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Manners Made Easy around the World is based on Matthew 12:31 about loving our neighbor. With foreign nationals coming to our shores in increasing numbers, Christians have an opportunity and a biblical mandate to reach out to the red and yellow, black and white in our society. To truly befriend someone of a different ethnicity from us, we must know a little about their culture. Learning and experiencing different customs is both fun and rewarding. This book presents opportunities to do that.
The information for the book comes from a lengthy questionnaire completed by native-born individuals from each country.

Chapter 19
Vietnam
The Long, Lost Friend

Interviewee: Huynh Kim Thoa 


My granddad on my dad’s side was a soldier in the Vietnam War against the Communists. His name is Charles Moran. I love to hear his stories about being in Vietnam. He talks often about a good Vietnamese friend he met. The man’s name is Chú Mr. Huynh Thanh. He was a captain in the South Vietnamese army and fought alongside Granddad. When the war ended, the Communists put Mr. Huynh in prison. Granddad says, “(Mr.) Huynh’s wife cooked food and sold it to the local people to support their family of six children until her husband came home from prison.”

Granddad has told me many times how he wants to visit his old friend, Mr. Huynh, in Vietnam. Now that the two of them have made plans to get together, Granddad says, “I want you to go with me to Vietnam.” Wow! I am so excited! After many discussions, my parents finally say yes, and Dad gets the plane ready. Mom decided to sit this one out. After we board Dad’s plane, I plug up my Wii to a small portable TV and settle in for a fun game of bowling. It’s going to be a long flight. I’m lucky that I can play games on Dad’s plane, unlike commercial airplanes.

Dad is flying Granddad and me to Vietnam on his way to take some missionaries on to another country in Southeast Asia. That part of the trip has to remain secret for the security of the missionaries. Dad will pick us up on the way back. 
We have to fly about twenty-two hours to get there by plane, but now we are finally landing in Hanoi. When Granddad was here, it was called Saigon. From the plane window, Granddad points out Mr. Huynh who is there to meet us. He greets us by bowing his head while crossing his hands across his chest. We bow our heads in return as a courtesy. Then Mr. Huynh shakes hands very gently with Granddad because Mr. Huynh knows that a handshake is our American custom, and the Vietnamese do everything gently. 

We ride in a pedicab, which is kind of funny looking because it has only three wheels. The driver in front has a seat, pedals, and handlebars. We ride in the back to the Huynhs’ house. When we get there, Mrs. Huynh meets us at the door, where we remove our shoes and put on slippers before we go inside. She bows before us as Mr. Huynh did at the airport. Then she invites us inside to eat lunch. The Vietnamese do not speak English because it is not taught in their schools (I suppose it is because it is because of communism), but Granddad picked up a lot of their language when he was here, so he translates for me when he can.

It looks like we will be sitting at a table about twelve inches above the floor on cushions that are about three inches high. Mr. Huynh’s place is at the head of the table. Over to one side of each of our places, we all have a bowl on a little plate. I think it’s for the leftover bones from the fish and the shells we peel off the shell fish that comes later. I see a soup spoon on my left with chopsticks on the right. In the center of my place setting is a bowl for soup. At the top of my place and on the right, there is a small bowl with some kind of sauce and also a cup for tea. We wait for Mr. Huynh to ask us to sit down.

In the center of the table, there is a bowl of sticky, steamed rice and a bowl of beef noodle soup. It looks good. Mrs. Huynh says and Granddad translates, “I make the noodles by taking sticky rice and pressing it flat.” She says, “It’s called Phơ.” Granddad says, “It is pronounced like fir without the r, and it is the national dish in Vietnam.” She made it with beef broth, flat rice noodles, and ingredients like ginger, lemon, garlic, chilies, onions, bean sprouts, coriander. There is some kind of fish in our soup today. I’m taking mental notes after Granddad translates, so I can tell Mom when I get home. She might want to make some.

Granddad had said, “Some form of noodle soup is served three times a day in Vietnam because the weather is very hot, and the people perspire a lot.” To go with the soup, we have delicious French bread that seems to be everywhere in Vietnam because the French occupied the country for about 100 years. I learned that in school.

