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VIETNAM: NARROW STROKES

With no futher ado: I' am hdfway across theworld, sittingin an internet cafe called
"Crazy Online Games'. Besides me in theroomare only youngschoolage Vietnamese
boysyelling Viethamese to each other aboutthear computer games. Theatmospheeis

ingiring.

| landed here after atwo-day travel (Baltimore-NewY ork-Frankfurt-Singgpore-Hanoi) on
a Saturday. On Sundgy, after an in-depth braingorm with the presdent of NGO Crossing
Bordes, | decided wha my doaumentary is going to be about, or at least, how | am going
to go aboutit. In summary, it will be composed of vigndtes. We decide on thefirst
subject: arestaurant which specializes in training disadvantaged youthsmired in povety
to up<cal e restaurant-catering. Within two hours, I'm sitting down with a girl name Nga
Within another hour, | am at her house which hasbasicaly noroof, andisthesize of 25
sg/m. By duk, her mother is crying in front of my videocamera uponthefirst question of
theinterview abouthowthey have arrived here. Thisismy first vignete, yet it could be
my entire doaumentary. | wokeup at 4.30an today, and have been shooting he until 3pm
(a10-hourwork day, andit'sonly 4.30pm).

Narrow Strokes:

| have abad bum onmy leg from touching a motorcycle fud exhaus when | was getting
off. Thebubbe of Vietnamese tones have already become naural to my ears, yet | can
undestand absolutely nothing. Vietham has so much French infuson, | couldn'tthink of
abetter Asian culture for me to get to know. | am stared at unebashedly every single
place | go,nomatter how| try to dress like they do. I'velearned to deal with it by smiling
so warmly tha the stare focuses on me the human being, and not me theforeigne (and
some smile back, surprised). Thefoodis unimaginable to Westerne's. | have notseen a
single persontha is even slighty overweight To consder me "tall" isingpproprate. | am
agiant here.

A DREAM OF CERTAIN PROPORTIONS
Thedepth of themountainshere are aswidehornizontaly asthey are vertically. Any way

youlookisan impossible distance. Cloudsare a eye-level, reachingin and aroundyou as
if to make you part of thelandscapeif only for amoment's blindness of solid white.



Then, it passes, the horizon of mourtain blues coming throughagan, and the sun shines.
Whether you decideto melt into your own shadow and live in wha SaPa offersisupto
you.

| walked througha semi-dangeouscurrent to get undea awaterfall. Thistime | melted
into the hollow wall and watched with sugpense thewater which blurred my view of the
degp valley. As| stepped outinto thefal, thewater hit me hard, alongwith the
realization tha thiswasn't mine But at least | could get this onegloriousmoment, alone
undeneath beauty which we would al die for, butasin the other province has caused
such hardship for the H'mong.

The H'mong: an ethnic minority located in the Northern mountinsof Vietham. Large
hoopsdangle fromthewomen'sears, and heaps of red turbans are wrappead aroundthar
longhar. Thar traditiond garb conssts of dark bluefine hemp clothes with hand-made
embroidery of all colors. It is striking. Here they do not offer ther prayers throughther
has, butthroughthar feet, scaling miles from destinaion to destination up and down the
hillside

They are areslient peoples, pushed onto this mountainousmargind farming land many
years ago from China The govanment does not pay them much mind, or if it does,
encoaches onthar land. They have been forgotten to exist during the French and
American invasions Today aboomingtourist economy is eroding their community and
introduang the spirit of profit and free enterprise. TheH'monglivein Sa Pa, avillage
which was only recently, as Londy Planet describes, "rediscovered".

Asl said, they walk everywhere, motorbike rides arare luxury. As| roared past them on
my own two wheels up themountin | felt like | was entering an alternae universe:
climbing endlessly with basket backpacks and beautiful faces full of asun| knew nothing
of, theH'mongare made of alife and energy | findrare in Westerners.

