilizations, Vietnam has forged its own
path—absorbing, contesting, and reimagining influences from China, India, France,
and the United States, yet steadfastly shaping a national identity that is distinctively
its own. The country’s journey has been defined by centuries of dynastic rule, periods
of conquest and colonization, catastrophic war, and, most recently, a remarkable era
of peace and renewal. Today, the energy of cities like Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, and Da
Nang tells of a Vietham in motion, pulsing with creativity, entrepreneurial zeal, and
confidence in the future.

Yet beneath the surface of dynamism, the deep roots of tradition endure. The rituals of
ancestor worship, the centrality of family, and the rhythms of village and festival life
still anchor Vietnamese society. In their homes, families gather before ancestral altars;
in teeming markets, vendors call out the morning’s catch; in quiet pagodas, incense
drifts through centuries-old courtyards. These daily practices are not relics of the past,
but living expressions of a culture that manages a delicate—and at times
fraught—balance between reverence for tradition and adaptation to modernity.

Food, too, is a powerful medium for storytelling and belonging in Vietham. Each
region, from the misty mountains near Sapa to the fertile channels of the Mekong
Delta, has forged its own culinary signature. In the bustling streets, flavors collide with
French bread and Vietnamese herbs in banh mi, simmer in bowls of pho, or snap to life
in plates of pickled lotus root. To eat in Vietham is to experience geography, history,
and community—each meal a microcosm of bigger stories: migration, invention,
resilience, celebration.

This book seeks not only to introduce readers to the wonders and complexities of
contemporary Vietnam, but to unveil the subtle interplay of continuity and change that
defines the nation’s present. Through stories harvested from markets, homes,
temples, and coffee shops; through conversations with elders, artists, chefs, and
entrepreneurs; through close observation and careful research, we will journey from
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the ghosts of war to the pulse of modern invention. Together, we will uncover how
Vietnamese people, both at home and abroad, are crafting identities that honor the
old while fearlessly charting the new.

Whether you are a cultural explorer, an aficionado of world cuisines, a lover of history,
or simply curious about a country that continues to surprise and inspire, this journey
will illuminate not only what Vietnam has been, but how it is being continuously
reimagined by its people. “Unveiling Vietnam” invites you to step into the crowded
alleys, sunlit rice fields, and lively kitchens, to listen, taste, and see the currents
shaping this extraordinary land of the ascending dragon.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of the Dragon: Vietnam’s
Early Civilizations

Long before the French arrived with their baguettes and coffee, or American
helicopters crisscrossed its skies, Vietnam was a land of intricate cultures and
powerful legends. Its story begins not with modern conflicts, but with the subtle
rhythms of ancient rivers and the ingenious spirit of early peoples who shaped the
very land they inhabited. This is the genesis of the “Land of the Ascending Dragon,” a
name that hints at a history as grand and deep as the Red River itself.

For millennia, the area we now call Vietnam has been a fertile ground for human
ingenuity. Archaeological evidence points to human habitation dating back at least
40,000 years, with tools and remnants of early agriculture found in northern Vietham’s
caves and the Red River Delta. This region, particularly the Red River Delta, served as
a vital cradle for early Vietnamese civilization, often referred to as the Red River
Civilization. Its fertile plains, fed by the Red River and its tributaries, provided the ideal
conditions for the development of wet-rice farming, a practice that would profoundly
influence Viethamese society and culture for centuries to come.

Around 2000 BCE, the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age Phung-nguyen culture
emerged, centered in what is now Vinh Phu Province. This period laid the groundwork
for significant advancements, paving the way for the more complex societies that
would follow. By approximately 1200 BCE, as wet-rice cultivation techniques improved
and bronze casting became more sophisticated, the Dong Son culture blossomed in
the plains of the Ma River and Red River.

The Dong Son culture, thriving from around 1000 BCE to the 1st century CE, is
synonymous with remarkable bronze artifacts, most famously the ornate Dong Son
drums. These large, ceremonial drums, adorned with intricate scenes of daily life,
warriors, musicians, and animals, are not merely musical instruments but powerful
symbols of an advanced and artistic civilization. Their craftsmanship, utilizing
sophisticated lost-wax casting techniques, suggests a society with specialized artisans
and a hierarchical structure. These drums have been discovered throughout Southeast
Asia, indicating the widespread influence and trade networks of the Dong Son people.

