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For Gerry, who was my lifeline whilst I was in Tien Yen and John, who made sense of all my scribblings.





Balcony, Hang Gai Street, Hanoi, Vietnam


July 2002


It has only been a week and I am so out of sorts, hot and sticky with swollen fingers and ankles. I wonder if I will ever fit any of my shoes again, and my feet look like a battleground of Elastoplast.


I have just come back from Edinburgh where I have been for six weeks’ holiday. I said goodbye again to the mountains, the wet pavements and all my loved ones. Apart from pangs of homesickness, I am readjusting to my new Vietnam experiences and am impatient to get my body back to normal. It is difficult racing around buying cutlery, plates and pillows when the heat is suffocating and the sweat runs like rivers, unchecked as arms and hands are laden with parcels. Jungles should evoke this type of imagery, but I am in this concrete world of fumes and pollution, where mosquitoes, rats and cockroaches are still very much in evidence. I am just so hot and the humidity is like an unseen curtain of dampness that will not lift. When will I readjust?


Last night I went out to eat dinner and visited my favourite pavement restaurant near the railway station. There were no tablecloths or candles or little dishes of olives or sophisticated people in fashionable clothes. The menu was a wooden board stuck on a nail on the street wall. It offered two choices: mee soup with pork; or mee soup with fish dumplings. For VND 5,000 (Vietnamese dong) – about 25p – I was served a giant bowl of noodles, pork, peanuts and half a year’s supply of greenery floating in a spicy stock. I sat alone, the only foreigner amongst Vietnamese families. The child-size tables were blue and plastic, and the stools were about six inches off the pavement; all around were the remains of the last occupant’s meal – soiled napkins, bits of gristle and discarded tooth picks. Containers of chopsticks, sauces and paper napkins were passed around from table to table. In all there were about five tables, and newcomers were not sent away, but instead another stool was brought and they happily joined an existing group of diners.


As I ate, I watched the female chef sitting about two metres from me, presiding over two charcoal burners. On a table in front of her she had about twenty dishes of ingredients that she casually spooned into bowls ready to be covered with the hot soup. It was all very methodical, and steam billowed up as she slammed lids on and off. Her kitchen was the pavement; the street walls were filthy and the drains were piled with the day’s rubbish. Masked ladies wearing long gloves would collect it all later and pile it into carts that they pulled around the city, ringing a bell as though they were heralding the old call for leprosy: ‘Unclean, unclean.’ By ten o’clock at night, the streets would be free of trash and the rats would have a hard time finding anything in the gutters.


The sun was a red ball as it sat on top of the blackening rooftops; night was falling and I relished my meal. Two ladies joined me and we smiled. They asked me my name, how old I was, and where I came from – standard questions when meeting anyone new in Vietnam. I told them I was a teacher; they told me they were gynaecologists. When we had finished our meal, they paid my bill and offered me a lift home on their motorbike. We all squashed on and, as we weaved through the traffic, I had to reflect that the open generosity shown to me time and time again in Vietnam is more than the wide smile that is so freely given; it is the warmth and care and spontaneous friendship that is offered so abundantly. It is this that makes foreigners feel so welcome. I knew then I was happy to be back.





Vietnam in July


I lean over my balcony in Hang Gai Street and watch the constant flow of mayhem beneath me. Xe oms by the hundred race past. These are the motorbike taxis that are the main form of public transport. In Vietnamese, xe may is motorbike, and om is to cuddle, so it is all very literal and reassuring as you hang on to your driver as he negotiates through the traffic to get you to your destination. The fear factor comes in when he tries to do this much quicker than anyone else.


Along with the xe oms there are bicycles, cyclos and street vendors carrying mobile markets balanced on their shoulder poles. So much noise, colour, variety; and everyone seems to have such purpose. As I watch I wonder where they are all going, and do they ever get there, and don’t they ever stop? So many horns, so much impatience.


I am in my new apartment, right in the heart of the old quarter of Hanoi. My landlord is an octogenarian called Mr Phuong, and I share the building and staircase with all his family. I live on the second floor, and it all becomes quite intimate as I pass through their living areas, on rickety stairs that cut through and round another family’s home, and see people preparing food or hanging out washing. A faded parade of intimate personal garments hang like worn-out flags along the stairway and on the balconies. New Year decorations of gold and silver tinsel are still draped around the many pot plants on the stairs; they make me smile as I return after my trips to gather things to feather my little nest, which sits up above this warren of humanity.


