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Abstract

The Ngan people are a small local population of Tai-language speakers now living in
the eastern districts of Cao Bang province in northern Vietnam. They are said to be
descendants of mercenary soldiers hired by the Mac royal court during the 17t" century.
It is the aim of this article to investigate where they came from, using Vietnamese
and Chinese ethnological studies, on-site fieldwork and analysis of song texts,
supplemented by information from a ritual text and a family register. My conclusion is
that the original homeland of the Ngan was in the Youjiang River valley in west-central
Guangxi. Numerous strands of evidence point to a strong connection with the native
chieftaincy of Tianzhou and the neighbouring chieftaincy of Si'en.
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1 Introduction

The present article is the product of two related research projects, both
ongoing.! The first is to produce annotated editions of traditional manuscripts
in Zhuang and related Tai-Kadai languages from Guangxi and nearby provinces
in the southern part of China, for publication in our Zhuang Traditional Texts
series.? The second project is to consolidate our survey of vernacular Zhuang
writing systems, extending it further down to the southwestern part of Guangxi
and across the border into Vietnam.3

In Vietnam, the potential scope of our survey includes all of the northern
and north-eastern provinces in which Tai speakers and Chinese-style character
scripts are found. Basically, this means all the mountainous territory to the
north of the Red River valley, though as a result of migration Tai communities
and character scripts are also found scattered in various localities well to the
south. A key focus here has been to document the languages and vernacular
scripts of the Tay and the various Nung groups. The Tay are mostly residents of
very long standing in this region, widely recognised as indigenous, while the
Nung are relatively recent migrants from China, arriving in Vietnam starting in
the 16t® century.* The Nung are mostly speakers of Southern Zhuang dialects
from the southwestern part of Guangxi or eastern Yunnan and in Vietnam the
various sub-groups are often referred to by their places of origin in China.’
The dialects they speak are also different from each other, though there is
often some degree of mutual intelligibility.> What we have found is that their
vernacular scripts are also different from each other and different also from the
Tay vernacular script.”

1 A similar introduction to the general research background will be found in (Holm 2021,
967-968).

2 The second volume, on the Brigands’ Songs of Pingguo -5 in west-central Guangxi, was
published in 2021. See (Holm and Meng 2021).

3 The preliminary results of this survey, including 45 investigation points based on traditional
texts from various localities in Guangxi, Guizhou, Yunnan and northern Vietnam, were
published in (Holm 2013).

4 The Tay are recognised as indigenous — i.e. descendants of the original human inhabitants

in the area — in sources such as (Vuong Xuén Tinh 2016, 20), which reviews recent research.

This judgment is also supported by genetic evidence: see (Li Hui 2002), discussed in (Holm

2018, 235). For the dating of Nuing migrations into Vietnam, see the discussion in (Nguyén

Thi Hai 2018, 53).

Lists of these ethnonyms are given in (Holm 2010, 16-18).

6 A comparable mixture of Northern and Southern Zhuang speakers from various homelands
is found on the other side of the border. See (Holm 2010, 1-63). A wordlist of several of these
local speech varieties is given on pages 41—58.

7 See (Holm 2020b).
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THE BRIGANDS’ SONG AMONG THE NGAN PEOPLE IN NORTHERN VIETNAM 3

One of the provinces in which I have conducted fieldwork in Vietnam is Cao
Béng =°F, a mountainous province almost directly north of Hanoi and just
south of the border with China. This is an area which until quite recently had a
population with an overwhelming majority of Tai speakers, both Tay and Nung,
but also other groups. One of these other groups was a group called the Ngan,
now officially classified by the Vietnamese government as a ‘local sub-group’
of the more populous Tay. The classification® itself was evidently anomalous,
suggesting that investigation in the field was in order.

The Ngan were reported to be the descendants of mercenary soldiers who
had been hired by the Mac 5% royal court, during the time when the Mac
dynasty had its capital and centre of power in Cao Bang during the 16t and 17t
centuries.” Ngan men were said to be physically strong and good at hunting
and the martial arts. Their settlements were distributed along the main roads
along which the Mac royal retinue travelled, from its citadel in present-day
Hoa An district through the mountains to the east.

I included the Ngan in my research plan, along with visits to Nuing An and
Tay villages in the same general area.l® My visits were preliminary visits to
selected village communities, with the aim of recording basic vocabularies
from a range of different speakers and recording recitations of traditional
texts. For the Ngan, I visited a village community in Phi Hai commune in
Quang Uyén district, some 40 kilometres to the east of the Cao Bang provincial
city. A preliminary visit was made in February 2015, and a follow-up visit in
August of the same year, during which I conducted preliminary interviews and
recorded a recitation of a ritual text for recalling the lost vital spirits (‘souls’)
of sick people.l!

2 The Ngan People

I will briefly review the main points here of the information about the Ngan
collected by Vietnamese scholars.!? The Ngan are said to have been first

On official Vietnamese ethnic classification practices see BE Viét Dang 1973.
The Mac had their capital in Cao Bang for a period of almost 80 years, from around 1597
to 1677. See (Tinh tty — Hoi dong Nhan dan 2009, 274-287) (Chapter 1v Part 111, ‘Nha Mac
& Cao Béng)).

10 For a description of Nung An, see (Edmondson 2002).

u  This is discussed in (Holm 2021). Such rituals are comparable with suu khwan rituals in
Thailand.

