A Day in Hanoi, Viet nam.

( By Leonie J. Campbell.

John was involved each day, illustrating the benefits of banking systems used globally to official representatives from the State Banks of Soviet Republic of Vietnam.  I used this time to explore this fascinating, ancient city renown for its diverse lifestyle and market atmosphere. With my trusty street map clutched in my hand, I ventured forth each day to experience the sights and sounds of a people suppressed by continuous war for the past fifty years.

The people have survived constant invasion by the Chinese people over the centuries, suppressive occupation by the French. The Vietnam War of American and Allied occupation still scars the people physically and mentally today. The years of Communist regime have made the people cautious of accepting aid from foreign powers. The communist rule is absolute in the North, but has less hold over the people of the South. 

Walking through the old city of Hanoi I learnt that barter is the accepted way of shopping. The local currency is the Dong, trading at about 13,000Dong to one US Dollar. I began to enjoy the challenge of bartering with the local shopkeepers and learnt to halve the first price, despite their cries of poverty or large families they supported. Many Vietnamese speak excellent English, or the older people speak French but mainly in the South. The bank exchange US$ dollars on a daily rate or you can visit the ‘Gold Shop’ for a better rate. The US Dollar remains strong in the tempestuous South East Asian market. The moneychangers constantly approach tourists on the street, offering an inflated rate of exchange. Be prepared to walk away from a ‘bargain’ if it becomes obvious that they are fleecing tourists. 

My first experience of riding in the local cyclo (a bicycle with a seat in front) was terrifying, as they weave through continuous traffic, oblivious to your personal safety. Collisions that occur between cyclo’s, ancient trucks or the original mode of transport, Chinese built cycles happen daily.

I decided it was safer to walk and soon learnt to drift across the road, watching the on-coming traffic as it weaves around you. The Vietnamese people are oblivious to the danger of the racing, weaving, bell ringing, horn honking vehicles. But accidents do occur and are usually complicated by large crowds arguing, taking sides, until money changes hands and peace is restore by the police.

Walking is the best way to explore this city. You find interesting little shops, down alleyways, up staircases, on the footpath, in fact everywhere. This city is full of interesting restaurants and colorful cafes. The people of Hanoi use their space in this crowded city well. They place small tables and low stools on the footpath and surrounded by their cooking utensils, they ignore the pedestrians moving around them. 

The local Cho markets are fascinating and full of amazing sights and wonderful smells. The small stalls overflow with produce from all over Asia and other parts of the world. You can purchase anything from rice, spiced vegetables spices, fresh fruit and vegetables, deodorants, shampoo, sanitary items, to live ducks, fowl. The fresh meat department is always busy with shoppers bartering and haggling for the best cut and price. Pork is very popular, but so is less known meats such as dog meat, snake and various types of small birds and Buffalo. Other exotic cuts are available to dinners with a select appetite, for the power of aphrodisiacs. In another section, the ducks wait in wicker cages and the chickens lie quietly with their feet tied together. Their turn will come, then hanging by the feet from ancient scales will be inspected for plumpness and age and bartered begins. The hustle and bustle, colors and smells make this a wonderful experience; supermarket shopping and waiting in line is remote in your memory. As you approach the ‘Bird market’ the sounds of captive birds fills your ears. You can buy common finches or brilliantly colors parrots for barter. The skies are empty of birds in flight; they live in cages, pets of the Vietnamese a symbol of freedom.

There are a few supermarkets in Hanoi, created for the expiate community. The imported foods are expensive and sold at fixed prices. Imported food such as cheese, cereals, peanut butter and personal hygiene items are still scarce. Many expiates import the foods and personal items they prefer, or bring them in when they return from ‘home-leave. During May until September is summer season and many expiates return to their ‘home country’ to avoid the heat and humidity in Vietnam.

In the ancient city of Hanoi, the streets are full of bargains and the tourist can still find ‘treasures’ to take home. Pho Hang Gai 'Silk street', Pho Cau Go 'Silver and Gold jewelry', Pho Hang Be 'Shoe street are a few of the streets you can visit. They offer exotic memorabilia for collectors of Asian artifacts, both ancient and ‘new’ antiques of ceramic, temple statues and wooden carvings. I brought silk fabrics and bartered with local tailors to make me beautiful garments from the latest fashion in Europe. The embroidered tableware caught my eye, for gifts for friends in Hanoi and at home. The Hom food market overwhelms you with an array of spices, dried meat, exotic fruits and cooking utensils. Pho My Hoc Dai Street specializes in Vietnamese velvets in splendid colors for you to design in the latest fashions. After each purchase you say thank you in the local fashion ‘cam on’ and they smile in the spirit of barter.

