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My Chinese husband and I recently travelled to Vietnam. The
French ruled Vietnam for almost a century, so we assumed that
between my French and his Mandarin we would easily be able to
communicate with the local people. And in fact we could, though
not precisely as we had expected. The ethnic Chinese in Vietnam
are mostly from Fujian, Guangdong and Hainan, and we don't
speak Cantonese, Hakka or Hokkien. As for French, most edu-
cated people over 50 can speak it, but not many younger people.
English was much more useful.

On our first day in Hanoi we met a young man who could
neither read nor write his own language, as we discovered when
we invited him to a restaurant and found that he was unable to
order from the menu. Yet he spoke English fluently! So did his
friends, who earn their living on the streets by selling postcards or
shining tourists’ shoes. I asked some 8-year-olds where they had
learned English: at school, said some, but others had picked it up
by chatting with tourists. Some people we met said they had at-
tended evening classes for six months. A few also learmn French, at
public or private school.

One area where Chinese visitors will feel at ease is Halong
Bay ®, 40 kilometers northeast of Haiphong. This beautiful natu-
ral site is the exit point for “boat people” @ going to Hongkong.
Here if you speak Mandarin, many people can reply in it. “My
parents came from China”, or “I worked in Shanghai for two
vears”: these are the answers we got when we asked how they
came to speak Putonghua.

Here and there we met young Vietnamese who had studied
one or more foreign languages at a university. Some stores put up
signs saying “Ici on parle francais” (French spoken here); Russian
and Japanese are also widely spoken. With Taiwan and Hongkong
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investors increasingly doing business in Vietnam, Mandarin and
Cantonese are becoming more common.

Little wonder, then, that so many of my friends told me how
easy touring is in Vietnam. And it’s not just the ability of Viet-
namese to communicate with foreigners that makes it so. Far
more than the Chinese, the Vietnamese have understood that
tourism is an important industry that can bring lots of money into a
country. Many “cafés” set up tours for visitors in English, and they
advertise their services everywhere. Except in Dali, I've never seen
such well-organized tourism anywhere in China. Imagine foreign
tourists in Beijing: Can they guess where to go to plan a tour?
Where to get an air-conditioned bus? Where to buy a plane ticket?
CITS @ hides in a big building near Xidan, and even if visitors go
there they find disconcertingly few employees who speak English,
which, like it or not, has become the lingua franca of international
travellers.

It seems to me that China simply doesnt SELL its tourism. |
hate to say it, but a “Middle Kingdom” mentality still prevails in
the tourist industry: People come to China because...it’s
China. No need to advertise imaginatively, to offer solid informa-
tion, to provide services and experiences that will make visitors
come back again and again. How is the average foreigner to know
what there is to see in Chengde or Dalian, or how to get there and
where to stay? How can he or she communicate with service
personnel who, often even in big hotels, don* speak English? Or
who speak it so lamely that the foreigner is never positive that he's
actually been understood? When people travel they want to enjoy
life, not struggle.

« China has been open to the world for twenty years now,
Vietnam for ten. Not so long ago anyone caught studying English



in Vietnam would have been punished, while today even govern-
ment and party cadres are pushed to learn foreign languages if
they want to be promoted. China, meanwhile, ambles along with
an educational system that produces champions at multiple-choice
tests ® who have little ability to use the English they've been
studying since primary school. I don't think for a moment that the
Vietnamese are more talented than the Chinese. The difference is
that they have understood the value of language as a todl in at-
tracting travellers and businessmen (and their funds). Vietnam has
got it right.
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Hanoi /ha'noi/ n. WA (RHREAFEEH)

Haiphong /'hai'fon/n. #B (e R EAFEBEF)

disconcertingly / diskon'so:tinli / adv. %4 2 % #3b  # BE W%

lingua franca /'lingwa'frepke / n. (RF RAEM X AX#ATX HH
&) RbeE REFF

prevail /pri'veil /v. B4T, &4 H

lamely /leimli/ adv. 35 RAE By, K £ 3

champion /'tfzmpjon/n #HBH A%

amble /'ambl/vi. K EZh k474
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1. Halong Bay: FTA® ,Rék A —L ATk

2. boat people: #£K.,iX T4 EHMR

3. CITS: ¥ B& fRa#kfr4L,4 % % China International Tourist
Service

4. multiple-choice test; % F it #n 5%
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