Cam nghi cua mot ngudi dan ba My
vé ngay Tét Viét Nam

Ha Bach Tric dich

Mua dong lai vé trén thi tran Stonevale.
Cuai chum lai dugc chat day kho; khu vudn lai
dudc chuan bi dé dén cai gié lanh gia budt
thdi qua thung liing mang theo bang tuyét.
Nhirng canh dong bay gié toan mét mau xam
nén trong cang thénh thang hon la vao mua
hé. Nhitng gdc ra kéu rang rac dugi chan va
dat ci’rng dén noi lam dau tay toi. O mot noi
khong ai nghi dén va vao khoang thgi gian
nay, khoang thgi gian lanh nhat trong nam,
chong toi, mot ngudi Viét Nam, con cua
ching toi va toi, mot ngudi dan ba Hoa Ky,
chiing t6i cung quay quan don Tét.

Té&t 1a ngay Ié quan trong nhét trong
nam déi véi ngudi Viét Nam. Tét tuong xirng
véi ngay lé dau nam duong lich, tuy nhién né
lai gidng ca ba ngay lé Giang Sinh, Ié Phuc
Sinh va ngay lé Poc Lap 4-7 hon la ngay dau
nam duong lich. P6i véi ngudi Viéet Nam, Tét
c6 nghia la ngay khéi dau mot nam am lich,
vira la ngay bat dau mua xuén. Hon thé nira,
dé 1a dip d€ moi ngudi, bang moi cach, tré vé
dudi mai &m cuaa gia dinh va la dip dé€ moi
ngudi nhé dén T6 Tién. Phai xa cha me, xa
anh chi em, xa ba con than thudc trong ngay
Tét, that la mot diéu dau buon!

Ban c6 ly khi tu hoi Tét c6 nghia gi doi vai
mot ngudi My chua hé dat chan dén Viéet Nam
bao gid, va ban s& cam thay tirc cudi khi biét
rang moi khi nghi dén Tét Ia téi lién tudng
dén tuyét va bang, dén bau trdgi am dam va
dén mau nang vang vot budon tham nhat thay
vi dén su am ap, dén hoa dao né va nhirng
canh cay xanh t6t. Nhung tu khi ngay Tét
Viét Nam di vao ddi toi, téi chua bao giG an
mot cai Tét My that su. Tét Viét Nam da trg
thanh ngay ‘' Tét ' cua toi.

Tét khdi dau véi tdi vao mot budi sang
trung tuan thang giéng khi chong t6i budc
vao nha, mat va tay doé vi lanh, khé né mang
ba bon nhanh anh dao anh cit 6 mot vudn
cay an trai gan nha. Nhitng canh dao dudgc dé
vao mot cai chau dem dat trong mot gian
phong cé nang. Chiang t6i theo ddi va nudi
dudng nhitng nu hoa mét cach triu mén. Cudi
cung su kién nhan cta ching toi ciing dugc
tudng thudng bﬁng_ mot hai nu hoa anh dao
mau hong chen lan trong dam nu xanh.

Reflections of an American woman on
TeT

Helen Coutant

Winter has come to Stonevale. The
woodshed is piled high with firewood; the
garden is battened down against a bitter
wind that sweeps up the valley, bringing ice
and snow. The fields seem to stretch farther
than they do in summer, now that they are a
uniform gray. The corn stubble crunches
underfoot and the earth is hard enough to
wound my hand. In this unlikely spot, and at
this, the coldest time of the year, my
Vietnamese husband, our children, and I, an
American woman, will celebrate Tét.

Tét is the most important event of the
year in Vietnam. It corresponds with our
New Year’s, and yet it is more like
Christmas, Easter and the Fourth of July
rolled into one.... For Viethamese, it means
both the beginning of a lunar year and of
spring. Most of all, it is a time to be home
with one’s family, whatever the cost, and a
time to pay one’s respects to the ancestors.
To be away from one’s parents, brothers and
sisters, aunts and uncles at Tét - what
desolation!

You will be right in wondering what
Tét can mean to an American who has never
been to Vietham. And you will be amused to
know that I associate it with snow and ice,
with bleak skies and sunlight of the most
forlorn yellow, instead of with tropical
warmth, flowering plums and green
branches. And yet, since Tét entered my life,
I have never celebrated an American New
Year, except in the most perfunctory way.
Tét has become my “"New Year’s”.