The Dong Son people were not just master metallurgists; they were also skilled
farmers, cultivating rice and raising livestock like water buffalo and pigs. They were
adept at fishing and navigating their environment in long dugout canoes, highlighting
a close relationship with the rivers and waterways that defined their lives.
Archaeological findings at Dong Son sites include a variety of tools for agriculture,
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hunting, and fishing, along with evidence of textile production and personal
ornamentation.

The Dong Son culture is strongly associated with the semi-legendary kingdom of Van
Lang, considered the first state in Vietnamese history. According to tradition, Van Lang
was founded in 2879 BCE by King Hung Vuong, the first of the eighteen Hung Kings
who ruled the Hong Bang dynasty. While the exact dates are subject to historical
debate and mythological elements, with archaeological findings suggesting a timeline
closer to 1000-500 BCE, the story of the Hung Kings is deeply ingrained in Vietnam's
national identity.

Legend states that the Hung Kings were descendants of Lac Long Quan, the Dragon
Lord of the Sea, and Au Co, a mountain fairy. This mythical origin, involving a sac of
one hundred eggs that hatched into one hundred sons, half following their father to
the sea and half their mother to the mountains, symbolically represents the diverse
origins and unity of the Vietnamese people. The Hung Kings are credited with
introducing early forms of agriculture and social organization, laying the foundations
for enduring cultural traditions. Their rule was feudal, with hereditary chiefs known as
Lac lords governing communal settlements and overseeing essential tasks like
irrigation and dike maintenance for the "Lac fields" - an early recorded name for the
Vietnamese people.

The capital of Van Lang, Phong Chau, was strategically located in what is now Phd Tho
Province, at the juncture of three rivers, marking the beginning of the Red River Delta.
The existence of this ancient kingdom, although shrouded in legend, is supported by
archaeological sites like the Co Loa Citadel, which served as a political center in the
pre-Sinitic era. The sheer scale of Co Loa's rampart system, encompassing 600
hectares, indicates a significant degree of political centralization and the ability to
mobilize vast resources, showcasing the early Vietnamese polity's strength and
capacity for self-defense.

Beyond the northern Red River Delta, other distinct cultures flourished in ancient
Vietnam. In central and southern Viethnam, the Sa Huynh culture thrived between 1000
BCE and 200 CE. The Sa Huynh people were likely the predecessors of the Cham
people, an Austronesian-speaking group who later established the kingdom of
Champa. Characterized by unique burial practices, including cremating adults and
interring their ashes in elaborate jars, the Sa Huynh culture also left behind distinctive
artifacts such as two-headed animal ear ornaments made of jade and glass beads.
Their craftsmanship extended to metalworking, with iron axes, swords, and
spearheads discovered at archaeological sites.

The Sa Huynh culture had an extensive trade network, evident from the discovery of

non-local materials like jade from Taiwan and various imported beads. This network,
known as the Sa Huynh-Kalanay Interaction Sphere, stretched across Southeast Asia,
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reaching as far as the Philippines, southern Thailand, and northeastern Borneo,
highlighting the region’s interconnectedness in antiquity.

Further south, in the Mekong Delta, the Oc Eo culture emerged and flourished from the
1st to the 7th centuries CE. This archaeological culture is closely linked to the ancient
kingdom of Funan, a powerful state known for its international trade and sophisticated
agricultural practices, supported by an extensive network of canals. Oc Eo itself was a
bustling port city, a critical node on the trade routes between India, Southeast Asia,
and China.

Archaeological excavations at Oc Eo have unearthed a treasure trove of artifacts,
including Roman coins, Indian pottery, Persian glass beads, and Chinese Han dynasty
goods, all attesting to its cosmopolitan nature and far-reaching commercial links.
While not a capital city, Oc Eo served as a vital economic engine for the rulers of
Funan, facilitating the exchange of metals, pearls, perfumes, and valuable beads. The
agrarian success of the Funan people, enabled by their advanced canal systems,
allowed them to produce surplus rice to support this thriving trade.

The rise of these early civilizations—the Dong Son in the north, the Sa Huynh in the
central and southern regions, and the Oc Eo in the Mekong Delta—demonstrates
Vietnam's deep historical roots and its long-standing position as a crossroads of
cultures and trade. These ancient societies, with their distinct customs, remarkable
craftsmanship, and sophisticated social structures, laid the foundational elements of
Vietnamese identity, a resilient spirit forged through adaptation, innovation, and a
profound connection to the land and its waterways.
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