Timeless Sapa.

DURING LATE DECEMBER John and I traveled to Sapa, Bac Ha and Lai Chau in the far north of Viet nam. We arrived in the soft light of late afternoon, after traveling in a mini van for eleven hours through varying terrain. The scenery was spectacular as we drove across the flat plains, climbing slowly up mountain gorges and navigating flooding rivers.

The style of bridges changed constantly, many built of local wood, while others were of European design constructed by joint ventures, to withstand the huge rains that flooded the valleys during the rainy season. The countryside blazed with life and the peasants worked tirelessly in the fields. I never became tired of watching the scene changing from the translucent green of paddy fields, to the somber green of bamboo. Before us the soft gray, blue mountains advanced and the terrain and trees changed to alpine species as we climbed higher.

On arriving at Lai Chau we found that floods had damaged the bridge and heavy vehicles were unable to access it. We loaded our packs onto our backs and walked across to the other side. The mode of transport for the next stage was either by local bus or wait for a van from the village. John and I chose to join other tourists and boarded the dilapidated bus. It was crowded with local’s returning home from market, loaded down with bags, boxes. We fought our way on board and were crushed by the hot, smelly villagers. Jolting over the rough surface we finally arrived in Sapa village.

The hotels here are basic accommodation and our quick shower was in freezing cold water. The manager had forgotten to turn on the hot water and the tourists complained loudly. Hot water would not be available until morning we were told, by a sullen woman. We wandered down the stairs into the dusk and met two small girls in ethnic costumes. The air was freezing as night approached and the girls were dressed in layers of brightly braided cotton garments. One small girl introduced herself as Anh and her friend as My and insisted on claiming us as their special friends, by tying colored braid to our wrists. They spoke reasonable English; although they said they didn’t attend school. 

‘Only boys go to school,’ they said. 

I understood that girls learn by their wit, copying languages with ease. Their survival depends on their ability to capture a tourist, creating a tenuous relation. They survive on gifts of money, which is quickly harvested by their pimp who gives them enough to survive.

After a sparse breakfast we joined the others dressed in warm shirts, boots and jeans. Out task for the day was visiting ethnic villages and we carried our lunch of water, Nan bread and local cheese. The sun shone, the blue sky beckoned, as we began our climb up into the highlands. Our guide Ha informed us that we would be climbing the small paths used by local villagers past buffalo and grazing goats.

The air was sparkled; free from the pollution of the cities we had left behind. The view was spectacular as you trekked upwards, surrounded by paddy fields and peasants bending to the plough. One French girl began to complain that she was tired and must stop to rest.

‘How far are we climbing today!’ asked a German, red with exertion. 

Ha smiled, ‘Oh! Not far! About eight miles to the first village.’ 

He was a wise man! Many of the tourists in our party were not fit and the journey was closer to fifteen miles. With the clarified air many would struggle over the distance and increasing altitude. Sapa village in the valley below lies about 2500ft above sea level.

We stopped several times to catch our breath in the thin air and were stunned by the spectacular views before us. The paddy fields were terraced in layers into the narrow valleys, reaching far into the distance. On the slopes the goats grazed, protected by small boys in brilliantly colored tunics, armed with stout sticks to guide them.

In the terraced fields the men drove the buffaloes coupled to the plough before them. It’s time to plant the crops of sweet potatoes, maize and other vegetables to provide food for the winter season. The soil is very poor and the land needs fertilizer to increase its yield to produce three crops a year.

Climbing steadily for an hour we reached a small thatched village and were welcomed into the home of the village cadre. The brilliantly braided clothes of the women and children were adorned with silver necklaces and bracelets. These they offered to us in exchange for American dollars and we enjoyed bartering with the cheerful villagers. We observed that the lack of minerals and vitamins in their diet had caused thin hair growth and teeth decay in adults and children. The selling of jewelry, clothing, caps and bags supplemented their meager income. In their dialect they laughed at the tourists efforts to resist the onslaught of their skilful barter.