Tét begins for me some morning in
mid-January when my husband rushes in the
door, his face and hands red from the cold,
carrying three of four cherry branches he
has cut in a neighboring orchard. The
branches are placed in a bucket in a sunny
room. We watch them lovingly, nurturing the
cautious unfolding of buds. Our patience is
rewarded at last when, among the green
buds, there are one or two pink ones. These
will be the flowers. Even one blossom will be
enough for us, a treasure, a feast for the
eyes. These branches, ripened and




Nhirng nu nay sé tré thanh hoa. Chi mét nu
théi ciing dua cho ching t6i roi, ciing da la
mot gia tai qiy bau, mot dai hdi cho cip mat
cua chiang t6i. Nhitng canh anh dao nay, chin
mui va dién ta su ao uéc mua xuan cua
chiing toi sé dugc dat Ién ban tha gia tién.

Trong mot ngoi nha Viét Nam, ban thd
luén luon chiém vi tri quan trong nhat. b6 la
ndi tap trung moi sinh hoat ngay Tét. Nai d6,
moi ngudi trong gia dinh sé dén va ciing 6ng
ba. P6i v6i ngudi xuat than tod Hué nhu
chong t6i chdang han, thi bao gid trén ban thé
gia tién ciing c6 mot binh mai vang, nhung
tai mién bac nuéc My khdéng thé tim ra loai
hoa nay dudc cho nén ching to6i thay thé
bang hoa anh dao.

Thong thudng thi mot tuan Ié trudc Tét,
vao mot budi sang th& bay, téi thidy chéng
toi dem tat ca do trén ban thd xudng. Cap
chan dén bang doéng to tudng, cai luv hucng
bang déng cong cong nhit dugc trén dudng
pho Hué hoi Tét Mau Than 1968 ma cha me
chong toi da tang cho anh nhan chuyén vé
thadm nha ngan ngui cua anh vao nam 1974,
cai chén bang dong dung trang hat mau ho
phach - tat ca phai dugc danh that béng. Cai
bat nhang bang st xanh dudc thay gao méi.
Va canh hoa anh dao cii trang tri bang bdng
hoa va la bang gidy, dé trén ban thd suét ca
nam qua, dudc dem xudng va thay bang canh
anh dao m@i cua chiing toi.

Sau do, chong t6i dem trong phong lam
viéc ra hai to giday dai mau do trén dé, viét
bang tha bat cua anh, l1a hai cdu déi cia mot
vi thién su Viét Nam dong thgi ciing la mot
trong nhitng nguoi ban than nhat cua anh.
Va moi nam toi lai dudc dip doc lai hai cau

tho sau day:

Xuan dao tha huong,

Bat kién hoang mai sau viét diéu.
Tam hoai coé quan,

Thudng chiém bach tuyét méng Nam chi.

Cudi cung ngay 30 Tét da dén. Chang to6i tu
tap trong nha bép véi mot con vit dang tan
da trén ban, phia sau la may hi dua moén,
mot loai dua chua chiing t6i da ra sic lam
may ngay trudc do. Trong tu lanh c6 moén thit
dong, mot loai gio tha Viét Nam. Nép va dau
xanh dai vo dudc ngam suot dém. Thit heo
cat miéng to dudc uép nuéc mam, ci hanh

expressing our longing for spring, will be
placed on the altar of the ancestors.

In a Viethamese home, the altar
occupies the most prominent spot. It is the
focus of all activities at Tét. Here the family
welcomes the ancestors and pays homage to
them. If one is from Huég, as my husband is,
there will be a vase of yellow plum blossoms
on the altar. But these are impossible to
obtain in North America, so we substitute
cherry.

Usually a week before Tét, on a
Saturday morning, I'll find that my husband
has taken everything off our altar. The large
brass candlesticks, the crooked brass
incense burner, left in the streets of Hué
during the 1968 Tét offensive and given to
my husband by his parents when he
returned briefly in 1974, the copper bowl
holding the amber prayer beads - all these
must be polished until they gleam. Then two
new red candles are placed in the holders.
The blue Chinese bowl which contains the
burnt incense sticks in grains of rice must be
emptied and new rice put in. And last year’s
cherry branch which has been on the altar all
year, decorated with small paper blossoms
and leaves to replace the withered one, is
removed, and our new branch is put in its
place.