Later, as| walked down into ther village Tan Van | came across alittle girl who called
herself Mimilou. Mimilou spokea very goodEnglish shelearned from tourists and
served as my unofficial trandator to her three H'mong aunts for me (whomdo nat speak
Vietnamese, but H'mong). But before Mimiloutodk my hand and pranced down the
hillsdeto take meto thewaterfall | had come to see, sheasked me casudly, "So - are
youmarried?' | smiled and said, "No, notquite. What aboutyou?' Shelaughel and
cried, "Me? Too young Youjud right But take your time!" Her aunts came up behind us
then; reaching out, they first toudhed my har gently, curlsforeignto thar knobby
working fingeas. The connection was undeniable. | poured myself into thar smiles and
disappeared for thethird time this day.

Onehourlater, they are singing a H'mong songfor me in frontof my camera. | cannot
bdieve thisis hgopening. They laugh and ask meto play it back for them - it's enoughfor
them to invite me to spend the nightin ther home, made out of bambooand stones. They
say, "Come on - yu com bak tomorro, i hef dinnah fo yu and meet family and dleep hear”
thar hogitality isunimaginable.



But | had to leave - the sacrifice of atight schedule. Mimilou gave me a bracelet to
remember her by. She at 12 years old, has never goneto school, nor will shesince there
isnotonearoundfor more than 100kilometers. When shelaid down to listen to her aunts
sing, ayellow butterfly the size of my pdm landed on her lips till, before her

warm breath lit it aflightagan. | closed my eyesto imprint wha | could before they flew
open agan to take in some more.

Thescenery ismarried to itself here: water, earth, sky, are all handin hand, a pefect
union morning, noonand night People are its wrinkles, wind its laughtr.

Hen Gap Lai Isabdle

DIGGING DEEPER

Hetellsme, "Youknow, | don'thave areligion. Many peoplein Viet Nam do nat have a
religion. But | think... the people are my religion. | am nothing. But for the people | hdp,
for them, | am everything"

Hisface holdsyearsinitsfolds laughter a pemanent feature. With astoryteller's gat, he
pauses for alongtime in between his statements, to let them smmer with thejuice of
paience.

"You know, every time | come down to thiscommune" hewaves his cigaette over the
view of therice paddies "-I try to do everythingthey do. Work in thefields ridea
bicycle, play Chinese chess, smoke, drink, and eat. When | showtha | am no better than
them, then they are starting to listen to me"

Redly, | though, wha you showthem istha they are full-fledged human bangs as
worthy of thar experiencein life as you are. This man has been the head of the
malnutrition program in Vietnam for decades. With charismatic wisdom of an infinite
reserve, hetriesto teach farmers how to cut down on malnutritionin thar commune His
jobishad. But hegetsit. Theresults are undeniable: in 199660% of the popuktion here
were manourished. Now, 10years later, it is 30%

Thepast two days has been an entire semester's class study of theory ripped apart, put
back togeher, applied, failed, reapplied, badly digested, and findly maybetaking root
Internationd grassroots development, such as manutrition programs like the onel
vidited, isn'tassmple as| had first undestoodit. Many thingsare notlike youread, and
practical experience is unforgettable.

Outin thecountyside, therice paddies look like astill sea of grass, sectioned off into
shgpes. Graves dotthefields where dear family members are buried onthefamily farm. |
have foundthis themod telling sign: they could not be further from mechanized
agriculture. Tha kind of thing can only exist with farmwork doneby hand.



Pointed domes onthar heads back bent over, water up to ther knees. perhgpsthe most
stereotypical image of Vietnam to dae. Small wonder asthisis everywhere. Thar domes
are practical unisex sun-has; it gives such alineto the body,ending in an assembled
arrow to thesky. | imagineit mug send thar thoudhts and small prayers up.

Thefamily | visited yesterday at thecommuneearns$350ayear. Themother farms. The
daughter isa servant to arich family in thecity. But thar hous faces a scene mos
Westerners in the sububswould die for. Thereisno noise of traffic, only cows and
children. Thesinewy blue mourtainsweave in and out of each other for mog of the
horizon, before therice fieldstake over. Y et, she cooksover a black firepit. Shehasone
lightoulb in her hous/hut Her teeth are black from absolutely no dental care. Isshea
happy person?l don'tknow.

