Field Research on Homegardens in Vietnam


My name is Pijika Timsuksai, a doctoral student in Program on System Approaches in Agriculture, Faculty of Agriculture, Khon Kaen University.

 For my doctoral dissertation in Systems Agriculture I am doing intensive comparative research on the homegardens of six different ethnic groups in the Sakon Nakhon Basin of Northeast Thailand. Working under the supervision of  Prof. Dr. A.Terry Rambo, special professor in the Program on System Approaches in Agriculture, Khon Kaen University, I am comparing the structure and functioning of homegardens of four T’ai-speaking groups (Lao, Phutai, Nyaw, and Yoy) and two Mon-Khmer groups (So and Vietnamese). Recently, with the generous support of a fellowship under the project “The Higher Education Research Promotion and National Research University Project of Thailand (HERP-NRU)” from The Office of the Higher Education Commission, and with the encouragement of Mr. Panya Mahachai, President, and Assist. Prof. Dr. Chanin Waseenon, Vice president, of Sakon Nakhon Rajabhat University where I am a lecturer, I had the chance to visit Vietnam to observe homegardens of the T’ai-speaking Cao Lan in Tuyen Quang Province in the northern mountains and the Kinh (ethnic Vietnamese) in Ha Tinh Province in the central part of the country. The Cao Lan, although speaking a Tai language, have had little contact with Thailand for a long time so by studying them I hope to discover if their homegardens  display the same structure that I have found among the T’ai groups in the Sakon Nakhon basin. Similarly, the Vietnamese in the Sakon Nakhon basin migrated there from Ha Tinh in the 1920s so comparison of their homegardens with those of the Kinh in Vietnam allows me to assess the stability of this cultural pattern in the face of migration and environmental changes. 
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Map of study sites of T’ai and Mon-Khmer groups in Sakon Nakhon and Nakhon Phanom provinces, Sakon Nakhon Basin, and in Tuyen Quang and Ha Tinh provinces,Vietnam 

(Source: adapted from http://www.wikipedia.org)
My field research in Vietnams was carried-out during the period 16 September-2 November, 2012, in collaboration with researchers from Hanoi University of Agriculture’s Center for Agricultural Research and Ecological Studies (CARES). My work with CARES was arranged by HUA Rector Dr.Trần Đức Viên, Dr. Nguyễn Thanh Lâm (who earned his doctorate from the KKU Department of Agronomy), and Dr. Nguyễn Thi Bich Yen, Acting CARES Director.  My fieldwork continues a long-standing collaborative relationship between HUA and the KKU Faculty of Agriculture that has involved many joint activities over past years, including, most recently, completion of a book (edited by Drs. Vien, Rambo, and Lam) on composite swidden agriculture in Vietnam’s northern mountains. This volume, published by Kyoto University Press, also includes contributions authored by Dr. Aran Patanothai and Dr. Patma Vityakon of KKU. In doing my fieldwork, I was associated by CARES researchers, Mr. Nguyễn Đinh Tiến and Ms. Phan Linh, who skillfully handle all arrangements for my work.
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Field survey in a village of the Cao Lan ethnic group, Tuyen Quang province 

with Prof. Dr. A. Terry Rambo, Prof.Dr.Trần Đức Viên, and Mr. Nguyễn Đinh Tiến
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Collecting data in villages of Cao Lan and Kinh ethnic groups
I am still in the preliminary stages of analyzing my field data but it appears that the structure of homegardens of the Cao Lan is quite similar to that of T’ai groups in the Sakon Nakhon basin while the pattern of gardens of the Vietnamese in Thailand closely resembles that of the Kinh in Ha Tinh. This suggests that the structure of homegardens of these groups may reflect deeply held cultural patterns that persist over time.