Next my husband brings two red paper
banners down from his studio. On these are
written, in his own calligraphy, matching
verses by a Vietnamese Zen master who is
also one of his dearest friends. Each year I
learn the words again:

Spring comes again, in a foreign land -
still unable to see the yellow plum
blossoms, the Vietnamese bird is sorrowful.
As my heart goes back to my old village,
all I can watch is the falling snow,
and I dream of the Southern branches.
(Xuan dao tha huong,
bat kién hoang mai siu Viét diéu.
Tam hoai co quéan,
thudng chiém bach tuyét méng Nam
chi.)

Finally, the day before Tét, or Tét's Eve,
arrives. We congregate in the kitchen where
a duck is thawing on the counter; behind it
are several jars of dua mén, a special kind of
pickle which we have labored to make. In




va tiéu den. To6i lay trong ngan kéo hai cai
khuén banh chung do chdong toéi lam va may
me con toi bat dau vao viéc. Chang toi sé goi
khoang 20 dén 25 cai banh chung, nhirng cai
banh vudng lam bang gao nép, dau xanh va
thit heo. Banh dugc goi trong la rong, ngoai
boc gidy bac va gidy nhua dé giit cho dudgc
kho rao trong suot 12 tiéng dong ho6 nau
banh. Trong khi lam viéc, dé nép va diu vao
khuon, goi banh lai, c6t day, to6i khong khai
nghi dén nhifrng ngudi dan ba Viét Nam that
kién nhan va vui tinh da day cho t6i lam
nhirng moén an dac biét cua ngay Tét. Toi yéu
quy ngay Tét Viét Nam phan Ién la ciing nho
ho, vi chinh ho, ciing nhu chinh chong toi, da
bién t6i thanh moét ngudi tham du ngay Tét
vay.

Ching t6i dém banh trudc khi tha vao noi
ndu khdng 16. Banh nhiéu, du dé chia cho
ban be, du dé ching téi thudng thl'c hang
ngay nguyén ca tuan le Tét. Toi sé con dau
mdt vai chiéc trong tu déng lanh dé dem ra
thudng thirc trong thang ba hay thang tu
nira.

Pém xudng nhanh, vi du sao di nira, bay
gid ciing la giita mua dong. Pé&ém nay, dém
giao thira, mot bau khong khi trang nghiém
va bu6n bao trium can nha cua ching t6i. Cap
chan dén bang déong va cai lu huong sang
choang trén ban thdé. Vai bong hoa anh dao
ndé lap lanh tua nhirng vi sao rdi rung li ti.
Con vit quay da dudc chat ra, mot cai banh
chung dudc md, hai do6i diia do va hai cai
chén do dugc dat Ién hai cai mam. Tiép do,
chiing t6i xép d6 1én mam dé cing 6ng ba:
nao la thit dong, nao la vit quay, dua moén,
banh chung. Hai mam dugc dat trudc ban tho
va chong t6i bat dau thap nén. Gid phat cing
ong ba da dén. Poi véi ngudi Viét Nam do la
lac khan vai Ong Ba, ddi véi toi do ciing 1a lac
khan nguyén va la lac tinh tam that ém dém.
Cian phong nhé bé ching may chéc da ngat
ngao mui nhang thom. To6i tuédng tugng lan
khéi thom ngat do sé len l6i qua khe cira,
tran ngap khu vudn dé khién cho to tién Viét
Nam cua ching to6i biét ndi day ma tim dén,
nai trién ndi tro trui cta ving Bic Maryland
nay. Cai chuong nho treo trén canh cay
mimosa trong khu vudén truéc nha khé rung
Ién moét hai tiéng. P6 cé6 thé la moét phép
lanh, mot Idi chic dep. Ching t6i ddng cui

