
Harvesting fresh tea leaves.

Week Ten: Sunday — March 31, 2019
Da Lat, Vietnam                       
Vietnam Retrospective . . .

A number of years ago, I recall observing an
octogenarian in one of the local Albuquerque
Supermarkets. He was alone and slowly pushing his
food cart down the bread aisle when I overheard his

solitary comment to
himself . . . “Back in my
day all you had to
choose from was either white bread or dark bread.” It was
obvious that all he wanted was just a simple loaf of bread
but he was accosted with an entire aisle loaded with every
kind of bread imaginable and he was
truly confounded and confused. Our
twenty-first century hunger in the
USA to have it all seemingly got the
better of him.

It occurs to me that one of the
reasons I feel rejuvenated when I am

here in Vietnam is that this country is not as caught up with
commercialism. According to Google, the average monthly
salary of a worker in Vietnam is about $150.00 per month and
those in high paying technical or professional jobs might bring
home about $500.00 per month. The average salary in the USA
on the other hand is somewhere around $850,00 per week for a 40-hour week. This

dramatic difference offers some explanation as to why life is
much simpler here.

As you might have
noticed from my earlier
letters, I have an obsession
with food. Not only do I
enjoy eating but I also enjoy
the preparation and
presentation of my culinary
works. One of the novices
jokingly told me that “if it



moves, we’ll eat it.” Now I’m here to tell you that some of the
most innovative and tasty morsels of food to cross my palate
have been made with products that we would consider throw
away in the USA. I’ve had the pleasure of enjoying such
delicacies as grilled chicken feet (the small amount of meat
from the palm is intense in flavor), blood sausage from the
freshly butchered pig (tastes like the Polish Kishka sausage),
stewed frogs (tastes like chicken), fish head curry soup with
lemon grass (tastes like a rich stew), and dove eggs just to
name a few of the more exotic selections. When one has a
limited income, you have to be creative.

Can you even remember the days when your mom washed the laundry in a
wringer washer and then hung the clothes out to dry? Winter time in Detroit was always

a challenge. The clothes would freeze solidly on the line but my
mom would insist on letting them “dry” outside for at least the
afternoon and then she would take the stiff boards of cloth down
and hang them in the basement to dry out. Most families here still
wash their clothes by hand and they rely on mother nature to do the
drying. I have yet to see an automatic dryer even in the fanciest of
homes. We do have the luxury of a small automatic washer here but
it is reserved for the Professed Community
members. The novices wash all of their
clothes by hand. 

How about dishwashers? We have eighteen of them here. I
have never seen an automatic dishwasher in
the ten years that I have been coming here.
They might very well exist but they are
certainly not common. The production line
of hand washers includes a thorough rinse
as well as a bath in bleach water. Drying is
left up to mother nature.

Cooking is done on small propane
burners or wood fired stoves. The morning
air is scented with the smoke of the family

stoves being stoked to cook the breakfast rice and to heat the water
for green tea or a strong cup of Vietnamese coffee. I have never
seen an oven in any homes that I have visited. I think that they are



only used for commercial baking of breads and pastries as taught to
the Vietnamese by the French during their time of occupation. And I
would venture to say that some of the most delectable pastries and
breads are produced here. The Vietnamese learned very well. 

Shopping for clothes is quite
an adventure. We are accustomed to
driving to a mall and walking
through a seemingly endless
collection of clothing stores that

specialize in the latest fashions. Or we might just as
likely shop on line via Amazon or a myriad of other
venues. The larger cities in Vietnam do in fact have malls
and specialty stores but the common folk are more often
focused on small all purpose local merchants. A lot of
items are sold from small booths that are set up on the
sidewalk or in a common outdoor market similar to our
flea market concept. And of course it is considered
proper to haggle for the best price.

Prescription medications are readily available here but it is
a classic case of “let the buyers beware.”
The large pharmaceutical companies in
China and India have a nasty habit of
dumping their “knock off” drugs here in
Vietnam perhaps because of the lax
copyright laws. The Vietnamese have a
saying for this: “Yes, we have copyright
laws. We have the right to copy anything!”
So, even though medications are easy to get,
you are never quite sure what it is that you
are purchasing. The smart buyers will look
for drugs that are made in the UK, Australia,
Canada, Germany, or the USA. 

Most families in the USA have two or
three vehicles. The primary mode of
transport here is the ever popular motor bike.
If one can’t afford a motorized bike then the
old fashioned two wheel bicycle is a second



best. Public bus transportation is actually quite good and the buses
are clean and modern. The route system is
quite extensive and the cost is very
reasonable. For those who wish a bit more
comfort and ease, it is possible to hire a car
and a driver for extremely low rates by our
standards. I’m a personal fan of the old-
fashioned passenger trains and I have had
occasion to ride the “Reunification Express”
for a couple of trips. The “soft cushion” cars

are relatively comfortable and they are kept clean and tidy by the
on board attendant. One hardly notices that the cars were probably
built in the 1940s. 

 I have about four weeks to go before I return to the USA.
The cleansing of sorts has been good. My time here puts me in a
much simpler context. My biggest challenge here is how to be
creative with the novice students when I am teaching. The daily
prayer and meal routine has a certain rhythm to it that is soothing.
I’m getting seven to eight hours of sleep each night. God is good!

Peace and Good!

Bruce

 