In Viet Nam, noonesays "goodbyé&. Only "I'll see youagan":

Hen Gap Lai
Isabdle

ONWARD AND INWARD

Karaoke First Time. My thoughs went something like this: Wha a degeneration of
mudcal entertainment - yet | am havinga goodtime? ? It's like some sort of weird adult
videogame wherethe TV tells youwhat to say in subtitlesto MIDI (digitally-made)
musdc files tha don'teven follow the actud song patterns Asasodeta andysis, kareoke
ispotentially fascinaing if deranging.

NGO Conference. Sat throughalong"inauguration” of NGOs which will work in this
particular province in thesouth in thefuture, induding potentially Crossing Borders (the
NGO | am travelingfor). | have my reservationsabouttheway the conference was
conduded, but over dl it isthistypeof important sodal lubricant that allows for
relationshipsto be made between provinces, Vietnam, and internationd NGOs. It isa
chance to meet people in yourfield of work, if notyour interest, and make some loose
connectionswhich can berevisited easily at anothe time.

Phu Quocldand. It reminds me of "Wondeland" onthe coast of Maine Itisa
Vietnamese resort idand, currently undeveloped. It is quiet, peaceful, thethunde of the
seaincessant in its presence. Therocks are hues of a sunet: vermillion, deep mauve, okre
orange Thesea as always wrapsaroundthe sky, blues graceful in thar movement with
each othe. | find the seaistheonly thing which imitates the end of the earth: infinity
represented in thethin line between sky and its reflection, the chasm of our knowledge

FromtheCar. | saw a man struggling to get up on his crutches fromtheroad. He looked
about50, pehgps As hereached agan to pull himself up, | noticed his feet. They were
inverted, the soles pointing up towardsthe sky. He was trying to get up, on his ankles,
wobbly like adrunk. | have never seen something more pahetic, pity-full, sad,



incongruous | say "pahetic" notin condescenson butin pity and admiration. No-one
was hdping him. How did heever walk on ankles made out of jelly? Asthecar pulled
away, | looked back to seeif hislast attempt was successful. From hisfull height, he
wobbled for a distinctive moment and then hefell violently on the pavement agan, knees
hitting the ground,his feet facing his eyes with ease. | am now meeting with an NGO
which deals with Agent Orangevictims tomorrow morning. | am sure thereis much
worse tha | will see.

AGENT ORANGE & AIDS/HIV

Thefloor isyowr sideways horizon, your body resting on a sea of glossy mosaic tiles of
different colors. It is pretty, yet it isonly onemore sign of how poa your family is,
having asked for extras from doorto-doorto make a complete floor. Your body has
aways spannad about 2 of these foot-longtiles. Feet often clutter your view when you
are notin themoodto ook up, eyes straining to the ceiling. Feet in fact become symbols
of impossible -forbidden- freedom, yet you have the mog intimate knowledgeof thear
habits, shgpes, smells. When you dolook aroundyou are limited to the globeof sightwe
al have, butyou can't turn your head. Y ourarms jerk from oneplace to another, elbows
acting more like aflexible wrist in theway they look and move Thisiswha strange's
aways look at when they see you, after trying to put your ageand size together. 17 years
old, and 2 feet long.

| imagineyou mug think this: They ask all sorts of things these white skinswith thar
soft narrow feet, unwrinkled from the protection of shoes. | can't answver them sometimes.
Neither can my 2 sisters and my brother. My hopes and dreams are contained only for
other people, such as my paents. | only hopeoneday they will get therest they deserve.
Asfor me? Wha my hopes are? They dared to ask. "Lookat me," | said, "l have no
hop€'. Neither does my other sister who lives with my same horizon. When | answer this
respong, thar feet get nervous getting ready to leave. Theusud five government
officials are watching our every word, ready to pounce if oneof usstrays off thescript. It
was my mother in theend tha boiled thetengon over, burning usal. Thegirl, the 2
boys andthe5 officials and their 16 feet packed up, alongwith thar "hopé', and money.
Wha difference did it madetha | could read and write when | cannotgrow or sit up?
Wha isthepoint of ther visits? To ogle, or to hdp?