the refrigerator is the thjt déong, a kind of
Vietnamese head cheese. All night, pots of
sweet rice and mung beans without their
skins have been soaking. Great slabs of pork
are marinating in nudc mam (or fish sauce)
and crushed onions and black pepper. I pull
the two wooden banh chung frames my
husband made from a drawer, and my
daughters and I set to work. We will make
twenty to twenty-five banh chung; these are
like square cakes made of sweet rice, yellow
beans and pork. Each cake is wrapped in
bamboo leaves, tin foil and then Saran wrap,
for it must stay dry during twelve hours of
boiling. As we work together, filling,
wrapping, tying these small square cakes, I
think of the Viethamese women who
patiently, and with great good humor, taught
me how to make these special Tét dishes. To
them I owe so much of my love for Tét; for it
is they, as well as my husband, who made
me a participant.

We count the finished banh chung
before we drop them into a huge pot to boil.
There are plenty to share with friends,
plenty so that we can enjoy them daily
during the first week of Tét. I will even hide
a few in the freezer to be opened and
appreciated in March or April.

Darkness falls early, for after all it is
mid-winter. Now, this evening before Tét, a
serious and somber mood pervades the
house. The brass candlesticks, the incense
burner, shine on the altar. Our few cherry
blossoms gleam like tiny fallen stars. The
duck, roasted and cooling on a rack, has
been cut. One banh chung is opened. Two
pairs of red chopsticks and two red bowls
are placed on two dishes for the ancestors.
Next we fill the trays with our offerings of
Tét dishes for the ancestors: thit dong, roast
duck, dua mén, banh chung. The trays are
set before the altar, and my husband lights
the candles. At last it is time for the cung.
For Viethamese, this is the time to pray to
the ancestors. For me, it is a time for prayer
also, and of lovely silence. Our small room is
soon filled with the fragrance of incense. I
imagine the fragrant smoke wandering
outside through a crack in the door; I
imagine it filling our garden so that our
Vietnamese ancestors will know that this is
the place where they are to come, to this
bare mountainside in northern Maryland. The
bell which hangs from a mimosa tree in our




dau, moi ngudi chd dén phién dé dot mot cay
nhang va khan nguyén. Trong khoanh khac
vai phat, ching t6i nhu s6ng ngoai su rang
budc cua thgi gian va khong gian. Ching toi
hi€u dudc rang day la giay phat caa su két
hop giita qua kh&r va tuong lai. Noi day va
bay giG, su trudng citu dang hién hiru. Toi
cham chd nhin con gai Gt dang khan vai. Con
téi cam chat cay nhang trong tay va khan
nguyén that lau. Sau dé chidng t6i ngo6i im
lang chd cho tan nén huong cudi cung.

Sang mong mot Tét, chong t6i mac ao
choang va ra khoi nha trudc lic diém tam.
Anh tré vé va goé cira dé vao nha lam ngugi *'
khach” dau tién. Theo phong tuc Viét Nam,
ngudi khach dau tién ngay Tét rat quan
trong, phai la mét ngudi ban dugc kinh mén.
Ngi day, gilta rirng nGi bon bé, that kho doan
ai sé la ngudi dén go cura dau tién, vi vay
chong t6i khong muon Ié thudc vao may rui.
Mot khi ngudi V' khach’” cua ching toi da vao
nha, ching toi lai dot nhang khan nguyén.
Sau cung ching t6i ném chiéc banh chung
dau tién. Trudc gid ngo khong lau cac con toi
x&p hang dé mirng tudi nhan bao li xi. Pay la
mot phong tuc Viét Nam cho tré em mot it
tién bo trong phong bi dé6 vao ngay modng
mot Tét.

Khi moi su nd nifc da qua, t6i ra ding
bén cira s6 canh chong tdi. Toi biét anh dang
nghi dén gia dinh & Viét Nam, dén cha me
gia, dén anh chi em va nhé dén thué au tho
cua anh khi con é qué nha. Nhin ra khu vuan
cua chiang toi khong biét anh ay coé trong
thay ca mot thdi xa xua véi nhirng phong tuc
tap quan, su quy phai nho nh3, su tan tuy va
nhirng 16i khan nguyén hay chang? Trong thé
giGi do, c6 nhirng con mua nhe trén nhirng
canh cay bao gid ciing xanh tot; huong thom
cua nhang boc Ién thanh khéi lan tir nha nay
sang nha khac cé giong nhu mot I6i khan
nguyén am tham hay chang; anh cé nghe
tiéng me anh tung kinh hay giong tram am
cua cha anh goi hay khdéng? Téi khé nam tay
anh va anh cudi nhin toi.

