I would like to give this great

Vietnamese politician a great homage by
slightly modifying the two verses he
composed in his poem "Improvisation”
translated into French by Nguyé&n Khéc
Vién in Anthology of the Vietnamese
Literature:

A thousand Autumns have passed, water
keeps its face

A thousand generations have watched
the moon similar to itself;

by my two following verses:

A thousand Autumns have passed,
Vietnam keeps its independence

A thousand generations have venerated
Nguyén Trai similar to himself.

NGUYEN TRAI

One can sum up the life of this great politician by means of
verse 3248 of the Vietnamese literature great classical of
Nguyén Du in 18th century:

Chir Tai lién v&i chi Tai mOt van

The word Tai (Talent) rhymes perfectly with the word Tai (
Misfortune ).

to evoke not only his incredible talent but also his tragic end
regretted by so many Vietnamese generations. Facing the
brutal force that represented emperor Chenzu of the Ming (
Minh Thanh T4 ) under the command of Tchang Fou ( Truong
Phu ) during his invasion of Dai Viet ( ancient name of
Vietnam) in the ninth month of the year Binh Tuét (1406),
Nguyén Trai knew how to give what Lao Tseu had said in the
Book of Life and Virtue:

Nothing is more supple and soft in the world than water
However to attack what is hard and strong
Nothing surpass it and nobody can match it.
That the weak surpasses the strong
That the supple surpasses the hard
Everyone knows.
But nobody put this knowledge into practice

a tremendous conceptualization and elaborated an ingenious
strategy allowing the Vietnamese, weak in number to come
out victorious during that confrontation and regain their
national independence after 10 years of struggle. With the
landowner Lé L¢1i, known later as Lé Thai Td and 16
comrades-in-arms tied by a pledge at Lung Nhai (1406 ), and
2000 peasants at mount Lam Son in the mountainous region
West of Thanh Ho4, Nguy&n Tréi arrived at turning the
insurrection into a war of liberation and converting
a band of ill-armed peasants into a people's army

0f 200,000 men strong a few years later.

The strategy known as "guerilla" was shown very
effective because Nguyen Trai was successful in
putting into practice the doctrine advocated by the
Chinese Clausewitz, Sun Zi ( Toén T{) in the Spring
and Autumn ( Xuan Thu ) era, based on the
following variables: Virtue, Time, Land , Leadership,
and Discipline in the conduct of the war. Nguyén
Trai had an opportunity to say he preferred
winning the heart of the people to citadels . When
there is harmony between the leaders and the
people, the latter will accept to fight until their last
breath. The cause will be heard and won because
Heaven takes side with the people, which Confucius
had the opportunity to recall in his Canonical
Books:

Thién cing vy dan, dan chi s& duc, thién tht tong chi
Tr&i thwong dan, dan muln diéu gi Trdi cling theo

Heaven loves people so much it grants what people
ask for.

One can say that with Nguyé&n Trai, the humanist
inclination of Confucian doctrine has taken its full
development. To make sure of the support and
adhesion of the people in his war for independence,
he did not hesitate to take advantage of his people's
superstition and credulity. He asked his close
relations to climb up trees and use toothpicks and
honey to carve the following sentence on the
leaves:

Lé Loi vidan, NguyénNTréi vi than
Lé Lo for the people, Nguyén Trai for Lé Loi

-



This attracted ants to eat the honey leaving the message marked
on the leaves which were blown off by the wind into streams and
other bodies of water. When people picked up the leaves as such,
they believed that the message came from the will of Heaven and
massively joined he war of liberation. Humanist by conviction, he
always thought not only of the sufferings of his people but also
that of his enemies. He had the opportunity to emphasize in his
letter to Chinese General Wang Toung ( Vwong Thong ) that the
duty of a commander is to dare make a decision, undo hatred, save
human lives and cover the world with good deeds in order to
bequeath a great name to posterity ( Quan Trung Tr Ménh Téap ).
He let defeated Chinese generals Wang Toung ( Vwong Thoéng ),
Ma Anh, Fang Chen ( Phwong Chinh ) go back to their country
with 13000 captured soldiers, 500 junks and thousands of horses.
Concerned about peace and the happiness of his people, in his
masterpiece "Proclamation of the Ngo Pacification" ( Binh Ngo Pai
Cao ) that he wrote after winning the war and driving the Chinese
army out of Vietnam, he recalled that it was the time to act with
wisdom for the safety of the people. To make China not to feel
humiliated by the bitter defeat and to restore above all a long
lasting peace and happiness for his people, he proposed China a
vassal pact with a tribute of two real-sized statues in fine metal
every three years ( Pai than kim nhén ) in compensation for the
two Chinese generals Liou Cheng ( Liéu Thing ) and Leang Minh (
Lwong Minh ) who died in combat.

In the first years of the struggle, Nguyén Trii knew biting and
bleeding defeats many times (the death of Lé Lai, Pinh L& etc...),
which forced him to take refuge at Chi Linh three times with Lé
Lo*.iand his partisans. Despite of that, he never felt discouraged
because he knew that the people fully supported him. He often
compare the people with the ocean. Nguyén Tréi had the
opportunity to tell his close relations:

Dan nhw nwéce c6 thé chd ma c6 thé 1at thuyén.

The people is like water which can move and sink the ship.

The remark made by his father Nguy&n Phi Khanh, captured and
brought to China with other educated Vietnamese including Nguyén
An, the future builder of the forbidden Citadel in Peking, during their
separation moment at the Sino-Vietnamese border, continued to be
vivid in his mind and made him ever more determined in his
unwavering conviction for the his just cause:

HGu qui phuc Qudc thu, khéc ha vi da
Hay tré vé ma trd thu cho nwdc, khdc loc lam gi

You'd better go back and avenge the country, it doesn't help crying.

He spent whole nights in search of a strategy permitting to counter
the Chinese army at the zenith of its force and terror. Being updated
on the dissensions within the ranks of its adversaries, the difficulty
that emperor Xuanzong of the Ming was having at the northern
border with the Hungs after the disappearance of Chengzu in 1424
and the damages that the Chinese army suffered during the last
military engagements in spite of their territorial success, Nguy&n Trai
did not hesitate to propose a truce to general Ma Ki. The truce was
voluntarily accepted by both sides because each side thought they
could take advantage of this respite either to consolidate their army in
waiting for reinforcements from Kouang Si and Yunnan and a larger
scale military engagement ( for the Ming ), or to rebuild an army
already suffering important losses of lives and to change the strategy
in the struggle for liberation ( for the Viet).

Taking advantage of the unfamiliarity of the terrain by the Chinese
reinforcing army coming from China, he was fast in his maneuvering
putting into work the " the full and the void " doctrine advocated by
Sun Zi who had said in his work "The Art of War™:

The arm must be similar to water
Since water avoids heights and falls into hollows,
The army avoids the full and attacks the void.

which permitted him to decapitate Liou Cheng and his army in the
"void" of Chi Lang defined by Sun Zi, in the mountainous and
quagmire narrow pass near Lang Son. He did not give any respite to
Liou Cheng's successor, Leang Minh to regroup the remainder of his
Chinese army by setting a trap around the city of Can Tram. Then he
took advantage of the success to rout the reinforcing army of the
Chinese general ( MOc Thanh ), which force the latter to drive off and
go back alone to Yunnan ( Van Nam )
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