To avoid the insistent haggling many tourists brought bracelets and braided caps, but the locals continued to press them with further goods. The culture of these Mong people is fraught with constant erosion of their homeland by the Vietnamese and Chinese. Their fragile survival is now receiving assistance from UNICEF in the areas of health and education. The tourists learnt that these people were struggling to survive and gave generously to the families. We shared the potent local rice wine in toasts and drank local tea Chee. We sat in awe in their primitive homes, the smoke from the dung fireplace stinging our eyes. The children hid behind their mothers skirts; their dark, slanted eyes watching the foreigners, Tays with interest. They followed us part of the journey down the mountain, waving farewell to these strangers returning to Sapa and a different civilization.

Our meal that evening was noodles, cheese and vegetable soup in a primitive restaurant. We decided to visit the nightly ‘Love market’ which Sapa’s famous for. The unmarried boys and girls meet at the steps of the ruined church, coyly flirting and drinking rice wine through a long pipe. The girls sing in a lilting soprano, enticing the boys to their side. It reminded one of the tales of mermaids luring the sailors onto the rocks in ancient times. 

The next morning we left for Bac Hai, which lies near the China border about 1500ft above sea level.) The road is rough and narrow and we stopped the bus to photograph the splendid scenery and the various ethnic people travelling by pony train down the mountain. The temperature drops rapidly at nightfall in this region so hot showers and a simple meal become a priority on arrival. Hygiene is lacking in food preparation here and you select your meal with care. The latrines were disgusting and the pervading smell soon killed your appetite.

It began to freeze so John and I spread mattress, quilts and pillows onto one bed. We retired, wearing all our clothing including warm gloves and caps and slept well. We were rudely awoken at 5am by loud party broadcast echoing around the valley. The speakers boomed out propaganda from the safety of the high mountains, indoctrinating the locals on a daily basis. Breakfast again was noodle soup and Nam bread supplemented by Mandarins that I had brought with us.

Sunday is market day and the valley hummed with hundreds of colorful Mong people from the different tribes. They travel down the rugged valleys; their small ponies loaded down with heavy bales of braided cotton fabric, wood, tobacco and staple foods. This market also sells dogs (for eating) chickens, pig’s ducks, buffalo and exchange of ponies for new blood stock. For a foreigner there is no barter prices, the market is for local exchange of produce. Tobacco is trading with very serious intent and often arguments flew on the current price. Betel nut stained the teeth of the women as they stared with interest at you. The health of these people was superior to the Mong in Sapa; their diet includes meat and fresh vegetables and fruit.

In the late afternoon John and I sat watching the people begin their long journey home. We were amused to see an old women lead her drunken husband home, beating him along with a stout stick. A small boy led a pregnant sow home, guiding her gently forward stick in hand. Nearby two mothers’ breast feeding their babes, shyly covering themselves from our gaze.

The young women are beautiful and glance shyly at the men with dark, interested eyes. The usual marriage age is fourteen or fifteen years and they carry their babes wrapped securely on their backs. The small faces peek out at the world, gazing unsmilingly with dark eyes at the foreigners. The air is heady with the perfume of spices and oils and unguents unknown to the modern world. The girl’s fashion their long hair into thick plaits wrapped around their head covered by braided scarves or hats.

We visited a small hamlet where the wife and daughters sat sewing the braid onto black cotton produced in China. They used an old treadle sewing machine and peddled happily, ignoring the breathtaking view before them. The cadre invited John to pose with him, the fabulous scenery behind them. Sadly we said farewell to these gentlepeople and descended into the rising mist from the darkening valley.

We returned to Hanoi, excited by our exposure to wonderful, ethnic people content with their lives in the valleys and mists of the distant mountains. With the trips that John and I had experienced so far and enjoyed immensely, it was only natural we would want to see more of this beautiful country.
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