On day John and I were exploring the city when we saw an amazing sight. Coming towards us through the blaring traffic we saw a cyclo with two large, live pigs sitting up surveying the world. They did not try to escape when the driver stopped at traffic lights, as they ignored the astonished tourists. 

One evening when John and I were walking along Pho Hang Bong after a delicious Indian meal, we saw an amazing sight. Across the street in a dark doorway, the glimmer of gold sparkled.

'What are those two men doing with those bolt-cutters?' I asked John.

' I don't believe it! They’re cutting up gold bars! I cried in amazement.

'Let's cross over and have a closer look!' John suggested.

The two men continued their task, as we stood watching in awe. One man was squatting down and held a gold bar between his two hands. The other man was using huge bolt-cutters and with effort he was cutting off pieces of gold. The gold was placed on the shop floor and they returned to their task, oblivious of us. There was no sign of security to protect these men and we wondered if this scene would be possible anywhere else in the world. 

In the early mornings the women cycle along the busy streets towards the local markets (Cho) loaded down with sacks of vegetable. They often carry ducks or chickens with their feet tied together, their heads hanging over the handlebars or rear of the bicycle.

The locals love to haggle for their food and on agreement of price the bird is killed and gutted. Quail, pigeon, buffalo, pork or dog meat are delicacies readily available. The dog meat restaurants in Hanoi satisfy the tastes of diners looking for the ultimate in food for the mind and body. The starving Vietnamese during the last war ate rats and the practice of eating cats has now been discouraged by government edict. Due to severe drought in parts of Vietnam creating plagues of rats, the government has discouraged the killing of cats and snakes, the natural predators.

The Vietnamese people have a wonderful sense of balance as they cycle sedately along with incredibly heavy loads strapped to the back and front of their cycles or motorcycles. It is not unusual to see two cyclos or motorcycles in tandem carrying roof iron or concrete poles, balanced between them. A colorful sight is a woman cycling through the traffic festooned with bright plastic buckets, straw brooms and feather dusters.

The women’s ability to carry heavy baskets on their head, swaying gentle with proud stance. Men and women also carry the double panniers on the pole across their shoulders, at times the load is so great it bows their backs. The trade in televisions, VCR’s, hi-fi systems and Computers has boomed due to ‘Dol Moi’ encouraging new trade agreements. But illegal traders still cross the Chinese borders, risking imprisonment or death from the border police.

Due to years of deprivation the people have suffered lose of family and homeland. But the younger generation (less than 35 years of age) more than 45% of population are determined to succeed through University education and access to the world job markets. Their ability to learn quickly is formidable, their thirst for knowledge has expanded to scholarships abroad. They return to their homeland as ‘Viet Kieu’ excited to expand Vietnams future.

I admire the Vietnamese ability to work at incredibly difficult tasks and never admit defeat. The women, who build the roads, forming the rock foundation for the new surface, deserve praise. The people who work tirelessly in many industries, building, street cleaning, education, health care, are achieving so much for the future of their country. The next generation will reap the rewards of the efforts of these industrious people.

Driving in South East Asia is not for the faint-hearted. There were few foreign drivers or cyclists who brave the traffic in the major cities. Even with an International Driver's license it wiser to let the locals drive you. Insurance is often a problem, if you cause an accident and the courts or police procedures are a layman’s nightmare. If seriously injured, you are e-vac to either Singapore or Hong Kong; the hygiene is superior in these countries.

To witness entire family travelling on a motorcycle, with children either standing or sitting behind them and baby in the carrier basket is horrifying. I witness a young man traveling pillion passenger with his arms outstretched holding a large pane of glass. It made my blood run cold, imagining the consequences of an accident.

The congestion at peak traffic times can be challenging to both drivers and foot traffic. The rule is that trucks and large buses have right of way at all times. I don't think even the most hardened tourist, could stand their ground in the face of horn blaring trucks, buses or taxis, they have nerves of steel.

This wonderfully, exciting city of Hanoi, Vietnam was my home for fourteen months. I never tired of its constantly changing face, or the friendships I made with my Vietnamese neighbors and friends will last forever.
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