K e ®

Perhgpsthis internd mondoguewas present in thegirl I'm talking about perhgpsnot
The second Agent Orangefamily tha we visted that day was different: thistime, it was 2
mentally handicapped boyswhere the dullness of ther eyes was ther salvation from
certain suffering. I cannotimaginewhat it islike to live withouthope Luckily | would
guessthar hopelies with thearms of ther kind parents, and with the heavenswhen the
time comes. In this version of agent orangehdl, this secondfamily lived in better
conditionsbecause of a highea education (they, had matchingtiles). Yet thar kidswere
unable to read or write, unlike thefirst family. Oneof thar boys lyingbdly-upin the
middle of thefloor, had a dow gracefulness tha almog-atrophied limbs can give you.



His spindly legsdanced our renewed tendonin theair, between white people,
govenment officials, afamily affected by thisterrible chemica put on spectacle. This
time, we were not allowed to interview thisfamily because of thelast narrowly averted
catastrophe | kept my questionsin my finges, taking pictures ingead.

Thenext day we (David, Jeremy, and |; the current makeup of Crossing Borders before
therest of theteam arrives) visited asecond extremely sendtive issue AIDS/HIV
families. Currently thereis no program, govanment or NGO, which exists to address this
problem. In fact, according to thegovenment, HIV/AIDS "did notexist" in Viet Nam 5
years ago. Theexperience was equdly as confusng as thefirst, on so many layers. One,
thegovenmental censorship and bureaucracy. Two, the sights, sounds smells, laughr,
children, infections Thesmall army of officials who escorted us acted as both an armor
for thegoveanment, as well as aneeded precautionsagang ignotant Westerna's. I'm
amazed | was even alowed to visit these families, much less take pictures and VIDEO.
So there mug bealot of trug, even if it does contain censorship.

The children which surroundel me in thehome and gathered outsidethedoa like a pool
of jumping frogswere mosly al infected with HIV/AIDS, or will imminently be The
mothe wasn't at home (thefather was dead) because shewas "collecting glass' or
"selling lottery tickets'. | devise tha shecould very well be doing the sad job which
landed her with HIV/AIDS in thefirst place. Agan, what isthehopein thisfamily? In
these children? They are laden with aviruswhich kills not only yourimmunity system
butaso yourfuture. | had ahard time imagining the shy girl hanging in the doomway
looking at my camera with such innoence would oneday bea progitute. Or, tha she
already had AIDS.

What thehdl am | daing here. | ask myself thisonthese days. Shgping my future? Or
shagping other people's future? Stealing hope? Or creating hope?

THE TYPHOON EFFECT

HalLongBay is another oneof those places on earth when you wonde wha
you'vebeen doing with your life thusfar. Althoudh heavily visited, agoodbod rideout
and aday later, you are dmog out of reach of those People tha Look Like You. This
retreat was suppo®d to bethelast of these puddks of luxury 1've been splashing across
in Viet Nam: it isa Crossing Borders team-building event. | forgotthat teams needed
building. Getting-to-know-you is more complicated, more discerning, more calculated. It
is, aboveall, extremely important. Perhgpsthis seems atrivial observation, butl assure
youitisnat. HaLongBay wasaPlan A.

Wha does this UNESCO World Heritage Site look like exactly? HaLongBay, in
the Gulf of Tonkin, indudes some 1,600-4,000islandsand idets (pending on who you
ask), forming a "spectacular seascape of limestonepillars. Because of ther precipitous
naure, mog of theisdandsare uninhaited and unafected by a human presence” writes
UNESCO. | imagineit alittle differently: it looksmore like an andent giant ssomped
across the ocean and his tremendouswake froze mid-air to stoneand tropical trees. |
wrote thisin some of my lettersand | will again: the sheer cliff-sidedrop these idets have



creates an awe tha only small thingshave for big things

Plan A however was aborted because of atyphoon Thisis mononsason, after
al. So we have adl goneback to Hanoi, which | have now completely fallen in lovewith,
and | have had an extended taste of this uniquecity. Team buildingisn't going quite
according to plan, butbuilding ateam can hgppen in other ways too. Time will cureit, if
notthe place.

