
 
Issue 06 �’ Fall/Winter 2009  

 
THE HMONG 
Vuong Quoc Vu 
 
 
The Hmong were no boat people, 
arriving at refugee camps of coastal Thailand 
from the opposite shore, from the mountain  
and jungle, not from the tumult of waves,  
not from the sea. 
Their raft was of slow moving feet, 
shoulders to carry the young; 
their ocean was a vast green— 
Cambodia, its endless sweeps  
of jungle, granite mountains,  
undulating hills like waves. 
 
The land was no less merciless  
than the hungry sea— 
snakes in the trees, stinging nettle, 
poison fruit, land mines 
planted on the forest floor  
to bloom shrapnel. 
Near the Thai border, 
corpses of Hmong children peek  
through ferns and wild ginger,  
the dense undergrowth. 
To quiet their crying,  
the impatience of their young, 
the Hmong gave opium 
and carried their sleeping children  
for days.  At the Thai border,  
the journey almost done 
some children refused to awaken, 
lost in endless opiate sleep— 
so they were given to the forest, 
fed to the trees. 
 
In the farming towns  
of central California— 
Fresno, Bakersfield, Merced, 
deep in the heart of farm fields,  
the Hmong now live. 
They are no longer mountain dwellers, 
yet they still keep gardens— 
climbing vines of beans, bitter melon, sugar cane,  
small plots of land tended by old women  
and playing children. 
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Their history is American history— 
like Ellis Island, the slave ships,  
but the Hmong were no boat people..  

 
 


