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Introduction
Hue, straddling the gentle curves of the Perfume River and shielded by lush hills, is a
city where time lingers—where echoes of emperors and poets whisper through banyan-
shaded lanes and incense-scented pagodas. Once the imperial heart of Vietnam, this
city’s legacy of royal splendor, spiritual depth, and creative daring has infused its daily
life for centuries. Here, brilliant gold dragon motifs gleam on tiled rooftops, and the
haunting strains of Nha Nhac court music drift across reflective waters at dusk. Today,
as sunlight lingers on ancient gates and streets bustle with the scent of star anise and
lemongrass, Hue stands proud—both guardian of heritage and visionary of the future.

This book, Hue: A Journey Through Vietnam’s Imperial City, is written as an
invitation—not only for those drawn by well-traveled guidebooks or wanderlust, but
also for connoisseurs of history, food lovers, students seeking understanding, and all
souls touched by Asia’s unique blend of grace and resilience. It seeks to be the
definitive English-language resource on Hue, fusing deep scholarly research with the
lived voices of locals: artisans tending age-old crafts, monks chanting at dawn, chefs
simmering the ten thousand flavors of royal cuisine, and families safeguarding fragile
memories of war and recovery.

Within these pages, you will discover the many faces of Hue. From the founding of the
city and the drama of the Nguyen dynasty to the devastation of the 20th century and
the spirit of modern renewal, Hue’s story unfolds as a testament to endurance and
adaptation. Weaving together history, legend, and intimate anecdotes, the book offers
insight into the people who call this city home and the forces—both violent and
gentle—that have shaped their destinies.

Yet Hue is more than the past. Its vibrant culture thrives in the bustling Dong Ba
Market, in the measured syllables of its distinct dialect, and in the colorful festivals
that animate its seasons. The city’s artistic soul reveals itself along each winding alley:
in the elegant flow of ao dai fabric, the smoky aroma of fresh incense, and the
shimmer of lotus-shaped lanterns on the river. Here, tradition and innovation meet not
in conflict, but as partners crafting new stories atop centuries-old foundations.

For any traveler—journeying by foot through citadel gates, by boat down the Perfume
River, or by taste through bowls of bun bo Hue—this guide is structured to deepen
your experience. Practical tips and suggested routes abound, but so do conversations
with those who have lived and shaped Hue’s story, and recipes that bring the kitchen
of the imperial city into your own home. Every chapter closes with a sense of intimacy,
as if sitting at a sunset-streaked riverside café, sharing tales with locals.
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In learning of Hue, you come closer to the rhythm of Vietnam itself: a country where
sanctuaries and scars coexist, and where pride in place is never mere nostalgia, but a
living promise to the generations yet to come. Let this journey through Hue’s culture,
cuisine, and history be your beginning—an open doorway onto Central Vietnam’s most
enchanting city.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of a Capital: Hue’s
Foundation and Early Histories
Long before the grand Citadel walls rose from the earth and emperors held court by
the Perfume River, the land that would become Hue was already a place of deep
historical resonance. Its story stretches back millennia, a tapestry woven with threads
of diverse cultures, shifting powers, and the enduring allure of its strategic geography.
To understand Hue as the imperial city, one must first grasp the ancient currents that
shaped its destiny, long before any emperor envisioned a new capital here.

This fertile plain, cradled by the foothills of the Annamese Cordillera and blessed by
the gentle flow of the Perfume River, possessed an inherent appeal. Its proximity to
the South China Sea, just a short distance inland, offered access to maritime trade
routes, while the surrounding mountains provided natural defenses and resources.
This was not an empty wilderness awaiting discovery, but a land already inhabited and
valued.

Archaeological findings suggest human presence in the region dating back to the
Stone Age, hinting at early communities drawn to the river’s bounty and the land’s
fertility. These early inhabitants laid the groundwork for the more complex societies
that would later emerge. Their lives, though unrecorded in grand chronicles, were the
first brushstrokes on the canvas of Hue.

The earliest significant historical footprint on this land belongs to the ancient kingdom
of Champa. From the 2nd to the 17th century CE, Champa was a powerful, Indianized
kingdom of Malayo-Polynesian people, stretching across the central and southern
coastal regions of what is now Vietnam. Hue, or rather the area it now occupies, was
once the northernmost point of the Champa Kingdom. In fact, some early records even
suggest that the area near present-day Hue might have been the very first capital of
Champa, around 192 CE, under King Khu Lien, before their dynasties gradually moved
south.

The Cham people were skilled seafarers, traders, and artists, and their influence
permeated the region. They adopted Hinduism and Sanskrit-influenced scripts, leaving
behind a legacy of impressive brick temples and towers. Even today, whispers of this
ancient civilization can be found beneath the modern city. Occasionally, when locals
dig foundations for new homes, they unearth Cham burial urns, a tangible link to a
forgotten past. Two remarkable Cham monuments, the Lieu Coc Twin Towers and Phu
Dien Tower, stand a short distance from Hue’s city center, silent testaments to this
earlier era. The Phu Dien Tower, for instance, was unearthed by chance in 2001,
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buried deep in the sand near the coastline, dating back to the 8th century.