12 The authors include local scholars like Triéu Thi Mai, who works on Tay and Nung
traditional ritual performances in Cao Bing, and ethnologists and linguists such as Ma
Van Han, Hoang Van Ma, and Viuong Hung. Triéu Thi Mai in particular has been active
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4 HOLM

mentioned in a report printed in 1908 by the French commandant of the 2nd
Military District (Cao Béng), Major Leblond, and were reported to be a brave
people renowned for their marksmanship, who lived along the packhorse route
between the provincial seat of Cao Bang and Quang Uyén to the east (Hoang
Van Ma 2009, 318).12 The Ngan population was relatively small. In the French
Administrative Yearbook for 1939-1940, the population of Cao Béng was listed
as 184,267 people, divided as shown in (1) (Hoang Van Ma 2009, 318):14

(1) Tay 84,809 people
Ning 68,195 people
Dao [Yao] 11,663 people

Kinh [Vietnamese] 9,318 people
Hoa [Han Chinese] 4,516 people
Ngan 2,057 people

Ethnologists working in the new Vietnamese government from the 1950’
onward proposed that the Ngan be regarded as a separate ethnicity within
what was referred to as the eastern branch of the Tay-Thai (L4 Van L6 and Dang
Nghiém Van 1968, 150-170 cited in Hoang Van Ma 2009, 319),!° but this proposal
did not win universal acceptance and in the 1970s the Ngan were, instead,
classified officially as a local grouping within the Tay ethnicity (Vuong Hluing
(undated) 12—24 cited in Hoang Van Ma 2009, 319). This meant, among other
things, that separate population statistics were not subsequently collected, but
the people, their language and their social mores and culture did not disappear.

Villages inhabited by the Ngan are found concentrated in three separate
districts (huyén £%) to the east of Cao Béng city. Precise information about
the location of Ngan villages was collected in a survey conducted in 1999 by
Vuong Hung of the provincial folk art association (Hoi Van nghé dan gian),
who located 5 Ngan villages in Tra Linh district, 6 villages in Phi Hai commune

in documenting the rituals and songs of the Ngan; see the References section for a list of
relevant works. Hoang Van Ma is an eminent ethnologist and linguist who specialises on
Tay. Most of these scholars are themselves Tay and Tay-speakers.

13 Hoang Van Ma does not mention the title of this report. A typewritten report by Major
Leblond dated 13 November 1908 and entitled ‘Esquisse historique du territoire de Cao
Bang’ discusses the Tay and Nung on the first page, but does not mention the Ngan. Hoang
may be referring to some other document which I have yet to locate.

14 Nguyén Thi Hai (2018, 51) cites census data for 1936, which give a figure of 1,756 for the
Ngan population.

15  The eastern branch of the Tay-Thai included the ethnic groups Tay, Nung, Cao Lan, Giay
[Yay], Pa Di, Thu Lao, and Ngan.
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FIGURE1 Cao Béng province and Southwest Guangxi

and 5 villages in other communes in Quang Uyén district, and 6 villages in
a number of communes in the eastern part of Hoa An district (Vuong Hluing
(undated) 12—24 cited in Hoang Van Ma 2009, 319).16 The distribution of the
relevant communes is shown on the map in Figure 1.

The degree to which Ngan people in these villages were able to preserve
their own language and culture was dependent on whether they lived in
concentrated groupings or in dispersed communities. As Hoang Van Ma (2009,
320) observes,

In the area of Nam Loat (including the village of Nam Loat and two linked
hamlets B6 Mu and Thua Tong) — an area in which the Ngan are the most

16 The names of these villages are listed in (Hoang Vin Ma 2009, 319). BEé Huynh also
provides a list of the Ngan settlements. His list is slightly different, but still indicates a
distribution to the east and northeast of the provincial capital.
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6 HOLM

concentrated, there are nearly 190 houses close together, and there is no
space for people of any other ethnicity to insert themselves. The hamlets
in the commune of Phi Hai are all close together in the same way. In areas
like this the Ngan language is still used every day. They only speak the Tay
language when they leave their own hamlet or parish (such as when they
go to market or go to religious gatherings).

By contrast, he observed, there were also some hamlets inserted amongst the
Tay and Nung populations, where the Ngan language could be used only very
seldom. In these localities, the stratum of the population using the language
was often middle-aged people and older. On the general distribution of these
settlements, he reported the following information (Hoang Van Ma 2009, 320):

The story goes that in olden times the Ngan people used to live concen-
trated somewhat to the east of the imperial palace in order to protect the
citadel of Na Lit (the citadel of the Mac clan) in Cao Béng. Seven years
before they lost [power] (1669) the Mac clan moved from Na Lit back to
Hang Slanh (Phuc Hoa).l” The troops and households of the troops of
Ngan ethnicity moved around, following the movements of the Mac royal
household, and had the duty of assisting on the horse routes between
Cao Béng through places such as Ndm Loat, Phi Hai, and Tu Do... all the
way to Hang Slanh. The Ngan are known for their strength, bravery, and
for being expert marksmen, so it was for these reasons that they were
trusted and employed by the Mac royal family. Ngan soldiers were issued
with land by the Mac and were settled in their own hamlets in districts
linked with each other, creating a line of defense and facilitating their
mobilisation.

Basically, this means that the Ngan were employed as imperial guards by the
Mac court and were settled in strategically located villages close to the escape
routes used by the Mac royal entourage and given land to farm when off-duty.
In the latter respect they were in some ways similar to the soldier-farmers
of the Zhuang chiefly domains in Guangxi, or the military colonists in lands
re-conquered by Chinese imperial armies.'® We note however that this account
is based on locally current oral testimony (tuc truyén rang {A{#35 ), rather than
historical records. The eastern end of this route, Hang Slanh, was a staging post
on the way to Longzhou #E I in Guangxi, the first port of call across the border
in China, a safe haven at the time.

17 A district in the southeastern part of Cao Bang.
18  On soldiers’ settlements, see (Holm 2010, 26—27).
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THE BRIGANDS’ SONG AMONG THE NGAN PEOPLE IN NORTHERN VIETNAM 7
3 The Origins of the Ngan

The earliest and most complete account of the Ngan is found in the Cao Bang
tap chi =" F5fEsE of BE Huynh Ef7%, dated 1921.1° In that work, in addition
to sections on the Tay, Nung and other ethnic groups in Cao Bang, there is a
section on the Ngan, which begins as follows (B&€ Huynh 1921: vol. 1, pp. 25b—
26a; cf. Nguyén Thi Hai 2018, 50):

The Ngan people

The Ngan came from the province of Guizhou in the Northern Kingdom.
According to tradition, at the time when the usurper Mac were occupying
Cao Bang, they took twenty-four native sub-prefectures and gave them to
the Qing emperor. As it happened, the Qing Surveillance Commissioner
of Guizhou, who was hostile to the Qing, secretly communicated with the
usurper Mac, arranging for the Ngan people from four sub-prefectures to
go to Thing Long and the Red River crossing and to help the Mac attack
the city wall. This attack was defeated by the Lé [imperial] army. More
than half of the Ngan died in the Red River. The survivors left and came
to Cao Bang, took refuge with the usurper Mac, and became subjects of
the Southern Empire.