_ Moi nam Tét dén va di ciing nhu moi ngay
lé khac. Tuy nhién d6i v@i chang to6i Tét
khong chi la mot tuan lé nhat dinh vao giira
mua déng. Vao mua xuan, mua he, mua thu,
moi khi mua phun ra rich va thgi tiét khoang
chirng mugi tam dén hai mudi do thi chong
téi lai ra dirng tua cira sd, mién man nghi
ngoi. Toi biét anh nghi gi - trégi hom nay sao
giong ngay Tét Viét Nam & Hué ndi anh sinh

front yard rings once, twice. It could be a
benediction, a greeting. We stand, heads
bowed, each waiting to light a stick of
incense and pray. For a few minutes we exist
outside the boundaries of time and space.
We know we are a link in a long chain
stretching behind and ahead of us. Eternity
exists here and now. I watch my youngest
daughter pray. She holds the incense stick
tightly between her two hands. Her prayer
lasts a long time. After this, we sit quietly
until the very last stick of incense has
burned down.

On the morning of Tét, my husband
puts on his coat and goes outside before
breakfast. He knocks on our door so that he
can be our first “visitor”. For Vietnamese, it
is important that the first visitor during Tét
be an esteemed friend. Out here, in the
middle of the country, it’'s hard to tell who
might come knocking at our door, and my
husband doesn’t want to trust to luck. Once
our “visitor” has entered, we light incense
again and pray. Then, at last, we taste our
first banh chung. Some time before noon,
our children line up for their red envelopes.
It is a Viethamese custom to give children
envelopes with a small amount of money on
the first day of the new year.

After the excitement, I join my
husband where he has gone to stand at the
window. I know that he is thinking of his
family in Vietnam, of his old parents, his
brothers and sisters, his childhood home.
Looking out at our garden, does he see
another world of ancient customs, gentility,
devotion and prayer? In that world, is a light
rain falling on trees which are already green;
does the smell of incense rise in thick clouds
and pass from house to house like a silent
invocation; does he hear his mother chanting
the sutras (tung kinh), and his father’s deep
voice calling him? I put my hand on his arm
and he looks down at me.

Every year Tét comes and goes, in the
manner of all holidays. And yet it is with us
far beyond its designated week in mid-
winter. In spring, in summer, in fall, when a
very light drizzle is falling and it is about 50
degrees, my husband will stand by a
window, lost in thought. I know what he is
thinking - this is a day like the days of Tét in
Vietnam, in Hué, where he grew up. For as
long as we have been married, for as long as




truéng qua. BGi vi ké tir ngay ching toi l1ay
nhau, ké tr ngay chdng téi xa qué huong,
chua bao gi¢ anh dugc an mot cai Tét vai
mua phun I3t phat tva nhu moét man suong,
mot cai Tét véi day du gia quyén, vdi tiéng
tré con choi dua nhirng tré choi Viét Nam.
Miac dau vay, téi van tin chic rang sé c6 mét
ngay anh ay lai dugc huéng mot cai Tét nhu
xua.

Dich tai Hoa Lan, nhiing ngay trudc Tét
Nguyén ban 1984

Day la ban dich tir bai viét cua ba Helen
Coutant, vo cua nha van, nha tha, hoa si Vo
Pinh. Bai nay dudgc trich tir tap chi The
Vietnam Forum, s6 3 nam 1984, do Vién Pai
Hoc Yale, Phan Khoa Nghién Cuu Van Héa
Dbong Nam A phat hanh.

my husband has been away from home, he
has never had a Tét like this, a Tét with a
soft rain, more like a must, a Tét with
extended family, with the voices of children
playing Vietnamese games. And yet, I
believe, we believe, that surely some day,
some day again, he will.

From: The Vietnam Forum, a Review of
Vietnamese culture, 1984: 3, Yale University
Southeast Asia Studies.
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