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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8vMonR9gfbE  

Vietnamese Poetry 

The Vietnam War or Second Indochina War, 1954-1975 

was catastrophic for all sides involved. An estimated 3 

million Vietnamese—a startling number—lost their lives 

in the war as did 1.5 million to 2 million Laotians and 

Cambodians died.  Poetry was an important way through 

which millions of Vietnamese filtered their experiences 

of the war and the suffering it cost. 

 

Tending to the injured 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8vMonR9gfbE
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Firing on the enemy 

Lam Thi My Da 

Lam Thi My Da is one of Vietnam’s best known writers. She 

comes from Quang Binh Province, in the central part of 

Vietnam, an area that saw a great deal of fighting during the 

war. A graduate of the Writer’s College in Vietnam, she has 

worked as a reporter and a literary editor. She has written five 

books of poetry and her work, Dedicated to a Dream, 

received the highest honors from the National United Board 

of Vietnamese Literature and the Arts. Translations of her 

poems have been featured in Six Vietnamese Poets, published 

in the United States by Curbstone. She has also published 

three collections of stories for children. 

  

  A Piece of Sky Without Bombs  

Your friends said that you, a roadbuilder, 

had such love for our country, you rushed 

down the trail that night, waving your torch 

to save the convoy, calling the bombs down on yourself. 

We passed by the spot where you died, 

tried to picture the young girl you once had been. 

We pitched stones up on the barren grave, 

adding our love to a rising pile of stone. 

I gaze into the center of the crater 

where you died and saw the sky in the pool 

of rain water. Our country is so kind: 

water from the sky washes the pain away. 
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Now you rest deep in the ground, 

quiet as the sky that rests in the crater. 

At night your soul pours down, 

bright as the stars. 

I wonder, could it be your soft skin 

changed into columns of white clouds? 

Could it be that when we passed that day, 

it was not the sun but your heart breaking through? 

This jungle trail now bears your name; 

the skies reach down to your death and touch it; 

and we, who never saw your face, 

each wear a trace of you, bright on our cheek. 

(Translated by Ngo Vinh Hai and Kevin Bowen) 

Excerpt from the Bomb-Crater Sky 

They say that you, a road-builder, 

Had such love for our country 

You rushed out and waved your torch 

To call the bombs down on yourself 

And save the road for the troops. 

 

The name of the road is your name. 

Your death is a young girl’s patch of blue sky. 

My soul is lit by your life. 

And my friends, who never saw you: 

Each has a different image of your face.  

 

Thich Nhat Hanh 

Thich Nhat Hanh is known to millions around the world for his 

reflective and mindful poetry. A Buddhist monk, he has worked 

continuously for peace and reconciliation for Vietnam and the 

world generally. His efforts were recognized by Martin Luther 

King, Jr. who nominated him for the Nobel Peace Prize in 

1967. Hanh lives in France and travels the world giving retreats 

helping others with the healing process. 

 
   For Warmth 

I hold my face between my hands 

        no   I am not crying 

I hold my face between my hands 

    to keep my loneliness warm 

        two hands protecting 

        two hands nourishing 

        two hands to prevent 

my soul from leaving me 

            in anger 

  

Excerpt from Condemnation 

Humans are not our enemies—even those called ‘Vietcong.’ 

If we kill our brothers and sisters, what will we have left? 

With whom then shall we live? 

My soul is lit by your life. 

And my friends, who never saw you: 

Each has a different image of your face. 
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Tran Thi My Nhung 

  A Vietnamese Bidding Farewell to the Remains 

of an American 

Was your plane on fire, or did you die 

of bullet wounds, or fall down exhausted?  

Just so you died in the forest, alone. 

Only the two of us, a woodcutter and his wife,  

dug this grave for you, burned joss sticks, 

prayed for you to rest in peace. 

How could we know there’d be such a meeting, 

you and I, once separated by an ocean, 

by the color of our skin, by language? 

But destiny bound our lives together.  

And today, by destiny’s grace, 

you are finally going home. 

I believe your American sky 

is as blue as the sky above this country  

where you’ve rested twenty years. 

Is it too late to love each other? 

Between us now, the ocean seems so small.  

How close are our two continents. 

I wish a tranquil heaven for your soul, 

gemmed with twinkling stars and shining moon. 

May you rest forever in the soil of your home. 

[From the original Vietnamese poem by Tran Thi My 

Nhung, translated by Phan Thao Chi and adapted by W. D. 

Ehrhart.] 

 

Vo Que 
Born in Hue, Vietnam in 1948, Vo Que is the author of 

three volumes of poetry, a collection of short stories, 

and a play. As a student leader during the Vietnam War, 

he was jailed for his political involvement. 

  Where the River Flowed 

I returned to the old city, 

to where the silver flood waters once overflowed 

to memories of an afternoon far past, 

to our native town, yours and mine. 

That beautiful day still alive in my mind: 

you and your white hat, the afternoon light in the small 

street, 

your purple dress, your long hair fluttering in the wind, 

and the church bells sounding a thousand times. 

Old city destroyed in the war. 

I ache for your every small street, 

ache as if my blood ran through those flamboyant 
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flowers, 

part of me falling away with each lost petal. 

But in my dreams the city was untouched, 

the streets were alive, rippling like waves. 

Your smile was a rose just blossoming; 

your eyes burned like stars through my heart. 

How I miss those flowing waters, 

a past that can never return, 

your look in the weak winter light, 

the long reeds leaning on the far side of the river. 

How memory and longing fill my heart; 

how the old city fills my mind; 

how my love for you has remained with the years, 

and my hair grown grey like the tall reed flowers. 

(Translated by Ngo Vinh Hai and Kevin Bowen) 

 

 

 

 

  

  
Nguyen Ba Chung 

Chung is a writer, poet, and a translator. His work as 

appeared in Boston Review, Vietnam Forum, New Asia 

Review, Compost, Nation, Manoa, and other 

journals. His poetry collections include Co Noi (Field 

Grass) in 1995, Mua Ngan (Distant Rain) in 1996, 

and Ngo Hanh (Gate of Kindness) in 1997. He is the 

co-editor of Mountain River: Vietnamese Poetry From 

The Wars. 

Nonattachment 

 

Let's gather every fragment of our memories 

It's all that we have at the end of our life 

Warring days and nights, showers of sun and rain  

What's left of love? 

Let's gather what remains of our memories 

It's all that we have at the close of our life 

Warring days and nights make us wonder 

Should the bundle we gather be empty or full? 

 

 

 


