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The Red River Delta During Ly Dynasty (1010-1225)

Yumio SAKURAT*

This essay describes the state of agriculture in the
Red River Delta in the 11th and 12th centuries,
and is the third part of a historical study of the re-
clamation of that delta from the first century to the
nineteenth century which aims to explain the
characteristics of Vietnamese socio-economic history
in comparison with those of other Southeast Asian
deltas.

First, an analysis of the political map of the Red
River Delta during the Ly dynasty indicates that
it is improper to call this dynasty a “mini centralized
since it ruled only the Red River Delta
proper, while most of the highland areas were con-

empire,”’

trolled by semi-independent native vassals of a dif-
ferent culture from the Vietnamese in the delta.
Even in the delta, more than eight local military
powers remained from the civil war age in the late
tenth century. It is thus highly improbable that
the Ly dynasty weilded sufficient power to mobilize
labour from all over delta area to construct hydraulic
engineering works for agricultural development.

Second, the geographical bases of these local
military powers can be classified as follows:

(1) Qudc Oai Chau—lower terraces

(2) Phong Chau—lower terraces and natural

levees

(3) Dai Hoéang Chau—Ilower terraces and back-
swamps

(4) Bic Giang—monadnock, natural levees and
floodplain

(5) Bing Chau and Khéai Chau—sandbank,

natural levees and upper delta

* fﬁ%ﬁj(?iﬁq? Y 7+ v & —; The Center for
Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University

(6) Hong Chau—upper delta and western lower

delta

(7) Nam Sach—eastern lower delta

(8) M§y Loc—backswamps, coastal complex

and end of natural levees

(9) the area under the direct rule of L§ dynasty

—mnatural levees and floodplain

Their distribution is shown in maps 7 and 10. Com-
parison of these two maps with map 11 of the
previous paper [Sakurai 1980: 619] indicates that
the unification of local powers at the village level
progressed to the provincial level in the 11th and
12th centuries. For example, Phong Chau province
(Son Tay, Vinh Tuong and Phd The province)
had 4 local military powers in the 10th century,
while during Ly dynasty only one Phong Chau
vassal occupied the same area. The west floodplain
(Casier de Hadong) had been disputed by three
military powers in the 10th century, while under the
Ly dynasty this area was absorbed by the Ly court
as a royal estate. Further, while no power was
evident in the lower part of the west floodplain or
in the upper delta in the 10th century, in the Ly
period the former area was cultivated by the Ly
court as another royal estate and the latter area was
the domain of the Héng Chau power.

Third, descriptions in Viét S& Lugc indicate the
existence of man-made embankments, one in Bic
Ninh province based on the natural levees and the
floodplain complex, and another in Khéai Chau
and Hoéng Chau based on the natural levees, the
upper delta and the upper part of the lower delta.
Analysis of these delta locations, however, suggests
that the embankments were built to reinforce the
natural levees against flood water at the outer bank
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of curves, and that they needed only the labour of
several villages. Furthermore, a small horse-shoe
embankment was apparently built in Héng Chau
provice in the upper delta and the upper part of the
lower delta, where Binh Giang-type villages are
located.

Fourth, these embankments would have served
for tenth-month-rice cropping. In this period,
most of the delta had been reclaimed by the introduc-
tion of fifth-month rice, which was harvested before
the flood season, and thus agriculture in the west
floodplain, the main domain of Ly dynasty, would
not have required such embankments. Indeed,
the chronicles give no record of embankments in
that area.

Fifth, the local political powers at the edge of the
Red River Delta that were based on the control of
transportation routes between the delta core area and
the outside world were preserved and strengthened
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by the development of commercial relations in the
South China Sea World. At the end of Lj dynasty,
the Trin family, which had controlled the water
routes of the lower Red River as the leader of the
local fishermen and pirates, overwhelmed the other
powers of the delta core area and succeeded in
usurping the throne of the Ly king.

In conclusion, because the Ly dynasty’s political
power was limited to the leadership of confederate
native local powers, and was insufficient to organize
hydraulic control of the whole Red River Delta,
the reclamation of the delta during the Ly dynasty
was basically an extension of the traditional agrono-
mic method. In this situation, local powers, notably
those in the tenth-month rice-cropping area intro-
duced the technique of constructing small embank-
ments. This opened the way for the introduction
of state-controlled hydraulic engineering methods

by the Trdn dynasty (1225-1400).
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