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Tho Ha Hamlet, Vietnam – Our tour bus headed northeast from Hanoi for perhaps 30 kilometers before making a sharp turn down a steep hill to the banks of the Tho Ha River.  As we disembarked from the bus, we immediately saw a small ferry approaching from the other side.  As soon as it discharged three motor scooters and about 10 pedestrian passengers, we were motioned to board.  The river is narrow, muddy, and not nearly as free of debris as other Vietnamese rivers I have seen.  We were soon at our destination, the small island hamlet of Tho Ha.  For locals, a round trip fare is only 3000 dong (about 15 cents), but we paid 10,000 dong each as a gesture of friendship.
We had come here to view and understand the ancient process of making rice paper by hand.  As soon as we landed on the island we saw row after row of rectangular lattices of bamboo about 3 ft wide by 8 ft long with a thin white, transparent substance drying on it.  That was the rice paper.  It takes only a few hours to dry during daytime, so women (and some men, but mostly women) were busy swapping dried rectangles with new wet ones.  These bamboo frames were everywhere, leaning against the outside walls of buildings, on rooftops, essentially in every available space.
To understand how the entire process works, we were led into the home of Trinh Quang Viet, the patriarch of a Vietnamese family which has been making rice paper for generations.  Here his wife proceeded to demonstrate the art of mixing rice flour with hot water in the proper proportions before ladling it onto a form, and then spreading it with the ladle into a thin film. This "stew" is then steamed for 10 seconds before being removed with a round stick to which it sticks before being placed on the bamboo lattice to dry.  Each of us was given an opportunity to try our skill at this process.  Most of us were not quick learners! 
Our tour leader then introduced Mr. Viet and asked him to discuss his background.  He appeared to be in his mid-60's and was wearing a tweed sports coat over a sweater.  He was smiling broadly, and in Vietnamese began to tell us through our interpreter about his experiences while serving in the North Vietnamese army in what the Vietnamese call "The American War."  Upon joining the Army at age 20 in 1972, he spent the next three months heading south on the Ho Chi Minh Trail to fight the South Vietnamese and American forces.  He later fought in Cambodia against the Khmer militia.  Mr. Viet showed no rancor towards our American group, and when told that two of us in the group had served in the U.S. military during what we called "The Vietnam War," he became very emotional with joy to have the opportunity to meet us.  One of the two Americans besides myself,  was Bob Andretta, a close friend of mine.  Bob had 12 months of intense combat experience in that war while serving as an advisor to the Vietnamese Navy junk force, although a few years prior to Mr. Viet's tour. I explained to Mr. Viet that my Vietnam war experience was limited to viewing his country through the periscope of a submarine off the coast.  Mr. Viet laughed heartily and shook my hand warmly.  Both Bob and Mr. Viet cried mightily while they embraced.  The three of us then posed for a photo while we toasted each other with cups of local moonshine made from rice.
Mr. Viet's reaction to us was echoed by essentially every Vietnamese we met during our five days in the Hanoi region.  Less than 50 years earlier U.S. airplanes were dropping bombs throughout this area causing widespread death and destruction below.  I suspect that many of the Vietnamese whom we met had relatives and friends who suffered considerably during those years, but who now seemed very comfortable welcoming us to their country.  I am not certain that all Americans would be so forgiving.
I thought you might like to know.
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