EEIN

ﬁ’)\%ﬁ%ﬁhl%ﬂ‘l\l% 7FH1§$§{2% LR e P R T A MR B
£ - BF RIS R E AR - SRS - 2A0NZE AR A
JE > DIERFE B I&ﬂi}%’@ FoZREFTIM ~ SERREIAR A - HEREZR
P RIBER B -

This account then goes on to list the locations in which the Ngan were
settled and to comment on the degree to which they assimilated with the
Tay in everyday life.2° Hoang Van Ma'’s inference was that the reference to the

19 On B& Huynh, Nguyén Thi Hai's MA thesis gives the following information: B Huynh
(1857-1930), was a native of Tinh Oa commune in Thach Lam (present-day Dan Chu
commune, Hoa An district, Cao Béing). He served as local official in various parts of the
province, both in Trung Khanh and later in Ha Quéng. He took a keen interest in local
history. See (Nguyén Thi Hai 2009, 4).

20 A very similar account, based closely on that of B Huynh, is found in a draft history of
Cao Béng province compiled by the provincial Cultural Department in the 1960’s: (Ty vin
héa Cao Bing 1963, 46—47), quoted in (Hoang Van Ma 2009, 320-1).
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8 HOLM

Surveillance Commissioner (anchashi Z%%%{#) of Guizhou was a reference
to Wu Sangui % —f¥, one of the Three Feudatories (Sanfan =), powerful
marcher lords during the Ming-Qing transition period, powerful that is until
vanquished by the Qing (Hoang Van Ma 2009, 321).2!

There are a number of problems lurking in this account, quite apart from
the statement that the Ngan came from Guizhou.?2 One of these is the date
of the Mac army’s attack on the capital Thiang Long, which does not match
up with a Qing dynasty date. The Mac by that stage were too weak militarily
to have undertaken such a venture. The most likely date for this attack is in
fact 1623, as suggested in Nguyén Thi Hai’s (2018, 50) account. This campaign
is described in the Dai Viét s ky toan thu Kk 5 524, with circumstantial
details which fit very closely with Bé Huynh’s account, including the reference
to heavy casualties (Ngo SiLién 1986, 936—937).23 This date is also in agreement
with the account in the Cao Bing provincial history (Tinh Uy — Hi dong Nhan
dan 2009, 288-89). Bé Huynh'’s account does not actually mention the name of
the Guizhou official who communicated with the Mac and this question must
be left for future investigation.

While the account of BE Huynh makes it clear that the arrival of the Ngan
was connected with the operations of the Mac in Cao Bang, Hoang Van Ma
adduces other evidence that suggests that the Ngan presence in the area may
have started some time before the Mac arrived in the north. Some of this
evidence has to do with the dates of traditional festivals, the Ngan calendar,
and other aspects of traditional Ngan culture found in Ngan villages (Hoang
Van Ma 2009, 322—325). This is circumstantial evidence and in itself does
not provide any clear answers about where the Ngan came from or when the
first contingents arrived. On the other hand, given what else we know about

21 On Wu Sangui, who was appointed governor of the provinces of Guizhou and Yunnan
(Pingxi wang *}-P5 £-) in 1655, see (Goodrich 1976, 877-880). A Surveillance Commissioner
was the overseer of judicial and surveillance activities in the province. See (Hucker 1985,
102).

22 (Nguyén Thi Héi 2018, 50) comments that it had not been possible to verify Bé Huynh’s
account of the Ngan.

23 This account does not specifically mention the Ngan. For that matter, Dinh Khac Thuan
of the Han-Nom Institute, an eminent authority on the Mac, comments that he has never
written about the Ngan; and Chu Xuan Giao, who also conducts ethnological research on
the Mac in Cao Béng, reports that the Ngan do not appear in regular historical sources
and that accounts connecting them with the Mac court are simply ‘oral history’ (Pinh and
Chu, personal communication, September 2022).
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THE BRIGANDS’ SONG AMONG THE NGAN PEOPLE IN NORTHERN VIETNAM 9

native troops serving in the Chinese imperial armies, an earlier date is not
implausible.?4

4 On the Ethnonym Ngan

On the ethnonym itself, Hoang Van Ma noted that the Chinese character used
to refer to the ‘Ngan people’ (Ngan nhédn) meant ‘bank of a river, and that the
common understanding in the area was that the name referred to “people
who live on the banks of rivers” (Hoang Van Ma 2009, 322). This interpretation
is evidently based on one of the ways the name is written in Chinese, as /=
N anrén, where & an usually means ‘bank, embankment, cliff’. BE Huynh ’s
rendering of the name was Z A\ yanrén, where 52 yan ‘proverb’ was simply a
phonetic rendering of the name.?>

5 The Ngan Language

In the same article, Hoang Van Ma also discussed the affiliation of the Ngan
language. He began his discussion by observing that, even though the Ngan
were officially categorised as a local branch of the Tay, there was no one who
would say that the Ngan language was a local dialect of the Tay language
(Hoang Van Ma 2009, 323). Vuong Hung’s estimate was that while the Ngan
language shared 40% of its common vocabulary with Tay, there was 60% that
was different. People in the region who had travelled around and had wider
social connections would often comment that the Ngan language was closer
to the Gidy language, or to the language of the Nung An (Hoang Van Ma 2009,
326).26

Hoang Van Ma then went on to conduct a test comparison between Ngan,
Gidy, Nung An and Tay, using the standard 100 basic vocabulary words of Morris
Swadesh as a basis. He produced two sets of figures, one (the A series) for
words which were cognate in the two languages compared, and the other (the
B series) for words which were exactly the same. He observed as a matter of

24  Regular imperial troops in the Ming dynasty’s invasion and occupation of Vietnam during
the Yongle period (1403-1424) were accompanied by 34,000 native troops from Zhuang
native chieftaincies: see (Zheng Yongchang 1998, 37).

