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Dalat, Vietnam  – Look in any direction on the hills and valleys surrounding this city and you will see greenhouse after greenhouse.  These structures do not look similar to the greenhouses with which you are probably familiar.  Instead, the moderate year-round climate here at the 5000 ft altitude in a tropical latitude allows farmers to create ideal growing environments by using plastic mesh covering supported by a bamboo frames to provide both protection and relatively constant temperature for the crops being grown inside.  
I had the opportunity to befriend Mr. Vo, a local farmer here who owns two of these large greenhouses which cover every available land space both in the city and in the immediate outlying region.  He very proudly took me on a tour of his crops inside.  It was nighttime, and, to my surprise, light bulbs were on, and remained on, he told me, continuously to illuminate the crops throughout the night.  Every available inch of soil inside seemed to be utilized.  Strangely (at least to me initially) the only crop which Mr. Vo grows is chrysanthemums.  I soon learned that it is extremely profitable for him to be the ultimate agricultural specialist.  In the larger of his two greenhouses he grows only yellow chrysanthemum plants.  He has 50,000 plants growing permanently in neat compact rows perhaps 20 meters long.  Every two rows are separated by a very narrow dirt pathway which Mr.Vo crawls along daily to tend to the plants on each side.  This length of the greenhouse seemed to be at least 50 meters long.  None of these flower plants ever have a bloom on them because every few weeks he cuts the new upper shoots of the plants to create 6 inch sections.  He then wholesales these to other farmers who will plant them to develop rooted plants which they, in turn, wholesale to other farmers.  These final farmers in the chain then re-plant the newly rooted mums to create the spectacularly tall yellow chrysanthemums seen in pots in front of nearly every home and business throughout the nation at the Vietnamese New Year and the weeks beyond.  Until this integral part of the culture changes, Mr. Vo's small greenhouse is better than a gold mine.  
In the second greenhouse, Mr. Vo also grows other chrysanthemums, but of a different variety.  These are edible plants and are not as much of a cash cow as the yellow mums.  Because these plants are harvested on a regular basis, this ground must be plowed and re-planted several times each year.  On the sides of the greenhouse he also grows climbing pole beans, squash, tomatoes, and zucchini to use as fresh vegetables in his home. 
Mr. Vo works 7 days a week to ensure that his operation is successful.  He built a small home between his two greenhouses where a family lives to assist him in his work and to guard the plots 24 hrs a day against any intruders.  Because of his success over the years, Mr. Vo has a new home within easy walking distance.  He invited 5 in my group for dinner in his home.  It is one of the nicest homes I have been in recently, whether in the U.S., or in Vietnam.  He and his wife (who is an elementary school teacher) live here with his son and his wife, their child, his younger son, and his daughter.  His mother also lived with them until her recent death less than a year ago.  Imagine 4 generations living under the same roof!  The structure is a 4-story luxury home with internet and all the amenities of most upper middle class American houses.  Everyone in the home works, including his daughter-in-law who is now 5 months pregnant.  Each of his children has been to university.
Vietnam has an ongoing love affair with flowers.  Every city has wonderful flower gardens and considerable green space.  Here in Dalat I had the opportunity to visit the city flower garden - a spectacular park filled with locally grown flowers.  When you look closely at a given bed in the garden, each of the plants is not growing in the ground itself, but in small plastic pots which allows easy rotation of the flowers by the seasons.  It has to be one of the most beautiful floral displays I have seen anywhere in the world.
Dalat is more than flowers.  Its vegetables are sold throughout Vietnam and all of southeast Asia.  The coffee beans grown here help to make Vietnam one of the largest coffee exporters in the world.
But the bottom line of this local economy is most definitely flowers.  The next time I see some particularly beautiful cut flowers, I am certain that my thoughts will return to Dalat and Mr. Vo’s greenhouse. 
I thought you might like to know.
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