The whole jumble of apartments reminds me of a private village, with all the generations living side by side. Slowly I am getting to recognise sons and daughters and grandchildren. Being a foreigner I am allowed certain idiosyncrasies; I am also granted some privacy, and on the whole I am left alone, although of course there is the constant curiosity about my daily comings and goings. Like most people I need quiet and peace and a time to shut out the world, and this apartment does give me that, but I miss the freedom to come and go without anyone noticing. Security is tight here, and we have to padlock iron grilles each time we go in or out; one for the street, then one for the stairs and finally the key to our own homes. It does kill the spontaneity of running out to buy bread, knowing that you have to open the great clanking gates of the prison each time.


Yesterday I bought a painting, and as I write the girl in the frame is watching me. She is exquisite. Dressed in a red cheongsam, the traditional Chinese dress, she looks pensive as she prepares for her wedding. She sits against a black background on a red silk patterned bed cover. On the opposite side of the room, my bed is covered by the quilt I made during my first year in Vietnam. It is sewn from three shades of green silk cut into hexagon shapes, and was stitched patiently over six months. It was supposed to symbolise the greens of the rice fields and the peacefulness of the rural scenery. On the wall above is an embroidered picture of a lotus pond. In such a short time I have created a room that I shall want to live in and return to. It will be the first home that I have ever lived in that will be mine and mine alone.


It is dark and only the jagged forks of lightning illuminate the sky. I have lifted all my pot plants out so that they will get a good soaking when the rain does come. Two special pots have pride of place. These hold the baby trees that I planted in spring this year in Tien Yen. They were the seeds from a tree with beautiful flowers that greeted the morning all silvery white, then as the day grew warmer they turned pink, and finally blushed a deep red when the sun was at its hottest. As evening came they turned white once more. No doubt they have a name, and no doubt someone will tell me . . .


I was told that, as a foreigner living in Vietnam, I should plant a tree or bush; it would be time for me to leave the country only after my plant had flowered or given fruit. I don’t know how the Immigration Department would feel about that. In the meantime my trees are loved and nurtured and I watch them grow.


Sitting here, watching the forked lightning and seeing the street across from me light up in a complicated jumble of roofs and extensions, I want to feel optimistic about the year ahead. I believe that having a positive attitude can colour the outlook to a day or a month or a year, and generally I do try to see things through spectacles that may be tinged with rose-coloured glass. In spite of this, I am afraid of optimism for optimism’s sake, and can see how naïve it would be to search for an Eldorado or the Best of All Possible Worlds.


I re-read Voltaire’s Candide this summer, and tried to remember the optimism that kept me going all of last year. I remember smiling at the ludicrous story line and the irrepressible Pangloss, but took my glasses off and stopped reading as I considered the ultimate message that was delivered to Candide: ‘Go and cultivate a garden.’ He was advised that the effort would promote activity, self-support and production, and if he developed and cultivated his own talents and harmonised what he wanted with what the rest of society wanted then he could take responsibility for his own happiness. I thought about it and realised that there was a relevance and truth that I could apply to my own life. Perhaps I should put aside my rose-tinted glasses and face my new life with confidence. Wise words, but difficult for such a hardcore romantic optimist to maintain.


My new life began in February 2001. I sat at my computer in Edinburgh and applied to be a volunteer with VSO (Volunteer Services Overseas). I was sad; a love affair wasn’t working out and the prospect of the same routines going on for innumerable years seemed so futile. Surely I had something worthwhile that I could contribute elsewhere in return for the experience of living in another culture whilst I was fit and healthy? Great snowflakes were falling on the old city tenements when I pressed ‘send’ for my application; I had no idea what I had actually set in motion for myself.


The selection interview in London was followed by preparation weekends at Harbourne Hall in Birmingham. Though I didn’t yet know where I would be sent, I was swept along. Spring turned into summer and I remember walking through the beautiful old graveyard next to Harbourne Hall looking at bluebells and inscriptions and not really relating to all this new information.


I was still teaching in Stockbridge Primary School in Edinburgh and my new adventure was a talking point. I heard myself spout clichéd phrases like ‘My children have grown up, and being divorced I have no real ties’, and ‘It seems to be the right time to do this’, and ‘It will be a challenge and who knows . . . I may help to make a difference in some small way’. They were all just words, and as I reassured my parents and children, perhaps I was really reassuring myself.


The letter arrived telling me I was to be sent to Vietnam.


