
f e a t u r e

In this paper, I examine the history of the riverine-based upland-

lowland exchange network in the Thu Bon river basin of Quang 

Nam province in central Vietnam, by providing a detailed picture of 

the exchange network and the political economies of the Champa 

kingdom(s) and of Central Vietnam. 

I also argue that land routes—which were known to the locals as 

‘salt roads’—complemented the rivers in the creation of the lowland 

and upland exchange network. Together, rivers and roads brought 

people from diverse geographical areas and ethnicities together to 

forge the economic and political foundations of Central Vietnam.  

Central Vietnam is regarded by historians as a site of cultural in-

teractions between the uplands and lowlands, and between north 

and south. According to Bennet Bronson’s ‘upstream-downstream ex-

change network’ model, the riverine exchange network system typi-

cally featured a coastal-based trade center, which was usually located 

at a river mouth as an entrepôt port. There were also distant upstream 

or inland trading centers, which functioned as ‘feeder stations’ or ini-

tial concentration points for products originating from more remote 

parts of the river watershed. People living in upland or upriver villages 

produced and transported these forest products to the river mouth 

trading center, where they found a larger population through which 

they could tap into ‘a more productive and technologically advanced 

economy’.2

Bronson’s model has been applied by scholars studying the his-

tory of early states in Peninsular Malaysia and Sumatra, as well as 

Champa, an ancient Hindu kingdom in central Vietnam. This model 

corresponds equally well with the geographical conditions of central 
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In this paper, I have used the term ‘upland’ to indicate 
the higher land in the upstream areas. The Vietnamese in 
central Vietnam have divided the land in this region into 
three parts from west to east, called mien nguoc, trung 
du and mien xuoi, which may be referred to in English as 
upland, midland and lowland.
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Vietnam, where Champa was located historically. In this re-

gion, most of the rivers flowed from west to east, and from 

the high mountains and plateaus to the coast. Along each 

of the upland rivers were many villages inhabited by ethnic 

minorities. These upland peoples were connected via these 

rivers to the coastal trading centers that were located at the 

river mouths. Archaeological findings indicate that riverine-

based upland-lowland exchanges have been practiced since 

prehistoric times.  

Recent Archaeological Findings (from the 5th century BCE to 
the 2nd century CE) 
Offer New Expla-
nations of the Up-
land-Lowland Ex-
change Network in 
Prehistoric Central 
Vietnam
Since the 1990s, 

new archaeological 

findings uncovered 

by Vietnamese and 

international ar-

chaeologists in ex-

cavations in Central 

Vietnam, particu-

larly in the Thu Bon 

river basin in Quang 

Nam province since 

the 1990s, have 

provided us with a 

more comprehen-

sive understanding 

of this land’s past, 

as well as insights 

into the interactions between upland and lowland areas 

during the prehistoric period. 

The archaeological artifacts found in central Vietnam in-

dicate two foreign cultural influences, namely those of the 

Chinese Han Dynasty (206BCE - 220CE) and the Indians. 

These finds prove the existence of a maritime trade rela-

tionship between a number of port cities and polities in 

central Vietnam, their counterparts in China and the Indian 

sub-continent. Central Vietnam played an important role in 

the ‘Maritime Silk Road’ from 500BCE to 300CE, thanks to 

the rich resources of its forests, as well as to its favourable 

geographical location, which offered a number of potential 

sites for useful entrepôts.

The Sa Huynh Culture Along the Thu Bon River2

A great number of Sa Huynh burial sites have been un-

covered along both banks of the Thu Bon river, from its 

tributaries all the way down to its lower reaches. In 1985, 

Vietnamese archaeologists excavated a burial ground of the 

Sa Huynh culture in Tabhing village, which is situated well 

inland in Quang Nam Province, along a stream that flows 

into Ben Giang (or Giang Wharf), an important exchange 

place in this area. Tabhing village is the home of the Katu 

people, an ethnic minority group that speaks a Mon-Khmer 

language in the Truong Son Range. Since 1997, Vietnam-

ese archaeologists have collaborated with Japanese archae-

ologists to conduct excavations focusing on the Sa Huynh 

sites in the inland 

mountainous area, 

along the middle 

and upper reaches 

of the Thu Bon 

River. 

The archaeo-

logical sites found 

in both the coastal 

plains and the in-

land areas of the 

Thu Bon river basin 

display the same 

two cultural phas-

es: an early phase 

and a later phase. 

The archaeologi-

cal cultural mate-

rial found in both 

the upstream and 

downstream ar-

eas appeared si-

multaneously and 

evolved continu-

ously from the early phase to the late phase, and provide 

tangible evidence of the interactions between upland and 

lowland areas during the prehistoric period.  