25  (Pulleyblank 1991, 359) gives Middle Chinese readings EMc pian® and LMc pian' for FZ
yan. For [5 an ‘bank, shore’ he gives EMC nan® and LMC nan' (p. 24).

26 The Gidy in Vietnam are an ethnic group related to the Bouyei in Guizhou. They are also
referred to as the Yay in international scholarship. See e.g. (Hudak 1991). They are speakers
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10 HOLM

everyday interactions, people were not able to understand the speech of others
if the cognate words were too different from each other in pronunciation.
Thus, the word for ‘house’ in Tay was sluon, but ran in Nung An and lan in
Ngan (Hoang Van Ma 2009, 326—327). The result of his comparison, shown in
(2) below, was:

(2) Ngan with Gidy A9g6% Br70%
Ngan with NingAn  A87% B 48%
Ngan with Tay AB80% B33%

He concluded, among other things, that the degree of commonality between
Ngan and Gidy was indeed the highest and that the commonality with Nung
An was also much greater than with Tay. The low percentage of recognisably
common vocabulary between Ngan and Tay indeed made it very difficult for
speakers of these two languages to communicate in their mother tongues.

The explanation for the high correlation between Ngan and Gidy is simple
and straightforward: both of these are Northern Tai languages and in China
there is a continuum between Bouyei 7fif{< (Yay) and the northern dialects
of Zhuang. Tay by comparison is a Central Tai language, corresponding more
closely to the Southern Zhuang dialects in the southwestern part of Guangxi.2”

Hoang Van Ma did not cite any linguistic evidence from north of the border,
where there have been dialect surveys for both Zhuang and Bouyei. His
discussion is useful in its own right but his determination of the affiliation of
the Ngan language could not be anything other than inconclusive.

6 Ngan Traditional Song

Valuable information about the Ngan is also found in other kinds of sources.
Lyrics of a variety of traditional song types current among the Ngan were
transcribed and published in a short monograph on the traditional songs of the
Tay and Nung peoples in Cao Bang (Hoang Thi Quynh Nha 2003).28 The lyrics

of a Northern Tai language, and in Vietnam live mainly in the northwestern provinces,
close to the border with China. On the Gidy in Vietnam, see (Ding Nghiém Van 1993,
129-132). The Nung An people are from Long’an [%%7 county in Guangxi, a county that
straddles both sides of the lower reaches of the Youjiang /5 T. River. They are speakers of
a Northern Tai (Northern Zhuang) dialect, the Yongbei & 1 (Northern Yongning & %)
sub-dialect. For a brief description of this sub-dialect, see (Zhang Junru 1999, 57-60).

27  The three-fold division of Tai languages is based on (Fang Kuei Li 1977).

28 Hoang Thi Quynh Nha is a folk singer specialising in the performance of traditional songs
of the various Nung groups in eastern Cao Bang. This volume includes sample scores of
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THE BRIGANDS’ SONG AMONG THE NGAN PEOPLE IN NORTHERN VIETNAM 11

are rendered in a form of transcription based on the romanised script used
for Tay in Vietnam and are accompanied by a facing Vietnamese translation.
The lyrics are accompanied by background information on the Ngan, and the
musical score of a sample four-line stanza of song in Western-style five-line
notation.?? Selected stanzas from quite a number of different song genres are
transcribed, including wooing songs sung antiphonally by boys and girls, songs
for the New Year and the third month, road songs, night songs, martial arts
training songs, and brigands’ songs.

The brigands’ songs are of particular interest, since they are found also in
the Youjiang region, in Tianzhou [/l and as far east as Mashan (1| county in
central Guangxi, but nowhere else, it seems. The lyrics narrate the experiences
of common soldiers serving in the armies of a native chieftain. The Ngan
lyrics are entitled ‘Lugn Giac) a title which corresponds to ‘Fwen Caeg’ (lit.
‘brigands’ songs’) in the Youjiang area.3? Neither Hoang Thi Quynh Nha nor
her co-authors had access to the lyrics of the soldiers’ songs from Guangxi,
so the evidence presented here indicating close correspondences in the lyrics
across vast distances is entirely new. Altogether, some 12 four-line stanzas were
included in the publication (Hoang Thi Quynh Nha 2003, 33—-36).3! I reproduce
them in (3) below in the original transcription, together with a transcription
into the International Phonetic Alphabet, a transcription into Zhuangwen, the
official transcription system for Zhuang, and a translation into English:

song stanzas she sang, including Lugn Pht (p. 41, as sung by the Nung Loi), Sli Giang (p.71,
as sung by the Nung Giang), and Lugn Nung An (p. 94, as sung by the Nung An). The
singing group she belonged to attended an International Traditional Music Festival ( EEJiE
UL EL B [ 25 E ) in Taiwan in 2002. The work listed under Hoang Thi Quynh Nha
as author was actually a collective endeavour; the names of some of the other contributors
are listed at the front of the volume. At least one, Vuong Huing, was a scholar attached to
the Cao Bing cultural department. The Ngan material was collected by Triéu Thi Mai.

29 The section on the Ngan is on pp. 12—40. The musical score is on p. 12. From the score
one can see that Ngan songs were sung in two-part harmony, like traditional song in the
Youjiang area of west-central Guangxi.