For centuries, the region, known as Thuận Hóa, became a contested frontier, caught
between the expanding influence of the Vietnamese (then Đại Việt) from the north and
the established Cham kingdom to the south. This push and pull defined much of its
early history. The Vietnamese, with their strong agrarian traditions and administrative
structures, steadily encroached southward.

A pivotal moment in this territorial exchange occurred in 1306. In a move that sounds
more like a romantic novel than a political treaty, King Chế Mân (Jaya Simhavarman III)
of Champa ceded the two provinces of Ô and Lý to the Trần emperor of Đại Việt. This
was no act of charity, but part of a marriage proposal, a dowry for Princess Huyền Trân
of Đại Việt. While the true motivations behind such a grand exchange of land for a
bride are likely more complex than pure affection, it undeniably marked a significant
shift in power.

With the land now officially part of Đại Việt, settlers from the north, particularly from
Thanh Hóa, began to migrate south, integrating with the existing Cham population.
This slow but steady migration brought new customs, agricultural practices, and
administrative systems, gradually transforming the cultural landscape. The province of
Hoa Chau, which encompassed the area of present-day Thừa Thiên, began to take
shape during this period.

The name "Thuận Hóa" would linger for centuries, marking this region's identity. But
the landscape of power continued to be fluid. The Trần dynasty eventually fell, and a
period of political turmoil followed with the rise and fall of various Vietnamese
dynasties. The region remained a strategic, if sometimes turbulent, outpost.

It was in the 16th century that the stage was truly set for Hue's emergence as a
significant power center. Vietnam was then caught in a bitter rivalry between two
powerful clans: the Trịnh lords in the north, who held the Lê emperors as figureheads,
and the Nguyễn lords in the south. The Nguyễn, seeking to escape the dominance of
the Trịnh, began to consolidate their power in Central Vietnam.

In 1558, Nguyễn Hoàng, the first of the Nguyễn Lords, was appointed as the garrison
chief of Thuận Hóa. This marked the beginning of the Nguyễn clan's long association
with the region. Nguyễn Hoàng and his successors slowly expanded their control
southwards, establishing a new power base independent of the Trịnh. Their early
capitals shifted, starting from Ai Tu, then Tra Bat, Dinh Cat, Phuoc Yen, and Kim Long,
before finally settling on Phu Xuan in 1687.

Phu Xuan, the precursor to modern-day Hue, began its ascent. Its location on the
Perfume River, strategically positioned yet with access to the coast, proved ideal for
the Nguyễn Lords as they built their dominion. It was here, in 1687, under Lord
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Nguyễn Phúc Trăn, that the construction of a citadel was initiated, a powerful symbol
of the Nguyễn family's growing authority.

This early citadel in Phu Xuan wasn't necessarily built for immediate defense against
the Trịnh, whose armies largely remained to the north. Instead, it served as a
testament to the Nguyễn's consolidating power and their establishment of an
independent seat of governance in the south. By 1738, Phu Xuan had officially become
the capital of Đàng Trong, the southern domain under the Nguyễn Lords. Under Lord
Nguyễn Phúc Khoát, Phu Xuan flourished, developing into a prosperous political,
economic, and cultural hub.

This period of the Nguyễn Lords, stretching for over two centuries, was crucial in
laying the administrative and cultural groundwork for what Hue would eventually
become. They fostered trade, expanded their territory, and cultivated a distinct
southern Vietnamese identity. They initiated friendly relations with European traders,
even setting up a Portuguese trading post in Hoi An and producing their own bronze
cannons with Portuguese assistance.

However, the peace between the Nguyễn and Trịnh was a fragile one. Tensions
escalated into open warfare in 1627, a protracted conflict that would last until 1673.
Despite the ongoing struggles, the Nguyễn Lords steadily strengthened their position,
pushing their influence further south and establishing sovereignty over the entire
southern region by 1757.

The rise of the Tây Sơn rebellion in the late 18th century would dramatically alter the
landscape once more, temporarily disrupting the Nguyễn's hold on Phu Xuan. The city
became a battleground, changing hands several times. In 1775, the Trịnh forces
captured Phu Xuan, only to be overthrown by the Tây Sơn. The Tây Sơn, under Nguyễn
Huệ, even appointed themselves king in Phu Xuan after winning a decisive battle in
1786.

But the Nguyễn clan was resilient. One descendant, Nguyễn Phúc Ánh, would rise from
the ashes of rebellion. With foreign support, he fought relentlessly, eventually
reclaiming Phu Xuan and, by 1802, unifying Vietnam under his rule. This pivotal
moment would see Phu Xuan—the city formerly known as Thuận Hóa—elevated to the
status of national capital, marking the true birth of imperial Hue. It was then that the
name "Hue" would officially come into use, though its exact origin and the precise
date of its naming remain somewhat debated by historians.

Thus, the foundations of Hue were not laid on an empty slate but upon layers of
ancient history, Cham heritage, and centuries of Vietnamese expansion and
consolidation. It was a land seasoned by cultural exchange, strategic importance, and
the ambitions of powerful dynasties. This rich and complex past, from its earliest
inhabitants to its pivotal role under the Nguyễn Lords, set the stage for the imperial
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grandeur that was to come, making it a place where every stone, every riverbend,
holds a story of Vietnam’s enduring journey.
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