Sa Huynh Culture and International Trade

Historical documents in China provide evidence for the 

export of aromatic woods from central Vietnam to China.  

According to Chinese court records from the 3rd century 

CE, such as the Nanzhouyiwuzhi (“The Records of Strange 

Products of Southern Prefectures”), aloes-wood (or ea-

glewood) was produced in Rinan Prefecture (what is now 

considered central Vietnam), where local people collected 

it from the forests. 

Most of the archaeologists who work in central Vietnam 

have agreed that it is possible to prove the existence of an 

Distribution map of the Sa Huynh culture sites along the Thu Bon River 
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international relationship between the Sa 

Huynh culture, India, and China, that 

took place in the following stages: 

firstly, from the 5th century BCE to 

the 2nd century CE, central Vietnam 

(the Thu Bon river basin) was a meeting 

ground between two cultural currents, i.e. 

Chinese influences from the North and In-

dian influences from the South. The number 

and kinds of imported items indicated that 

the Chinese influences from the North was 

stronger than the Indian influences from 

the South. Secondly, during the later pe-

riod, from the 2nd to the 5th century CE, 

India and China both had equal influence 

upon central Vietnam. However, the Indi-

an influence became more dominant in the region from the 

5th century CE onwards. The cultural space of the Sa Huynh 

archaeological sites in Central Vietnam, from the coastal re-

gion up to the mountainous area, exactly overlapped those 

of the Champa kingdom(s) or polities that emerged during 

the successive centuries. 

Thu Bon – The Longest of the Main Rivers in Central Vietnam
Thu Bon River in Quang Nam province is the longest of the 

main rivers in central Vietnam. The average amount of rain-

fall in this area is approximately 4,000 mm per year. Thanks 

to this huge amount of rain, the Thu Bon River is full of 

water all year round. This is the main stream connecting the 

mountainous and coastal areas, and it has played an impor-

tant role in the exchange of goods between the uplands 

and the lowlands. Since the 5th century CE, the river was 

worshipped by the Cham dynasties as a holy river named 

Mahanadi (Great River) or Goddess Ganga, the consort of 

God Siva. 

The Thu Bon basin is the meeting place of all 

the main streams in Quang Nam province. 

Several prosperous markets along the Thu 

Bon River have served as collecting places 

for the forest products headed for the 

port city of Hoi An. 

Along the upper reaches of Thu Bon 

River is the junction between the moun-

tainous area and the midland at Hon 

Kem-Da Dung Wharf of the Thach Bich 

community, where a 7th century Cham 

stele was found. The inscription stated that 

the stele belonged to King Prakasadharma of 

the 7th century CE, “Sri Prakasadharma, king 

of Campa always victorious, master of the 

land, … has installed here the god Amaresa 

(Siva)”.3 This Cham inscription is the 

best evidence available that this area 

was previously ruled by Cham kings. 

In the Thach Bich community, a pre-

historic archaeological site was also 

uncovered in August 2001. Thus, we 

can conclude that the ‘upland-lowland 

exchange network’ was already estab-

lished by the Cham people (the urang 

Campa) as early as the 7th century, or 

even before the Champa period. 

Several Cham artifacts have been 

found in the famous riverine mar-

kets of the Thu Bon basin, provid-

ing evidence that all of these plac-

es were related to past Champa 

historical sites. Therefore, we might also argue that the 

patterns of interaction between lowlands and uplands in 

this region were already established in ancient times in 

order to collect forest products for export, even before 

the heyday of the port city of Hoi An in the 17th and 18th 

centuries. Then, it was known as “the nexus of a far-flung 

network of commerce and trade, making it one of the 

most important export and transhipment markets in the 

South China Sea”.4

The ‘Upland And Lowland Exchange Network’ During the 
Champa Period (from the 2nd to the 15th centuries CE)
The economy of the Champa kingdom(s) or polities,5 be-

yond its agricultural and fishing base, was largely cen-

tred on the coastal trade with India, China and the other 

lands of Southeast Asia. Champa was the closest source 

from which China could import many luxury goods, such 

as ivory, rhinoceros horns, cinnamon, aromatic woods and 

spices, while port-entrepôts located along the coast 

provided useful shelter, fresh water and fire-

wood for ships travelling along the coast 

from South Asia to East Asia. Thus, the 

Champa kingdom(s) provided some 

of the most significant middlemen in 

the South Sea or Nanhai trade. 

The richness of the Cham sov-

ereigns can be seen from religious 

architecture. Examples of such ar-

chitecture can still be found in a 

large number of Hindu and Buddhist 

brick temple-towers in central Vietnam. 