30 The southern term ‘lugn’ is used instead of fwen ‘traditional song’, which is the Northern
Zhuang dialect word.

31 The place where the songs were collected is not mentioned; nor is it clear whether
the singers had song booklets recording the song lyrics, as singers do in Pingguo and
elsewhere.
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12 HOLM

(3)

Original transcription 1PA (draft) Zhuangwen (draft)

1

Pudng liéu phit liéu phtt - pusn lieu¥ fetd lieu¥ fu¥ Biengz riuz fwd riuz fwz
Liéu tdng hit nhoc vdac  lieuY teg hw nokl va:k1  Riuz daengz haw nyug vak
Hac ttc sld hiin ma ha:k1 twk1 w4 huin1 ma1  Hak dwk saw hwnj ma

Ch4u Chiéu Pha dic ludn teaud teieu fay jakiluond Gyaeuj Gyeuz Faz yaek luenh

People spread all kinds of rumours,

They say that the market will fall.

The official issues a document that comes up,
The bridgehead of Qiaofa is about to convulse.

2
Pini pi cai ma piv nid piv kari1 may Bi neix bi gijmaz

Hau chang na o6c nang hau teaingd na¥ o:tk1 na:yi ~ Haeux gyang naz ok nangh
Sldy cugt ddng qua lon  4xi1 kurstd jamy1 kuat lon Saeq gwed yangj gvaq roen
Pudng Quang Tong ddc  pursnV kwamd ton jak1 luoni  Biengz Gvangj Doeng yaek
lu6n luenh

What kind of year is this year?

The rice in the wet-fields puts forth capsicles.
Chieftains shouldering swords pass by along the road,
The domain of Guangdong is about to convulse.

3
P4n c6n pan sic pi paind korn/ pa:nd gekd pil Ban gonq ban caeg beix
Pan ni pan sic hoi pamn nil pain gekl ho:i1 Ban neix ban caeg hoiq

Slong héi nau bo pdy  do:p ho:i1 nau¥ ?bod pai Song hoiq naeuz mbouj bae
HG pu lau pay lu hw pul lew paiv Iuid Hawj bouxlawz bae lawh

The last consignment was to call up our brothers,
This consignment is to call up us.

If the two of us say we won't go,

Who will we get to go in our stead?
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THE BRIGANDS’ SONG AMONG THE NGAN PEOPLE IN NORTHERN VIETNAM 13

4
Pay sic du paiv gekd ?dud Bae caeg ndux
Pay sam du 4u pua paiv garm+ ju:d aud puad Bae cam youx aeu buh

Au pua ma Iong dang  aud puad mayV lomy ?damH Aeu buh ma roengz ndang
Tau b4t vang bat vay  tew ?ba:t! vagd ?bait1 vai{  Dawz mbat vangz mbat vaeh

In this campaign at first,

We went and asked our darlings for some clothes.
Some clothes to bring and put down on our bodies,
To ward off bullets from the side or straight on.

5

Héi tiém tin pdy sic  ho:i/ tiem tind paid ¢ek! Hoiq diemj din bae caeg

Téu lap pay so du texuN lep1 paid ¢od juzd Deuz laep bae coh youx

Héan dining hén phi  hend juxd negd hemV fiy ~ Raen youx naengh henz feiz

Son bo di bo ting gonV ?bo1 ?div ?bod ten!  Coenz mbouj ndei mbouj daengq

We are setting foot out on campaign,

Treading through the dark we go toward our darling’s place.
We see our darlings sitting by the side of the fire,

If your words are not good then don’t say them.

6
T mac sa hdu phic tu¥ ma:kd gal hau fek1 Dawz maeg cax haeuj faek
Phéc sa lc tdo tinh fek1 cal lek1 taru tin1 Faek cax laek dauq ding;j

Pay diéu minh diéu hodn paiv je:u! mig jeru! hoend Bae yeuq mingh yeuq hon

N4 ngon liu déy tdo na:l non¥ leuy ?daid tazu!  Naq ngoenzlawz ndaej dauq

Take the sword and put it in the scabbard,
Turn the scabbard around down and up.
Go as if life and soul depend on it,

Who knows what day we will get to return.

7

Hun pdy pidn bing ba  huny paid peny¥ ?bung1 ?bal  Vunz bae baenz mbungjmbax
Ma péy pan dung dinh mal paid peny ?duy/ 2dig!  Max bae baenz ndungjndingq
Ky dinh cip ky hong  ki¥ ?dig+ kep1 ki¥ hong Giz nding gaep giz hoengz
Tang Quang Tong ta teg\ kuan ton tad swynyl  Daengz Guengjdoeng daj
xuéng ciengq
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The men go forward like butterflies,

The horses go forward like mole crickets.
Flags of crimson mix with flags of red,
We're going to Guangdong to do battle.

8

Phén huin ldm phén chdi  fenY huny lum/ fenY teozi1  Faenz vunz lumj faenz gyoij
Lo6i htin Itim 16i sugc lo:id hunY lum/ lo:il gurskd Roix vunz lumj roix cweg
Lugc lay pan 1dm 1ong lwrrkd laiv peny lemd lomgN Lwed lae baenz raemx rongz
Ch4u c¢dng pan lin l4i teeul ko penV lind la:zi1 ~ Gyaeuj gong baenz rin raiq

Cutting down men is like cutting down plantains,
Rows of men are like bunches of wild bananas.
The blood flows like a flood of water,

The heads pile up like stones on a dyke.

9

Sinh ma héu tu chéc ¢igl mad haul tud teotk1  Cingq max haeuj duh gyok
Ma phén phoc li lin mal fend fo:kd Ii¥ liny Max faenx fog lizlinz

Sinh ma hau tu sinh ¢igl maJd haul tud ¢ingV Cingq max haeuj duh cingz

An ma dinh pén lugt amn{ mad ?digd pen¥ lwstd  An max nding baenz Iwed

Drag the horse into the gate of the fort,
The horse goes deep in dust and dirt.
Drag the horse into the gate of the city,
The horse’s saddle is as red as blood.

10

Sién péc sting tdo 14 cien1 pa:k1 gun/ tazulla?  Cienq bak cungq dauq laj
Tai sién ha phan sli taziv ciend ha fain{ 41 Dai cien haj fanh seiq

Téi sién nghi ma hong  ta:iv ¢iend gid mal hoxyy  Dai cien ngeih max hoengz
Bo tai tong du noi ?bo ta:id tonV jud norid Mbouj dai doengz youx noih
We turn the gun muzzle downwards,

Lying dead are a thousand five and ten thousand four.