Although I had spent my early childhood in Malaysia and then nine of my married years in Singapore and Kota Kinabalu in Sabah, East Malaysia (or as it used to be known, North Borneo), I knew very little about Vietnam. I had seen the TV footage and press photographs depicting the horrors of the Vietnam War, and when my husband Dave and I lived in Singapore we were close to Bob, Roger and Gordon, American GIs who had left Vietnam after the fall of Saigon in 1975. We used to sit on our veranda in the house at Changi, drinking beer and tequila, and they would tell us what it was like trying to adjust to living in a peaceful Asian city after their experiences in the US Army, fighting in Vietnam. They had become commercial divers on their return to the US and had been sent to Singapore in 1976, where they worked on the dive support vessels for the oil fields and exploration sites of Burma, Indonesia, and in the Bay of Bengal.


I remembered black velvet nights, hibiscus, bougainvillaea and frangipani, and I somehow imagined that Vietnam would be the same and the people similar to the gentle Malays and the no-nonsense, efficient Chinese. I would learn that, as in Europe, each nation has been marked by its own history and the people reflect their own way of life. Asia as a whole seems like a beautiful rainbow; each country is made up of its own unique colours, which are reflected in the food, clothes, language and culture. And Vietnam is Vietnam.


The months leading up to departure saw my arm turn into a pincushion for exotic diseases. I tried to read everything I could about the country, but the information was often dry and far too ‘textbook’. I was not prepared for the actuality that hit me on my arrival . . . the geography, history, culture and traditions struck me as a tremendous symphony of colour and sound.


On a map, Vietnam is an S-shaped serpent that slithers down from China, silent as any sleeping dragon, but with the same fearsome potential of blowing great puffs of fire when attacked. Its eastern coastline runs for 3,451 kilometres and has sunlit beaches washed by the waters of the Gulf of Tonkin in the north and the South China Sea to the south. Inland, away from the exotic coastline, runs a spine of great forested mountains in hues of dark, rich greens. Great rivers cut through the landmass, from the mountains of Yunun Province in South West China to the delta of the Red River in the north and the Mekong in the south. Water is a huge problem and thirty years of war have played havoc with the sewerage systems; houses in the cities of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh have been rebuilt on top of rubble with little thought given to basic drainage requirements.


Through the centuries the Red River has changed its course several times, leaving lakes and ponds in Hanoi that serve as natural outfalls for rainwater. However, the massive deluges caused by the monsoon act as forces of disaster, damaging dykes and resulting in destruction of crops, animals, housing and human life. The dyke building in Vietnam began in the twelfth century and the network, about three thousand kilometres long, stretches across most of the country. These dykes may be as much as fourteen metres high and challenge the Great Wall of China and the Egyptian Pyramids with the sheer volume of earthwork involved. Much can be lost in the catastrophe of colossal rainfall, and it is a fine balance to keep life safe and water controlled in this land where life is dependent on rice and all vegetation exudes moisture and wetness.


In the south, the mighty Mekong finally reaches the sea after its journey through all of Vietnam’s neighbours. This river runs like poetry through the exotic lands of a classroom atlas. It starts its 4,400 kilometre course high in the Himalayas and meanders through Myanmar, Laos, Thailand and Cambodia before finally flowing through Vietnam and into the waters of the South China Sea. It is responsible for creating the entire delta region through the slow build up of silt deposits, enabling the soaring production of ‘white gold’, as farmers call their rice. But each year from May to October the monsoon brings flooding, with the predictable but catastrophic loss of life and infrastructure.


In the north, huge rock formations jut out of the earth and sea in huge single monoliths. Tiny man-made vessels of nailed wood and sail float past these magnificent creations; people are minimised and insignificant in the watery tableau as the great limestone rocks rise up with no beach or landing places, and only the sea eagles have access to the rocky precipices looming above. Three thousand of these islands make up Halong Bay, one of Vietnam’s most famous tourist attractions and now a World Heritage Site. Thousands of visitors come and are enchanted by the amazing phenomena of these stone towers, the gaping caverns and grottos that are hidden behind lianas and creepers, all reminiscent of a child’s adventure story.


I was told that I would be working for SCF (Save the Children Fund (UK)) as a Preschool Teacher Trainer. My job was to assist teachers to teach Vietnamese as a second language in Quang Ninh Province, northeast of Hanoi. This area of Vietnam is inhabited by a number of ethnic minority groups, who are among the poorest in Vietnam. In the villages where I would be working there are mainly Dao, as well as San Chi minorities. The Dao belong to the Dao-Hmong language group and they, together with the Hmong, are normally living at the highest elevations among the different ethnic groups in Vietnam. Both groups arrived in Vietnam from China in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The language of the San Chi group is a Han language, or a Chinese-based one.