| am goingto Phu Tho (FOO TAH) Province, our target project site, tomorrow. |
will befilmingaday in thelife of arice paddy farmer. Theteam isjoining me aday later,
and then starts then Phase 3 Begins In theprovince | have to beaware of cultural details
such as these:
1. When sha&king handswith elders, shake with BOTH handsclasping, arequired sign of
respect
2. When listening to an elder, donotlook themin theeye (which intheUSis
disrespectful, butit isthe opposte here)
3. When handing out my busness card, or receiving abusness card, us2 BOTH hands
with thumbsnext to each other. Using only onehand casudly is disrespectful.
4. Before entering any abode home or office, take off shoes. Consequently, don'twear
shoes tha are hard to take off and put on, such as, Chacos
5. Commund eating isthecugom, so there are 5 or 6 big plates, and then everyoneeats
our of small bows with chopgicks. When at dinne, eat dowly, because if you are
finished early while they are till eating, they will keep putiing foodin your plate without
asking your opinion on your appdite. However, vegetarianism is well-accepted, so | am
notforced to eat meat.
6. Do nat fed inaulted if they hand you a spoonwhen you are eating with the chopgicks.
They are mog likely telling you tha they would use a spoontooin your case. | have not
yet achieved my own advise onthis point, since every time they do this| feel totaly
deflated, havingjug donewha | thoughtwas a good job eating oily rice grainswith thin
chopdicks.

BUDDHIST NUNS

When | first saw Dalat, at 5.30am in the morning fresh off the overnight busfrom
Saigon, | felt like | had cometo ahome | once knew: Liege Belgium. | |eft behind the
sappy romantic Vietnamese busmusdc, congsting of asinging as sugay asthe
synthesized backgroundband, meant to put youto sleep. The streets were lined with
houses and storefronts winding up and down steep hills. Dalat has been called a mini-
Paris of sorts Ban old French resort town in themountins famousfor its cool weather in
thistropical county, continud fruit harvests, and mini-replica of the Eiffel tower. Folded
memories came back to me of Europe while infused with anew flavor: Vietnamese
mungben pastries, Dalat fresh strawberies, sticky rice in ddicioussesame bunsmaking
thefirst impressions(food always does).

Daat aso has ahigh concentration of Buddhsm. We met with an (English-
speaking) monk named Vien Nhu. He smiles before he smiles, his eyes alive, ready to



laugh.Hisfat lips shaved head, and dightly puffy cheeks make him look like Buddha
himself. | suppo tha wisdomis his trade, enlightenment his spontandty. Still
commanding all theduerespect from us hewon me ove with his readiness to give his
energy to me. When | asked him why hebecame amonk (at 10 years old) hesays"Y ou
know many people ask me this. | tell themE so when you were 10 years old, maybeyou
liked chowlate bars, yes? Do you know why you liked choolate when you were 10?7
implying tha his decision to become amonk might have been totally frivolous(butnow
it isnot). He gave himself away with a generouslaughand a dap onthetable (maybe
monksaren't so sereneand seriousas | once thoudht). | then asked him, "So wha have
been some of the teachingsof the Buddhatha youVve struggled with?' He does not fully
undestand my meaning | think, buthe answvers tha hethinks Buddhism should never be
a static practice Ebutrather always adgpting to thetimes, "Induding now," he adds
"with such arisein conaumerism”. He had said earlier tha Buddhism was jug aform of
deep thoughtbthat you thoughtaboutthe teachings of the Buddhawhen you could, idle
time served well. As an example hetold methat there is a saying tha "onecan find sound
in silence”. He tells me themetaphoris deep, alayered answer required to propely
packagetheexplanaion. He wants to tell me tha layers are only foundwith time, and
many accidents. He foundthe answer to this onewhen sitting at aloudbusstation,
smoking a cigarette, when hewas young.