Mrs. Huynh serves us from the soup bowl in the center of the table, and we eat the soup with the spoon that is on the table beside our bowl. The Huynhs show us how to hold the soup bowl up to our mouths and scoop the soup to eat it. They also show us how to reach across to the center of the table and get a small piece of meat or one of the eggs with the ends of our chopsticks that we haven’t put in our mouths yet. Then we learn how to eat with chopsticks. (See below.)

Now get ready for this. The egg we reached for is a hardboiled egg that Mrs. Huynh explains is a fertilized egg that was cooked before a duckling or baby chicken hatches. She shows us how to crack the top and eat the egg with a tiny spoon she gives us, after we salt and pepper it. Vegetables taste good with it. Oh my! I just couldn’t stop thinking about the baby chicken, but Mr. Huynh says the fertilized egg is a special dish in Vietnam. I guess the Vietnamese might think it funny that people in the United States eat collards and turnip greens, which look like grass and weeds.

One of the things I have learned is that tea is the most important beverage in Vietnam. The women make a pot of tea in the morning and keep it warm with a thing they call a tea cozy, which is a padded cloth that covers the teapot to keep it warm. Hot water is added to the pot to heat the tea. There are many kinds of tea: green, black, artichoke, jasmine, lotus, hibiscus, and rose. Mrs. Huynh shows us how to take hold of the teacup with our thumb and first finger. We put our middle finger on the bottom to support the cup. I’m glad she reminded us not to drink the tea leaves in the bottom of the cup. They are probably bitter. Don’t you think?

Throughout the meal, Granddad and I compliment Mrs. Huynh on the delicious food she has cooked for us.

As we eat, we hear the family members slurp their soup loudly, and Mrs. Huynh smiles like it pleases her to hear the noise. That means the soup is very good. At my house, Mom would frown if I slurped, but Granddad reminds me later, “All countries don’t do everything the same way.”

Granddad tells me, “It is important to eat all of the rice in your bowl because if you leave some, Mrs. Huynh will pour soup over it until you eat it all. With other kinds of food, it is polite to leave a little, or your host will think you want some more.” When we finish the meal, we carefully lay the chopsticks across the bowl. I’m glad Granddad told me earlier never to leave them sticking upright in the bowl. That is what we call a “goof” in America.

Boy, do I get a surprise when I see the family members reach for a toothpick from the small container on the table and begin picking their teeth after they finish eating. I decide this must be okay in Vietnam so long as you cover your mouth with your hand. I kind of like that custom over here, but I don’t think I will try it at home around Mom.

Mrs. Huynh tells us that we will have dessert later because the Vietnamese usually have a snack of fruit or sweets in the afternoon.

After lunch, Granddad and I go to the bank (Ngân Hang) to exchange some of our American money for dong, which is what the Vietnamese call their money. Then we walk a short distance to a flower stand on the street and buy some white narcissus flowers for Mrs. Huynh. We choose them because Granddad says chrysanthemums are used only for funerals, red roses mean romantic love, and yellow flowers mean betrayal. I’m glad he knows all that.

When we get back to the house, Granddad tells me to present the flowers to Mrs. Huynh by using both my hands around the vase because that is their custom. The flowers please her, and she smiles and says, “ca’m o’n” (cahm euhn) (thank you). Granddad and I brought some small gifts for the children with us on the plane. We wrapped them in red paper, not white, because the Vietnamese use white for funerals. We plan to give the presents to the children the next day when the TET celebration begins.

TET is the most important national holiday. It is the Lunar New Year and is celebrated for about a week in late January or early February because it falls on the first day of spring. Têt is short for Tê’t Nguyên Dán, which means the first day of spring. Children usually receive gifts of toys or coins. As people celebrate, we hear lots of noise and laughter. Dragon races and fireworks are all over the city. 

Now here is an interesting item: Everyone becomes a year older on this day because the holiday is a birthday for everyone. All week long, the people decorate special tet trees, and the lights are left on to scare away spirits. The women don’t cook during Tet. I guess they cook food the week before. Everybody gets to eat lotus seeds and sugared winter melons. Those are popular candies for the holiday. Yum!