Since graduating as a teacher in 1975 from Dundee College of Education, I had worked in Singapore, Kota Kinabalu and then in the Highlands of Scotland. For the last eight years I had been in Edinburgh. I was full of doubts about my ability to train teachers in another language; I was full of doubts about my ability to live in an isolated part of Vietnam; I was just full of doubts.


British Airways allowed me twenty-three kilogrammes of luggage, so I squashed fleeces for the cold weather, cotton shirts for the boiling summers, mosquito spray, school books, a short-wave radio and twelve packets of hair dye with colours ranging from Oslo to Helsinki! I suppose each person had their own particular luxury item that they felt they could not live without. For me, there was no way that I was going to go au naturel. I also packed a large, blank diary; I wondered how it would look after all my adventures!





Hanoi, 20 August 2001



My dearest Gerry,


I have been talking to you all the time in my head, telling you everything. It is all so hot and so humid. Yesterday I went eleven hours without going to the toilet, I was so busy sweating. The flight was fine, the wait in Bangkok long and tiring, and the arrival in Hanoi a blur of heat and new impressions. The immigration processing was slow, and we had time to read a large sign over the Passport Control booth: DO NOT BRING HUMAN ASHES THIS WAY. Clare, another new volunteer, and I just looked at each other and raised our eyebrows in a very James Bond sort of way.


VSO mixed up the time of our arrival and there was nobody to meet us, so we took a taxi into town. The rice fields and conical hats and buffalo were so beautiful I had a lump in my throat, but the heat was a shock.


We booked into a hotel in the old part of the city; bikes, people, fruit, noise, smells – our senses were on overdrive. Our rooms were on the fourth floor, so we had a long climb up the stairs carrying those heavy cases. We went out for a meal and, after turning down one restaurant that specialised in ‘mixed dried blood’ and meat that ‘was raw or half raw’, we found a more civilised one that was good – it had a table cloth!


We slept like logs, then in the morning VSO found us, we moved to our current hotel (also on the fourth floor), and we had an orientation of the city in cyclos (similar to the trishaws of Malaysia). There don’t seem to be any traffic rules, and everything just moves in great waves. No one looks right or left; in fact no one really looks at all. The responsibility seems to be hierarchical: the bicycle gives way to the pedestrian; the motorbike to the bicycle; and the car to the motorbike and so on until you get to the lorry or the bus.


Today we started our Vietnamese language classes. They are so hard, and all the sounds are made through the nose and dip ever so slightly up or down, which of course changes the meaning. The Vietnamese are supposed to have a wonderful sense of humour, and I suppose it’s no wonder as the chance for puns and the play on words can turn a simple sentence into one full of sexual innuendo. There is a lot of hilarity when a foreigner makes an attempt, as one word can have maybe five different meanings, depending on the intonation used.


Our group is going to Halong Bay this weekend, so that should be fun. They are nice people, six of us altogether. Clare is an English Teacher going to work in a National Park in the centre of Vietnam; Emma is going to teach English at a Teacher’s Training College in Da Lat. She will be there with a Dutch lad, Arijan, who will be working with the Forestry. There is Chad, a Canadian who will be teaching English at a National Park in Vinh, and Chris will be in the northwest in Sapa as a Teacher Trainer. Anyway, our trip to Halong Bay will be good for ‘bonding’.


It is the heat and humidity that are getting to me, I wonder if I shall ever get used to it?


I was so upset leaving you in Edinburgh and howled all the way to London. I can still see your face when I came in at night and you gave me your presents. I just wanted to hug and hug you, but you will be fine, and soon the house will have your ‘stamp’ on it and you will make it your own.


Till the next time, I miss you,


Love Mum





Hanoi, 26 August 2001



Hello, hello, hello,


Well how are you, and all the administration in the flat? How are my cats and fish, and the carpets? Are they clean? And are you taking pride in your sink? I just hope so.


Lessons are going well, and now I know some vocabulary and can buy stuff and am learning the money. Food is an experience; we eat all these strange dishes, and drink a lot of beer, and then split the bill. Last night I think I paid a pound! When you ask if someone slept well, you say did you sleep deliciously? Ngu Ngon!


I went to the Save the Children offices and met my new colleagues. They all seem very friendly and efficient and made me feel very welcome. Their names are so unusual – very short, with only one syllable, so hopefully they will be easy to learn.


