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Bat Trang, Vietnam  – Many of the small Vietnamese villages and hamlets specialize in the production of a single commodity.  We saw this earlier in a hamlet where everyone seemed to be involved in the production of rice paper.  Here, in this small village on the northern side of the Red River across from Hanoi, the products are ceramics.  The skill, equipment, and knowledge to make these products has been handed down through generations of craftsmen (and craftswomen), often father to son.
Our first visit was to a family factory where the father, mother, son and daughter-in-law were all busy making beautiful, and functional, pottery.  The son was working on a very large urn on which he was carefully inscribing by hand an intricate design prior to placing it in huge furnace to fire it at 2200 degrees.  We then watched his father take a ball of soft clay, moisten his hands to shape it, and then use a spinning plate operated by hand to hold the clay while he formed it into a beautifully shaped bowl with his hands.  Each member of our party was invited to attempt to create our own work of art starting with our own ball of clay.  I wet my hands in a bowl of water and began to shape it somewhat with my fingers and thumbs.  I then spun the turntable and used my fingers as a lathe to create my own masterpiece.  It was great fun, and of the 16 of us participating, my creation was judged by the father to be second best.   Nonetheless, any objective observer would have to conclude that I failed Pottery 101 - miserably.
After our pottery experience we walked through some of the very narrow alleyways between walls in this ancient city.  Our guide had made a phone call and learned that an older gentleman he had met on a previous tour was available and was willing to share his home with us for tea.  This is how we met Mr. Duc.
It is always fascinating to be able to talk to someone who has lived through much of the history and events that have occurred in our lifetime, but that we have only read about.  Mr. Duc is one of those individuals.  
After entering a door from a narrow alley, we came into a large courtyard. The interior walls were decorated with beautiful tiles - all, of course, manufactured many years earlier in this village.  On our immediate right was a spectacular shrine occupying an entire large room. We learned from Mr. Duc that this shrine honors his family forefathers.  Numerous fruit baskets, packaged foods, burning incense, flowers and other items normally associated with an altar surrounded the shrine.  We later learned that many Vietnamese homes have such shrines.
Shortly his wife came in to meet us and invited us to have tea with them in another part of their home.  As we ate candies and drank tea, Mr. Duc began to tell us stories about his personal history in Vietnam.  Prior to the Communists taking over in the mid-1950's following their defeat of the French in Vietnam, Mr. Duc's family had been extremely prosperous and were employing many villagers.  He owned 11 homes and was one of the leaders of Bat Trang.   But the Communist takeover in the northern part of Vietnam brought full-scale socialism.  His business was taken over by the state, his property confiscated, and he was made a laborer working for the state.  Everyone in the village suffered. The suffering became even greater in the period 1975-86 when the Communists won the war with the government of the South Vietnam and instituted and an even harsher form of socialism throughout all of Vietnam.  "These were hard times for everyone," he told us. 
At this point, his wife jumped into the conversation, and in the very animated discussion over the next 30 minutes relayed her bitterness toward the socialism which had made life so miserable for her family and much of Bat Trang.  Mr. Duc remained silent during this interval, nodding his head often in agreement.  
The good news was that "a good communist" gained control of Vietnam's Communist Party in 1986 and turned to a more capitalist form of governing.   Although the party line was still dominated by classical communist propaganda, decisions became less and less socialist.  Mr. Duc was allowed to begin his business, although he stated sarcastically, "I was compensated perhaps 100 dollars total for my homes and businesses." 
Today Mr. Duc lives comfortably in Bat Trang in his lovely home.  His living room is adorned with photographs of his ancestors and his children and grandchildren.  His sons are thriving businessmen, and, ironically, the older one is considering trying to join the Communist Party in order to further his career.  I suppose that the moral is that you have to go with the flow.  I came away convinced that I had just had the privilege of hearing first-hand about the actual effects and results of those preaching the justice and benefits of socialism.  It never seems to work in practice.  Ask Mr. Duc. 
I thought you might like to know.
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