As evening comes on our first day there, we all get dressed up to go to the restaurant that belongs to the Huynhs’ daughter and her husband. Mrs. Huynh wears a long, high-necked tunic with slits on the sides for walking. She wears the tunic over pants that are long and very wide. Her outfit is called áo dāī. Mr. Huynh wears a western-style business suit like Granddad. I know Mom will ask, “What kind of clothes did they wear to go out in the evening?”

On the way to the restaurant, Mr. and Mrs. Huynh wave to friends along the way by moving their fingers up and down in a sweeping motion with the palm of their hand turned outward. Granddad says that is the only way to properly wave to someone without offending people in Vietnam.

Along the way to the restaurant, we see a funeral procession, and all the mourners in the family wear headbands and black and white to show their deep sorrow. The other mourners are dressed in black with something white over part of it.

When we reach the restaurant, we are seated at the table with people even the Huynhs don’t know, but that seems to happen a lot over here. Mr. Huynh beckons the server by saying “Anh,” which means older brother. “Chị,” means “older sister.”

On the menu, I see “baked turtle” and “snake,” but Granddad and I order a pork dish after Mr. Huynh, our host, makes some suggestions. Mr. Huynh also orders some whole shrimp and crab in the shell for us to try. We drink bottled water.

At a table nearby, the people order snake, which the waiter brings to the table while it is still alive. He kills it there, mixes the blood with wine, and serves it as a drink. Boy, I can’t wait to tell the guys back home about this! But I’m learning that people in other countries don’t have to do things just as we do in America, and they are still very nice people.

After our meal, the waiter brings a little bowl with lemon and water so we can clean our hands. I sure am glad because we used our hands to eat the shrimp and crab, and I feel kind of messy.

Before we leave, Granddad takes some pictures of the family and gets one of the people at our table to take one of us with the whole Huynh family. Granddad told me on the plane, “The local people like to have their photograph taken.” Granddad says in Vietnamese, “When I get home, I will send you some copies.”

After a few more days of visiting, Dad comes back for Granddad and me, and it is time for us to fly home. I am sorry to leave the wonderful new friends I have made. Granddad takes an opportunity to speak to Mr. Huynh about becoming a believer, but Mr. Huynh, who is Buddhist, only says, “I will think about it.”  Of course, we invite them to come to the U.S. to visit us, and they happily say they will. I sure hope they do. 

Activity:

How to eat with chopsticks:

1. With the thin end of the chopsticks pointing downward, hold one of the sticks in your hand as you would a pencil.

2. Now, turn your hand inward so that the stick is parallel to your chest.

3. The index finger should be resting on the top of the stick.

4. The middle finger should be touching the underside of the stick with the fingernail pointing toward your body.

5. Your ring finger (third finger) should follow along under the middle finger.

6. The other chopstick rests at the base of the thumb and on the ring finger.

7. Now, to use the two sticks together, bend and extend your index finger and the middle finger alternately. The top stick will turn or rotate at the thumb. 

8. When you bend both fingers, the thin tip of the top stick will touch the lower stick, which is held steady because the stick on the bottom does not move. 

9. You are now ready to grasp a bite of food. It does not require much pressure or strength.

Other Facts, Manners, and Customs
● Names are always written last name, middle name, and then the first name. Huynh Kim Thoa is Mr. and Mrs. Huynh’s daughter and they call her Kim.

● People in Vietnam do not hug one another or others. They do not show any affection in public.

● It is not nice to touch anyone on the head, especially a child. It is considered demeaning.

● The local post office is a very important place where people take care of business such as making a long-distanced phone call.

● The Vietnamese say “allo” when they answer the phone. They learned that from the French when they occupied the country.

● It’s better to ask questions that require more than a yes or no answer because the people of Vietnam do not like to say no to someone. Therefore, a yes answer may really be a maybe or a no.

● It is not polite to sit with the sole of your foot facing someone. It shows disrespect.

● The Vietnamese drink only sweetened-condensed milk.