I am still coping, though the humidity is awful. I was nearly sick with the stench of raw meat, offal and blood in the market; I don’t think I want to have to do my food shopping there.


Love Mum





Hanoi, 28 August 2001



Dear Gerry,


Loved Halong Bay. Sat on the boat for three hours watching all these amazing mountains rise out of the sea, in my Gucci sunglasses and Vietnamese hat sipping Hanoi beer. Stayed the night on Cat Ba Island and then did the return trip in the morning. So peaceful and relaxing.


I must say I have found Hanoi a shock to my system, especially the heat and humidity, and I know I have become dependent on our little group. I suppose it’s natural when we have done everything together – eating, sightseeing, and just learning not to get killed on these crazy streets.


I have enjoyed the food and so far we have avoided dog, cat and monkey. Restaurants advertising Thit Cho, which is dog meat, are very numerous, but at least there are signs, which helps to keep the animal lovers away. Snake wine is horrific; big jars are everywhere with dead snakes coiled up in the liquid.


Tomorrow I leave at twelve to view my new home in Tien Yen and meet some of the people who I shall be working with. It takes about seven hours by car to make that journey of two hundred and sixty kilometres.


I’ll write again soon,


Love Mum





Tien Yen, Vietnam


30 August 2001


After euphoria at the sight of the green rice fields and magical mountains, lotus and buffalo, peaceful scenes in contrast to the hubbub of Hanoi, I am downcast for the first time. It has been almost two weeks since I arrived and my tired eyes have had to absorb everything. I have been a sponge and just soaked it all up, and when it has been too much I have sent epistles home, and when I wrote I was able to collect my thoughts just for those few moments. In Hanoi I used the hotel as a refuge. I could turn on the air conditioning, have a shower and lie on clean sheets.


Tonight I am fighting the tears. I had my first meal made by Hang (the cook) and it was so good – prawns, fish, vegetables and the inevitable Hanoi beer. Then I unpacked my meagre possessions onto the spare bed; they looked so pitiful and so familiar and I was so homesick. All I have is a bed and a mosquito net and a bare bulb. No carpet, furniture or curtains, and the door to the balcony doesn’t even fit properly. Xuan, my colleague and fellow project worker, assures me that there are no snakes, and that if there were any she would eat them . . . ngon (delicious)!


We had only met briefly at the SCF office in Hanoi, but I was struck by Xuan’s lively personality and her happiness to see me. I was so glad that she was going to be with me here in Tien Yen. With her shoulder-length hair tied back in a pony tail, and wearing lime green pyjamas, she sat at the table after dinner and tried to give me an idea of what Tien Yen was like.


Tien Yen nestles along a wide, lazy river that meanders to the sea, and when you stand and look from the bridge that separates the two parts of the town, your eyes are drawn up to the misty mountains that run for two hours to the border with China. The only traffic is the passing trucks and buses that stop occasionally en route from the south. The town itself is small and remote but it has two main streets, two markets, a large primary and secondary school, a hospital and a good selection of shops and restaurants. The architecture is quite pretty, even though it is run down, and the local landscape is very beautiful. The main population of the surrounding communes is of the Dao and San Chi ethnic groups, and I would see some of these people occasionally in the town when they came into the market. Xuan assured me that they still wear their traditional costumes, and that I would easily recognise the Dao women by their shaven heads and tall red box hats, and the San Chi women by their hair severely pulled from a middle parting into a bright green scarf that is reminiscent of a child’s headband. I was looking forward to exploring.


Xuan told me that everyone would be very interested in what I wore, what I did, what I ate, what I bought when I went shopping, and how much everything cost me. She warned me that I would probably gather a crowd every time I went out, at first anyway.


Keeping all this in mind, I went for a walk. It was very dark and the streets were mainly lit by the shop lights as there were no streetlights; compared to Hanoi, there was a feeling of domesticity and family life. People were less frenetic somehow, and all were very curious about me. Many said ‘hello’ or ‘Xin Chao’. Children were inquisitive; ‘Chi ay la giao vien,’ they were told; no matter what country it is, children want to see what the teacher looks like.


I am the only Westerner here, so I shall have to make an effort with my language learning. There is just so much to think about, but it’s just as well as it’s the only way to stop longing for home and the people that I miss.


I think I feel down tonight because this is it. Now there’s no hotel to escape to, and this simple, poor way of life is to be mine for two years . . .