Some days later | visited a Buddhst nunney Bdid you knowthere were
Buddhst nun® Neither did I. | interviewed many of them onther thoughs abouthow
Buddhsm represents Viet Nam. As they spokethdr Viethamese answersto David, |
stared at their shaved heads so shodking to mein acounty wherelonghair isa
ubiquitous required, feminineattribute. Shoulder-length har isa"Western cut'. Thereis
something in being able to see the shgpe of ahead so cleanly. It is exquisitely honest.
Thar faces carried it all, thar pasondity and attitude 1've always been adverse to
uniformity; it recallsimages of thearmy, boacamp, robot, prisones, jail. But | think
thereisasmplicity which | have overlooked. Where my imageisa"burden” to me
everyday, redudng pasond careto only hygienemus berefreshing, downright
liberating. On anothe nate, thefull Crossing Borders team arrived a week ago, in all
thar splendor, some first-timers and as fascinaed by everything as| was. Therefore, my
doaumentary focusng solely ontheteam has a'so begun.Many days, | feel like | am
doingaReal-Life TV Documentary, style high-drama.

MERGING REALITIES

It beginswith thesilence. Then, the small sounds The buzzing, the hunming, the
creaking bicycle. A water buffalo groan. Low shous across fields of rice. The distant
fading whine of a motorbike.

Themountins such astoic presence in thar pae remoteness, provideabluerelief for
these bright green fields They fill up space in thesky like an old painting ona high wall.
All | can dois stare, however. 1t so hot| can®really think. My congellation of bug
bites make me itch my feet every onain awhile.



Thismorning | was surrounde at the market by loud laughing women slapping my butt,
my thighs grabbing my arms, my skin, my muscle. Running finge's throughmy har,
stealing my ha, making jokes. Ngocexplainsto me wha they want to know. How old
am |? How longam | staying?Do | have a husdand?Is my har nauraly curly? Can they
buy my har to make awig? Can they keep my ha for amemory?

| am Fresh Meat. | let them take my hat, | let down my hair, | let them grab me whichever
way they want, | feel like |®n drowningin apool of handstouching me, in themidde of
alive snake pit. Except. . . they mean well.

When | can stop sweating for hdf a second,| begin to focuson TheMoment. Tha
ubiquitous elusve feeling tha Thingsare Happening (In going home so soon)and the
need to redlize tha before it passes unnotced. Which, in essence, ruinsany moment you
could have had in thefirst place. Butin this case, what | wastryingto dois make a
laundry list of everythingtha | had ever taken for granted in my life which | did not have
here.

Everything you ever though was normal becomes a luxury. Theboundaies of my
Qomfort zoneDwere not, as| discovered, the hard wooden bed, or thelack of ashower,
or lack of flushingtoilets, or thebugs or thelack of privacy, or eating onthefloor, or the
lack of vegetarian-friendly foodE It was thelack of a cold, drink. A cold drink - to cool
me down in 110degree heat. If it has some kind of suga in it, al thebeter.

Humanshowever were madeto adept, and that is one of thereasonswhy you cannot
relate to what 1@n saying right now. 1@ writing this blog some days after this experience,
and even | can nolonge relate with my degp longing, craving, obsessionfor acold,
perhagpsiced, drink. We adgpt immediately to our surroundingsto varying degrees of
success, and it is hard to empahize with people who are notin thesituaionwe arein. If
you watch a movie aboutsomeonedying of thirst, adeformity, or agundiotwound,
you@e notreally empathizingif you can reach to your night stand and finish your bow of
ice cream with perhgpsa self-congratulatory burp in the process.

Andthat isthewhole point. Doingit. Doing it so you can Get It. Going throughthis,
Qiving with the peopleQ so tha you can truly empathize with ther situaion, ther lives,
ther problems. Doingit so that it becomesreal to you,andisno longe jus amovie, an
idea, astory, atheoretical application. It isyet another reality in this world which comes
alivefor you. Andthisisinddible onthe soul.

Experiendng adifferent reality fromyoursis achdlengefew people can or want to face.
If you can accept anew redlity, it isafeat. If you can embraceit, it is even a greater feat.
Andthisiswha Crossing Borders has to face this summer.