Lying dead are a thousand two hundred red horses,
You won't die yourself my little darling.
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11

Hai pay sédc tdo ma ho:i1 paiv eekd tamu/1 mad Hoiq bae caeg dauq ma
Luc ma ra li noi lwk{ mal ya+ lil no:id Lwg max ra lix noih
Linoirat cain lil no:id yati ka9 in+ Lix noih rat ga in

Lap ma nin kiéu ly lep1 mal nin1 kje:uy i Raep ma ninj gyeuz lih

We are coming back from soldiering,

We looked for horses but there are still too few.
They're still too few and our feet hurt,

When dark comes we sleep in Qiaoli.

12
Hai pay sdc tdo ma ho:i1 pai¥ gekl tazul mav  Hoiq bae caeg dauq ma

bay slong cd luong chu  ?dail do:nd ka luoig¥ teu! Ndaex song ga luongz gyu
bay slong cu hai pong  ?dail do:gd kut ha:i¥ pog¥  Ndaex song guh haiz boengz
Ma h4u tong di€u duong mal hew togV jerul jusyd Maz hawj doengz yeuq yiengh

We are coming back from soldiering,

One step goes up and several go down.

Our two pairs of shoes become rotten with mud,
We'll let our darling companions have a look.

These verses are evidently excerpts from a much longer song cycle, though
how much longer is a question that remains to be investigated. In the west-
central Guangxi area, song cycles of brigands’ songs have anywhere between
around 600 lines to 3600. The text from Matouzhen F5UHFE which Meng
Yuanyao and I have edited and annotated is 2088 lines long. These songs
are sung antiphonally between men and women singers at traditional ‘song
festivals), with two men singing a stanza of song and two women answering
with a responding stanza. In the Matouzhen song-text, but also in Pingguo
and Tiandong [H# counties generally, the stanzas consist of four lines of five
syllables each; occasionally opening lines of three syllables are also found, as
in stanza 4 above. By contrast, brigands’ songs are also sung further west in the
Tianyang [H[%; area, but there they are sung in a different style, with stanzas
of indeterminate length, varying between 7 and 15 lines or even longer.32 The
lyrics here correspond to the pattern found in Pingguo and Tiandong.

32 On the song style called fiven Nganx (‘Tianzhou mode’), see (Zhang Shengzhen 1997) and
Section 8 below.
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What is more, many of the above stanzas have the same lyrics as those in the
Matouzhen manuscript. Almost half of the stanzas are exactly the same, while
others have one or two lines that correspond. The correspondences are shown
in (4) below (cf. Holm and Meng 2021, 179, 208-209, 239, 252, 368, 308, 362363,
311, 369-370, 411-412, and 439):

(4) Stanza 1: cf. lines 197-200
Stanza 2: = lines 401—404
Stanza 3: no exact match
Stanza 4: = lines 617-619, 620 different
Stanza 5: close match for lines 705708
Stanza 6: cf. line 1522 ff.
Stanza 7: = lines 1097-1100
Stanza 8: = lines 1481-1482
Stanza 9: cf. lines 1121-1122
Stanza 10: = lines 15291532
Stanza 11: cf. lines 1819, 1820, 1828

Stanza 12: = lines 2017-2020

Further investigation is needed. It is reasonably well-documented that families
from the area of present-day Pingguo — formerly the chieftaincy of Si'en fu /&
JEURF — were also given to fleeing to the northern part of Vietnam in times of
military disturbance or serious drought, as were people in other parts of the
Youjiang region and southwestern Guangxi more widely.33 It is reported that
there are still communities of people from Pingguo in present-day Napo #['#7
county in far southwestern Guangxi, just to the north of Cao Béng.3* So it is not
inconceivable that there may now be communities of people from these other
areas living cheek-by-jowl with military migrants from the Tianzhou heartland.
Further comments:

The translation into Vietnamese is reasonably accurate, though there are a
few places where it misses words entirely, e.g., it misses out on ndungjndingq
‘mole crickets’ in stanza 7 and also the place-name Gyeuzlih in stanza 11.35 In

33 See (Holm and Meng 2015). See also (Holm 2019).

34 Nong Minjian 2 E%, personal communication, May 2019. Napo was a staging post for
other Tai-speaking migrants heading south to Vietnam.

35 Qiaoli EFl is a place in the western part of present-day Mashan L[| county in central
Guangxi, to the east of Pingguo. During the Ming dynasty, from 1442 onward, it was the
seat of government for the powerful chieftaincy of Si'en L& (Holm and Meng 2021, 28).
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a few places it gives a general translation for a line or phrase rather than a
literal translation. The translation is particularly useful where the Ngan text is
different from the Pingguo text.

7 The Language of the Ngan Lyrics

The language of these lyrics is clearly a Northern Zhuang dialect, very close
to the language of the Youjiang area. Tone 1 is indicated by a symbol like a
question mark (?, thanh hdi) over the vowel, indicating a falling then rising
tone, e.g., pdy ‘to go. Tones 2 and 4 are very close together, and both marked
with the same falling tone mark (', thanh huyén), e.g., ting ‘to arrive, and ma
‘horse’. Tones 3 and 5 are apparently also close together, and both marked with
a rising tone mark (', thanh sdc), e.g., tdo ld, Zh. dauq laj ‘return below’. This
could either be a high rising tone (35) or a high even tone (44 or 55). The 6th
tone is unmarked and is probably a mid-even tone (33). The use of the dot
underneath the vowel for Tone 8 words (¢thanh ndng) indicates that these are
low falling tones, like 21. Some words with Tone 3 in Standard Zhuang are given
in the Ngan transcription with a tone 4 mark, thus in stanza 11 there is [ ndi, Zh.
lix noih ‘still a few’ rather than ljj noih. Also, Ngan has mostly affricates in place
of gy- /kj-/ initials; these are written with a ‘ch’ in the Ngan transcription. Thus
chdu, Zh. gyaeuj ‘head’ in stanza 8.36

If we compare the Ngan lyrics with Zhuang dialect survey information about
the Youjiang and Pingguo dialects of Zhuang, we find that they match up fairly
closely (Guangxi qu Yuwei yanjiushi 1994, 250—262).37 Apart from the absence
of aspirated initial consonants and other general features of Northern Tai,
the Youjiang and Pingguo dialects are characterised by the following features,
listed in (5) below:

(5) affricate initial/te-/ instead of by- /pj-/ and gy- /kj-/;
initial I- instead of r- /y-/;

finals -ia and -ua with an -a /e/ offglide;

36  There are a few mistakes in the Ngan transcription, such as néi (with an initial ‘n’) written
instead of hoi hoiqg ‘serf; I' at one point; I have corrected this. There are also some wrong
tone marks, but not very many.