I wrote that last night, and when I woke up I had an adventure with a spider. Woke so early with the public loud speaker system, which stands like an Eiffel Tower in each town, blasting out some military march tunes and then a ‘Good Morning Vietnam’ programme with special ‘thoughts for today’. I made my way down the stairs, through the cavernous house with only a small kitchen table and four chairs as decoration, and found the loo (all in the dark). I switched on the light and when I put my hand up to get some paper . . . Oh my God . . . there was a spider as big as the palm of my hand, and I couldn’t run anywhere! Talk about taking deep breaths. I sprinted back to bed and huddled beneath the net, wondering what horrors were beneath it.


After breakfast my zip broke, so Xuan took me to the local dressmaker, who whipped off my trousers and gave me some elegant granny pyjamas to wear whilst she did the repair job. Meanwhile about ten women all gathered round enquiring about all my inner secrets! We all smiled at each other as they discussed my waistline, how many children I had had, how I compared with them and how much I had paid for my earrings. They laughed a lot, so I hoped that Xuan’s translation was accurate.


We met the Director of Education in Tien Yen today, Mr Thuy, and drank tea from tiny cups that were constantly refilled; it was all very formal. After the meeting in the school office, he took us to his parents’ house nearby. We had more tea, sitting in a small room with very large lacquer furniture, and the old couple made us very welcome. I had to smile as I made my way out of their stately living room, as the whole area in front of the house was covered with corn on the cob drying in the sun.


After the social calls, Xuan and I drove off into the mountains with the SCF driver, Mr Trinh, to visit one of the more remote schools. I have only been that scared once before, on a roller coaster in Aberdeen, for there was no real road, and eventually we had to abandon the Landcruiser and walk the last hour to the school. The countryside was like Shangri La, just so beautiful. Rolling rice fields swirled in contours round the hillsides, dark green and mauve mountains in the distance. We walked through small hamlets of cement or wooden shacks with dark and dusty interiors, with only open fires on the cement floors for cooking, constantly boiling water or rice. The unventilated rooms were smoky, and pot-bellied children and smiling women stood in the doorways as smoke tendrils curled around them, pleased to see the visitors pass by.


The school year has not resumed yet, so the building was quiet and empty, but we did drink tea with the teachers who live there. I had great reservations about the cups, which were dirty, chipped and had tide marks from previous users, so I just watched to see if Xuan actually drank.


I wandered outside and came to a building that was little more than a hovel; there was a pig with twelve piglets and some children were playing. They were partially naked and when I came up closer I could see they were playing with some grasshoppers. They had tied the insects’ legs together with thread so that they couldn’t hop off. Actually it looked quite fun, though only a few short weeks ago I was lecturing the children in Stockbridge to be kind to God’s creatures.


After we drove back, I looked at the makeshift map of where we had actually been, where the main road stopped and the rough red track began. I thought of the people who live there walking all that way to get to market, or to catch a bus to Tien Yen. It was certainly a revelation to me, and I wondered how many more towns and schools were hidden away in the mountains.


I’ve been in Tien Yen for these two days to see where I shall be living, meet my colleagues and visit schools. It is supposed to give me an idea of life in a small town in rural Vietnam and a chance to buy anything essential when I go back to Hanoi. I think a torch might be an idea!





Hanoi, 7 September 2001



My dear Gerry,


You keep asking about the Metropole. Clare and I finally broke away from the VSO lads and went to see this queen of hotels. It is a turn of the century landmark, renovated by the Sofitel chain, and just sprawls in colonial splendour east of Hoan Kiem Lake in the centre of Hanoi. We cruised into the bar, ordered gin and tonics, and sat like ladies. We were going to say that we were Russian hookers or air hostesses if anyone talked to us, thinking it would sound more exotic and exciting than volunteers, but no one did, so we just staggered back to our more humble hotel full of gin.


Outside there was a huge crowd, and at the centre we were appalled to find an old man wrapped up in Gladwrap or cellophane. He was propped up in a cyclo, with a jar of incense sticks wedged between his thigh and the side of the seat. He had just died on the pavement and this was how he was to be transported to the morgue. I often look at cyclos now, idly wondering if the passengers are for this world or the next.


That reminds me of the journey back to Hanoi from Tien Yen, when we passed a road accident. The vehicle was still immersed in the rice paddy, black smoke coming out of the bonnet. The bus that it had hit was on the verge and all the people were milling about. None of this is unusual, in any country, but beside the road was a very ornate red and gold coffin, all ready to receive the remains. No ambulance was needed, obviously, but it all looked so immediate. I wondered if someone in the next village had donated the coffin, or maybe the bus carried one (just in case).
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