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Nobody enjoys a funeral.  We avoid thinking about death even though it is an inevitable part of life.  While a slightly macabre subject, this passage will provide a few recollections on the circumstances of commemorating that final act, and a few incidents that took place while I was in Vietnam.  Why did I think it was necessary to write about this?  Read on and you will come across the odd surprise.

It isn’t difficult to spot a funeral procession.  Busloads of people dressed in white with white kerchiefs around their heads.  Or scores of people similarly attired just plain walking.  The constant clash clash clash of cymbals.  The drum.  A funeral is a very public event and like so much of what happens it takes over the street.  After one hundred days there is a further series of ceremonies to wish the recently departed well.  Special food is cooked.  Particular prayers are said.  Six months after the death there is another period of mourning.  And then once a year ancestors are remembered at a time that lasts about three days.  The date changes from year to year but is consistent with the lunar calendar.  At monasteries and temples paper money in the form of U.S. dollar bills is burned.  As the smoke rises to the heavens wishes of prosperity are made for the dearly departed in their new realm.  Flowers and food are offered, blessed and later taken home to be shared by the family.  

Vietnamese will repeat these acts of respect for their ancestors at any time they wish.  Stall after stall of flower and sweetmeat sellers line the approaches to any popular temple.  Simple shrines are constructed at the base of sacred and ancient trees on city streets and in the countryside alike.  What a moving sight it is to be on the way home from a disco at three in the morning and to pass a woman praying silently at one of these, a candle and a couple of sticks of incense lit in honour of a fervent hope.  What does it say about a people when they remember their dead like this, when they look to their dead to show guidance for the living?  Coming as I did from a transplanted European culture to mysterious and ancient land of Australia I could only marvel at it.

I met death in Vietnam on my first weekend.  I had taken a bus tour to the Perfumed Pagoda, a very special place of pilgrimage set inside a large cave.  On our way back the traffic slowed to a crawl.  Eventually we saw the cause.  Two youths on a motorbike were crushed under the wheels of a truck.  There was blood streaming from their heads and they were very still.  Neither an ambulance nor a police car were in sight.  Should we stop and help I wondered.  It was then that I learned a very fatalistic aspect of Vietnamese thinking.  If you stop to help a dying person you are responsible for their life.  We didn’t stop.

As luck would have it I also came across a tragic accident the next time I took a trip to the countryside.  And pretty soon after that, around two or three trips later, there was another.  The grief on the driver’s face as he held a broken woman in his arms was unforgettable.  There was an ugly enraged crowd around him.  Again, there was no point in stopping.  Or in phoning the police from a nearby town.  Let it take its course, I was advised 

More people are killed on the roads of Vietnam than by any other way.  It is the speed that does it, as it is everywhere.  The roads are narrow, people have the kinds of traffic habits that suit bicycle or buffalo pace.  While in the cities the sheer density of the crowds on the roads slows down the traffic, on the highways trucks and buses are chasing each other to be first.  The rest is history.

I was told that if I ever became involved in a traffic accident the best thing to do was to offer $US100 to the police and then leave.  The expat is always in the wrong, regardless of the circumstances.  This was one of the reasons why I never felt comfortable learning to ride a motorbike in Hanoi.  I just felt it was an accident waiting to happen.

There are just two more incidents to tell about accidents and bribes.  They are both pretty similar.  They both speak of the feudalism and the xenophobic commercial pragmatism that Vietnamese in authority can at times show to foreigners.  Frankly when the authorities are so used to treating their own people so poorly why should foreigners be treated any better?  Despite all the billions of dollars of aid that has been poured into the country since the end of the American war it still somehow manages to stay among the top ten (or is that the bottom ten?) poorest countries in the world per capita income, according to reports by the United Nations Development Program and the International Monetary Fund.  Now where does that money go?

At the French international school where I worked I quickly met a fascinatingly energetic woman called Evelyne.  She was Swiss, married to the second in charge of the Swiss embassy.  She had met him when they were both in the foreign service and eventually she had sacrificed her career there as joint postings were difficult to maintain.  Evelyne is a vibrant woman, she had developed a highly organised program of German instruction for the school, she is a champion tennis player and a perfect cook, even of pavlova, a trick she learned while living in Canberra.  To cap it all off Evelyne is a glamorous and sexy lady, who wore mini skirts till past 40 and then moved into more discreet pedal pushers in her final year at the school, which were tailored to perfection and showed off her legs nearly as much as any mini would have.  

Rarely did anything ever seem to faze her.  But one Monday morning she came into the staffroom, her face a mask of emotion.  The entire weekend her husband had been working.  A Swiss tourist had drowned at a beach in one of the country’s southern resort towns.  The body had been recovered.  But it was still sitting in the morgue.  The provincial authorities refused to send it on for air transportation back to Switzerland until the Swiss government had signed a paper stating that nobody in Vietnam, no legal entity or governmental authority was in any way responsible for the body, for the condition of the body or the death of this unfortunate man.  “Of course my husband couldn’t do that” said Evelyne and she left it at that.  Eventually some sort of resolution was agreed to and she did not go into the details of what it had been.

A similar incident occurred at Halong Bay.  A boat had capsized and 30 people were lost, mostly local and including one Indian national and some Thais.  An Indian newspaper reporter I had been introduced to whose wife was Vietnamese and who spoke the language pretty well recounted the details.  There was holy hell to pay in order to get the body.  The provincial police had impounded it.  It was sitting in a hot room.  It had been there for five days.  It would not be released.  They required $2000 to allow access to it.  When the sum was finally paid Hari was so shocked to see it.  A bloated blackened corpse, with distended belly, stinking with decay.  There is nothing surer than death and taxes. 

What lies behind such ruthlessness?  It is too easy to say it is due to corruption.  How can we make sense of these incidents and relate them to the level of ceremony Vietnamese commemorate their own dead?  I can’t, but I can share a few reflections on xenophobia.

Wariness of the outsider, a consciousness of the differences between villages which are geographically quite near, a celebration of the distinctiveness of foods or celebrations in particular villages are traditional.  Traditions are steeped in legends.  Each village had a village wall and gate, which led onto the outlying rice fields.  To venture more than 5 or 10 kilometres from here was unusual in former days, before the advent of bicycles, roads and motor vehicles.  Even today in the middle of Hanoi, which is itself a collection of villages which have grown together, locals will tell you that they do not travel throughout the city.  Time and again I have heard friends complain when they had to take the motorbike 5 kilometres.  So far!  

There was a consequent lack of communication from one village to another, with news being transmitted by rumour, innuendo and guesswork.  In such circumstances it is not so difficult to divide and rule.  How similar is this to our postmodern suburban or (even more so) the inner urban apartment experience, where we do not know our neighbours and sometimes we do not even care to.

But I was writing about xenophobia.  

It is not unusual for Vietnamese to charge foreigners ten or twenty times the normal price for something, be it a coconut, a piece of lacquerwork, some silk, whatever.  They assume that we have such a lot of money that we don’t know what to do with it and in a way they are right.  I have known many middle class foreigners who have no idea of the local price of things, although they have been living in Hanoi for years.

There is also a strong belief in fate, in grasping at the chances that come one’s way, and, in parallel to this a high regard for accepting the destiny that one is dealt.

Add to this the opportunism that someone in a powerful provincial position can exercise from time to time and you have a ready made raison d’etre for a bribe, though who would disagree that insisting on a bribe before releasing a corpse, especially an unrefrigerated one, is really low?  