37 The Youjiang dialect is spoken in Bose [ {f, Tianyang, and Tiandong. Pronunciation is
reported to be fairly uniform throughout this area. Pingguo is just to the east.
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finals /-ei/ and /-ou/ realised as /-i/ and /-u/;

final -w /-w/ instead of -aw [-ew/;

initials beginning with a glottal stop /mb-/, /nd-/ and /?-/ pronounced
in 4th tone, rather than 3rd; thus o/ ‘sugarcane’ pronounced as oix /
?0i*/ and ndaej ‘to get’ pronounced as ndaex [?dei*/.

All of these features are found in the Ngan lyrics. Furthermore, the tone values
for the Youjiang and Pingguo dialects also match up reasonably well with the
tonal characteristics mentioned above, as shown in (6):

(6)

Tones in the Youjiang and Pingguo dialects
Youjiang  Pingguo

Tone 1 214 314
Tone 2 31 42
Tone 3 55 55
Tone 4 33 21
Tone 5 35 35
Tone 6 22 33
Tone 7 short 55 55
Tone 7long 35 55 35
Tone 8 short 22 21
Tone 8long 33 21, 33

Of course, these are matters that need to be followed up with targeted
fieldwork. There are also many specific lexical items in Hoang Thi Quynh Nha’s

Ngan lyrics that match up with those found in popular song in the Youjiang-
Pingguo area. We have space here to list only a few items in (7):38

(7)

38

tin pua ‘to put on clothes’ (p. 23) (-ua final as opposed to -u,
with an /-a/ offglide)

chiang ngon  ‘the sun’ (p. 22) (ch- initial) (Standard Zhuang
gyangngoenz)

Many of these items can be matched up with vocabulary found in the traditional songs
of Tianzhou and Tiandong, others with those found in the brigands’ songs of Pingguo. For
Tiandong and Tianzhou, see the two volumes of texts edited by Zhang Shengzhen, (Zhang
Shengzhen 1993) and (Zhang Shengzhen 1997). For the songs of Pingguo, see (Holm and
Meng 2021).
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cai lac ‘don’t’ (p. 24)

pusng ‘domain’ (pp. 24,30 etc.) (-uo- vowel rather than -a-)

phua ‘other people’ (p. 26) (/-a/ offglide)

ban ‘village’ (p. 31) (4th tone rather than 3rd tone)

ca héc ‘to be a guest’ (p. 31) (ca as a lectal variant of guh ‘to
do’)

td xuéng ‘to fight a battle’ (p. 35) (-uo- vowel)

ru ‘you’ (p.27, a special morpheme found only in this

sub-dialect)

du noi ‘little darling’ (passim)

Some of these lexical items are only found in the Youjiang area. Again, further
fieldwork is necessary.

Ideally, at this point in the argument, we should have a section discussing
general Ngan phonology, based on modern descriptions of the living speaker-
populations, and then compare this with the phonology in the folk-song lyrics
and then with other Zhuang dialects in geographically relevant areas. Such a
systematic comparison would be eminently worthwhile, but it would require
sufficient space to fill another article and is a task for the future. Fieldwork
has not yet progressed to the point where linguistic data sufficient to establish
a general phonology of Ngan — as opposed to a phonetic description — have
been collected. That task would entail recording lexical items in isolation from
a range of speakers from different localities as well as stretches of connected
speech. What we have at the moment is a recording of a chanted recitation of
aritual text by a single speaker. In ritual chanting, tone contours are somewhat
different from those of everyday speech, even if we can be confident that syllable
initials and finals are relatively reliable as a guide to ordinary pronunciation.
What we have done above is compare this data and the transcription of the
Ngan lyrics with the detailed phonetic data we collected in Pingguo for The
Brigands’ Song (see Introduction pp. 64—77). The discussion there also takes
into account some of the features of the dialect of Tianyang and Tiandong
to the west, since the pronunciation of the lyrics in Pingguo showed signs of
dialect mixing.

8 The Name Ngan Revisited
Evidence from the Youjiang area can also be brought to bear on the ethnonym

of the Ngan. ‘Nganx’ (nan#) is widely current in the area as the Zhuang name
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for Tianzhou, which like other toponyms is also referred to in Zhuang by such
collocations as Gyang Nganx, lit. ‘in Tianzhou The songs of Tianzhou are
known as fwen Nganx, where fen is the usual word in Zhuang for traditional
song. In the Tianzhou area, it is well known that the word nganx refers to the
longan tree and its fruit. The word nganx itself is a Han loan-word from i
ydn ‘eye, as in FEAR ldngydn ‘longan, lit. ‘dragon-eye’. The word for ‘longan’
(the fruit) in Zhuang is listed in Zhang Junru’s (1999, Wordlist item 235, 629)
Zhuang dialect wordlist. In Tiandong and Pingguo the pronunciation is ma:k®
pamn* where ma:k? is the usual word for ‘fruit’ and nam#* corresponds to Late
Middle Chinese njamn’ (Pulleyblank 1991, 357). The fruit itself was produced
in considerable quantities in Guangxi and widely marketed throughout China
from the Song period (960-1279 CE) onward, and was considered prestigious
enough to serve as a tribute item.3 Near the city of Tianzhou, along the river,
there used to be extensive orchards of longan trees and young people in the
area were accustomed to go into the orchards to sing with each other in the
local song mode, which came to be known as fwen nganx. This style of singing
subsequently spread to neighbouring districts, to present-day Bose and part of
Tiandong, and even up north as far as Bama 2/, Lingyun ;%2E and Tianlin
FH#K. During the Ming dynasty, the song mode was also carried far afield by
contingents of native troops from Tianzhou fighting in campaigns on behalf
of the imperial armies, such as that against the Wo &£ pirates in Zhejiang
(Zhang Shengzhen 1997, Introduction 1). All this evidence serves to indicate
that it is reasonable to suppose that the ethnonym Ngan in Cao Bang is
connected with the Zhuang toponym for Tianzhou.