The most remarkable of these temples are 

found in the Hindu complex of the My 

Son Sanctuary, including 68 temple-tow-

ers built from the end of the 4th to the 

The Chinese bronze vessels of the prehistoric Sa 
Huynh culture found in the lowlands of Quang 
Nam province 
Courtesy of Dr Lam My Dzung

The Indian agates and beads of the 
prehistoric Sa Huynh culture found in 
Quang Nam province. 
Courtesy of Dr Lam My Dzung

biblioasia | �



f e a t u r e

13th century CE. These have been included in the UNESCO 

World Cultural Heritage List since 1999. There is also the 

Dong Dzuong Monastery complex that was built in 875CE, 

now one of the most significant Buddhist historical archi-

tectural sites in Southeast Asia.

The inhabitants of the Champa kingdom(s) (known as 

the urang Campa), were considered by historians to have 

been very accomplished merchants. Based along the main 

rivers in the region, they established an economic network 

for exchanging goods between the upland and lowland ar-

eas. These merchants handled the exchange of commodi-

ties between the coastal people and the inland people of 

the mountainous areas. 

The Katu People as the Uplanders
Quang Nam province’s mountainous area is the homeland 

of the Katu people, who are Mon-Khmer speakers. The 

Katu population of Vietnam, which now numbers about 

25,000, have treasured and sustained their own ancient 

traditional culture very well. The majority of the Katu peo-

ple are living mostly in the Sekong province of Laos PDR, 

along the border with Vietnam. They still retain “a wealth 

of interesting customs, traditions, knowledge and folklore 

about astrology, medicine and other sciences”.6

The scattered villages of the Katu people in Quang Nam 

province were built from the upper reaches all the way 

down to the lower reaches of the main rivers in this area. 

Nowadays, the Katu people who live closest to the lowland 

are concentrated at Phu Tuc hamlet, west of Danang City, 

about 15km from the seashore. The Katu people also call 

themselves ‘Phuong’, meaning ‘people living in the upper 

land in the jungle’. 

Salt is the most important item of trade between low-

landers and uplanders. Salt was emphasized in most of 

the studies of uplanders. They even built a main trading 

route called ‘the road of salt’. In the mid-20th century, the 

French ethnologist, Jacques Dournes (Dam Bo), succinctly 

described this ‘great road’ from the highland to the coast 

in his monograph on the ethnic people in the highland of 

central Vietnam.7 The Salt Road connected uplands and 

lowlands and brought people together, not only for the 

exchange of commodities, but for cultural and intermar-

riage reasons as well. Even now, local Kinh people in the 

lowlands and Katu people living in the uplands still carry 

out the trade in salt within the Thu Bon basin.8

The trading of salt with lowlanders in the early 20th cen-

tury was recorded in a Katu folksong: 

“He is the master of salt,

We are always his friends,

Because he provides us with buffalos to eat,

And makes trading convenient, 

We drink a cup of rice wine with him,

Our village communal house is his house, 

Because he is strong and wealthy,

We want to make friends with him”.9

The ‘Upland-lowland Exchange Network’ in Central Vietnam: 
the Patterning of Multiethnic Coexistence in the Region
Because of its geographical location midway between 

North and South Vietnam, Quang Nam province is a melt-

ing pot of cultures. This accounts for the coexistence of 

Malayo-Polynesian speakers and Mon-Khmer speakers, as 

well as the Kinh people or Vietnamese speakers among the 

former local people. During the pre-Vietnamese period, in 

the 16th century, people in the Thu Bon basin spoke their 

own Cham language and maintained the old customs of 

the Cham. These lowlanders may have started speaking 

Vietnamese sometime during the 17th century. Linguistic 

mixture is clearly reflected in the unique dialect of the Viet-

namese speakers who live in the Thu Bon basin. 

The Thu Bon River (Mahanadi or Ganga Holy River) 
with the My Son Mountain (Mahaparvata or Siva 
Holy Mountain) in the background

The Cham Hindu My Son B5 
temple built in the 10th century

My Son Sanctuary, the largest Hindu temple 
of Champa kingdom built from the 4th to 13th 
century CE 
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 The cultural elements of the Champa Kingdom(s) still 

persist in central Vietnam. The Cham cultural influences 

were still very strong in the 16th and 17th centuries, when 

this region was called Ke Chiem or Xu Chiem, meaning the 

‘Territory of Champa’, according to most of the accounts 

written by Westerners and Japanese who came to central 

Vietnam or Cochin-China at that time. Historical and lin-

guistic evidence clearly indicate that a pattern of coexist-

ence had long characterised the interactions among the 

people in the Thu Bon basin in particular, as well as in cen-

tral Vietnam as a whole.  

The author wishes to acknowledge the contributions of Asso-
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Life in the ancient Hoi An port-city is still closely associated with water

biblioasia | �
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