
The Mayor
by
Eyes Right 
Xom Gio, Vietnam  –  We had been invited to this remote village here in central Vietnam to see firsthand how a rural village lives.  We traveled on a small bus after having driven about 50 kilometers west of Nha Trang.  As we neared the village we passed field after field of rice midway through its growing cycle.  All of these fields had been planted by hand and were currently flooded with water several inches deep creating a sea of green which was continuously moving ever so slightly due to the breeze over the water.
Xom Gio is not a large village.  There are perhaps 500 people who live here.  We were greeted by the elected chief, who proudly invited us to a new home which had been recently built with much of the funding provided by the parent company of the American tour group with which we were traveling.   Our guide provided translation services as the chief (essentially the mayor) gave us an introduction to the daily life of most of the villagers.  Rice farming is obviously a major effort, but the real specialty of much of the village is making baskets and other products from bamboo.
On our way to the village we had stopped at a larger village to shop in the town market for meat, fruit and vegetables.  This was an experience itself as we walked through narrow passages between women selling fresh vegetables in mounds surrounding them.  Although we spoke no Vietnamese, we simply picked up the commodity we wanted, handed them to the lady who determined how many kilograms were involved before she indicated a price in Vietnamese dong (there are approximately 22,500 dong to one U.S. dollar).  She did this by typing the amount in a calculator and then showing it to us.  As opposed to most shopping adventures of Americans in Vietnam, there is no bargaining here - the price quoted for food is what you pay.  We watched, but did not purchase, frog legs coming straight from squirming frogs or live fish being "prepared" on the spot.  No one uses plastic gloves, so my wife, who had a career as a public health nurse, did her share of grimacing.
Soon after our greeting by the "mayor" we gave him the produce we had purchased.  The women in our group were then invited to join some of the village women to prepare the food for a luncheon while us men were asked to make mojitos for the group.  About 30 minutes later, we all sat down to have a most excellent lunch (lubricated by mojitos).   We were eating outdoors on small stools in an opening near the river which runs nearby.  Cattle were grazing near the river which had several large stands of bamboo on the banks.  It was an idyllic setting, and the mojitos made it even better.
Just prior to lunch, the mayor had invited us to watch some of the villagers who were weaving baskets from the bamboo which grows nearby.  It was something of an assembly line process with an older gentleman splitting bamboo longitudinally with an axe into thin reeds which could then be woven.  Both women and men then wove these one inch wide reeds into baskets while they crouched in, what would be for me, an uncomfortable position.  One of the men was an unusually fast weaver; his hands literally flew as he rapidly threw down a new strip onto the ground and quickly weaved it seamlessly into an expanding matrix.  Others then bent the completed mats to insert an additional reed around the outside while tying it into place to make a finished basket about 2-3 feet in diameter.  These baskets would be sold all over Vietnam for any number of uses.  In addition to basket-making, the village also makes tens of thousands of bamboo chopsticks, all by hand.  It is labor-intensive work.  One of the chopstick makers was a young girl who spoke very good English, which she told us, she had learned at school.  Many of the younger Vietnamese whom we met were reasonably fluent in English.
Before we left the village, the mayor asked our group if we had any suggestions on what this village, in particular, and Vietnam, in general, should be doing to improve their lives for the future.  We had not been expecting this question, but we complemented the mayor on the industriousness of the village.  I remarked to him that I had seen quite a lot of litter lying near the river and along some of the paths where we had walked.  "Perhaps you can organize the youngsters of the village to pick up some of this trash as a way of getting rid of this material and also to serve as an example so that others will not litter so much," I suggested.  He smiled, agreed that it was a problem, and said that he would think about it. 
Two weeks later, back in the U.S., as my wife and I did our daily morning walk through our own neighborhood, we came across our own American litter, as we do every morning.  After picking up the usual two bags of trash, I thought about my presumptuous remarks to the Xom Gio mayor and realized that we probably should take care of our own "issues" before I give advice to other, less developed, nations on what they should be doing.
One constant that I observed while in Vietnam was the work ethic of these people.  Both in the large cities, and in small villages such as Xom Gio, everyone seemed to be hard-working.  Much of the labor is demanding and repetitive.  As the younger Vietnamese become better educated and more prosperous, I am not certain how many will opt for a life of basket-making and rice farming.  That 1918 American tune, "How ya gonna keep 'em down on the farm after they've seen Paree?" would seem to have applicability here. 
I thought you might like to know.
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