9 Mogong Texts

The case for a connection of the Ngan with the Youjiang area is considerably
strengthened by evidence from Ngan family registers and vernacular-language
texts recited by Ngan ritual specialists.?° I have analysed both of these in a
separate book chapter (Holm 2021). A family register (jiapu Z%:%) in the
possession of the priest I interviewed stated clearly and explicitly that the
founding ancestor came from Tianzhou.*! Tianzhou was a large and powerful

39 The cultural importance of the longan fruit is discussed in some detail in (Holm and
Meng 2021, 571) (ethnographic note to line 1361).

40 Onmogong, male ritual specialists who recite texts written in the vernacular language, see
(Holm 2017).

41 See (Holm 2021, 971) for a photograph of the relevant page. The specific village mentioned
has yet to be located.
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chieftaincy during the Ming, and was particularly active in supplying native
troops for imperial campaigns. In the same publication I also demonstrated
that both the format of the text-based mogong recitations — the formulaic
opening lines, for example — and the details of the vernacular script itself,
showed a clear link with the mogong texts found in the Tianzhou area, with
some admixture of Tay borrowings in both ritual vocabulary and graphic
usage.*? Vernacular scripts from Guizhou, by contrast, are largely based on
readings derived from Southwestern Mandarin, a more recent layer dating
from the Ming, and exhibit a very low level of correspondence with scripts
from the Tianzhou area (Holm 2013, 747).

10 Conclusions

What we can conclude at this stage, based on evidence from China as well
as fieldwork in Vietnam and Vietnamese scholarly reports, is that the Ngan
in all probability came from the Tianzhou area along the Youjiang River in
west-central Guangxi, rather than from Guizhou. The name Ngan itself points
to a connection with Tianzhou, which was known in the Zhuang language as
Nganx (Ngan*). Evidence from traditional song texts presented here seems to
link them closely with the chieftaincy of Si'en & /&, another large chieftaincy
centered in the area of present-day Pingguo county, further to the east. Si'en
was a chieftaincy ruled during the Ming dynasty by a collateral branch of
the Cen £ lineage, so there was a family connection with the chiefly house
of Tianzhou in any case. It is possible of course that the original Ngan troops
came from more than one locality in the same general region; that is a matter
for further investigation in the field. Other Ngan communities may turn out
to have somewhat different dialects and traditions.*® Further fieldwork in the
area may well resolve other questions that must remain unanswered at this
stage.

42 The percentage correlation between the vernacular script in the Ngan ritual manuscript
and the Tianzhou script was found to be 86%, a very high percentage considering the
geographic distance between Tianzhou and Cao Béng, and the long time said to have
elapsed since the Ngan people’s arrival in Cao Bang (Holm 2021, 977). On the Tay scripts
see (Holm 2020b).

43 By analogy, it was reported to me in Quang Uyén district that there were actually four
different sub-groups of Nung An people in the district (D. Holm, fieldwork Quang Uyén,
August 2015). If true, this has major implications for future research. For areas north of
the China-Vietnam border, also, I have demonstrated the need to conduct linguistic and
ethnographic fieldwork on a village-by-village basis (Holm 2010).
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Another important question here is whether the Ngan in Cao Bang have
had any continuing contact with their original homelands since their
transplantation during the Ming period, or, for that matter, any contact with
Zhuang in-migrants from Tianzhou or Pingguo. This is a matter for future
investigation in the field. If the answer is ‘no, then that would have very
definite implications for the dating of the Ngan song lyrics, which would have
to pre-date the move of the Ngan down to Cao Béng. One way or the other,
such circumstances would also be relevant to dating the Brigands’ Songs in
Guangxi, which are usually thought to date from the Ming dynasty, but in the
absence of any surviving manuscripts that date from that time. In the Pingguo
area, at least, the lyrics are known to have been unusually stable, since they
were written down in small songbooks, but it is also clear that they have been
subject to various kinds of changes in recent times.

Methodologically, this study demonstrates that traditional song lyrics can
be useful in tracing original homelands. Jerold Edmondson and Li Jinfang in
their paper on ‘The Language Corridor’ (Edmondson and Li 1996) showed
how close phonetic analysis of local language data could be used to track
migrations in past history and develop hypotheses about where people came
from. A follow-up article (Holm 2020a) and my book chapter on the Ngan
(Holm 2021) suggest that vernacular writing systems — writing systems, that
is, that are un-standardised and vary from place to place — can also be used
for the same purpose. Moreover, analysis of vernacular writing systems can
also be used to prove cases to the contrary — that is, to demonstrate a lack
of cultural interaction or low level of interaction between people in different
localities. Here we have a third body of information that can be brought to bear
on the same question. In the case of writing systems and song lyrics, we have
linguistic or para-linguistic cultural forms that carry a vast amount of ancillary
information — information about ritual protocols, or in the case of traditional
song lyrics, information about poetics, rhyming patterns and song styles — that
can provide strong support for hypotheses based on spoken language data.
Moreover, since writing systems and song lyrics bear traces of past cultural and
social action in a way that is relatively easy to spot and particularly amenable
to big data analysis, they are in some ways much better as a starting point for
generating hypotheses about past migrations and long-forgotten socio-cultural
interactions than spoken language data studied in isolation.
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