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Homework 
Hanoi is Vietnam’s second-largest city, with a population of more than six million. 

As it has grown, residents of the farming villages on its outskirts have adopted 
different crafts in order to supplement their income. The work, usually carried out 

by women at home, ranges from making incence sticks to raising silk worms 
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TOP ROW, LEFT TO RIGHT: a woman weaves a basket in Tang Tien, a  

village that specialises in the production of bamboo baskets. A typical 

household of three can make around ten flat baskets a day; a female 

resident of Dai Trach village transports a bundle of clay bricks away  

from a kiln; eggs are stored on a door in Kim Chinh village; a teenage girl 

produces a bamboo basket in the village of Phu Vinh. Older children and 

teenagers often help out with the family business when they aren’t at 

school; ABOVE, LEFT TO RIGHT: a female rice farmer in Phu Vinh pulls rice 

into bundles ready for threshing; grass baskets are produced in Luu Thuong. 

Traditionally, woven baskets were used domestically, but now most 

Vietnamese prefer plastic, and the baskets are largely produced for export;  

a resident of Cao village holds a batch of incense sticks rolled in yellow 

sandalwood; materials in Tam Hiep, a village that specialises in making 

cuddly toys, a recently acquired craft taught to the villagers by one local 

who had travelled to China specifically to learn the required skills 
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BELOW: collecting mulberry leaves in Chi Dong, a silk-

producing village that rears silk worms from eggs until they 

produce their silk cocoons. Often, a village’s specialisation has 

arisen because of the raw materials available in the vicinity, and 

Chi Dong’s silk trade has grown up because of the surrounding 

soil’s suitability for cultivating mulberry bushes. The worms  

are very difficult to raise, requiring fresh dry leaves up to six 

times a day; BOTTOM: rats are boiled in Vinh An, a rat-catching 

village. Rat nests are located by a dog, before a bamboo trap is 

placed over the exit and the rats are chased out of the ground 

using a stick. Up to 20 rats can be caught from a single hole on 

a single occasion. The rats are served as a delicacy at weddings, 

but rat catchers are able to carry out their trade whenever they 

like as it acts as a form of pest control 

TOP LEFT: piles of arrowroot leaves in Thanh Khuc, a village that specialises in the production of banh chung (square glutinous-rice cakes). The leaves are 

wrapped around the cakes before they are boiled. Traditional village houses are typically single storey and consist of three rooms. The large central room  

is used as a multi-purpose living and sleeping area as well as a place to work. The economic wealth of individual villages can be assessed by the number  

of multi-storey dwellings in the settlement – their frequency depends on whether the village produces anything other than rice and the saleability  

of that product; ABOVE LEFT: a two-month-old baby sleeps in a hammock in Tang Tien, a bamboo-basket-weaving village. One of the advantages of 

homeworking is that the women are able to care for their children and elderly relatives, as well as undertake seasonal farm work. The mother of this child  

fed him and put him back in his hammock before carrying on making baskets with her three-year-old child by her side; LEFT: gio (a Vietnamese pork pie)  

cools on the back of a door in Tho Ha village. Tho Ha is situated within a loop of the river Cau, and can only be reached by a small ferry that takes people  

and bikes across. As a result, the villagers don’t have anywhere to grow rice, so they have historically had to find other jobs to make a living. Pottery was the 

traditional occupation, thanks to the abundance of river mud, but more recently, it has become known for making rice paper. Gio consist of mashed pork  

with fish sauce and spices, which are wrapped in leaves and newspaper and tied up with thin pieces of bamboo before being boiled for an hour. This family 

sells them locally; ABOVE: banh chung being wrapped in banana leaves ready to be boiled in Thanh Khuc village. The leaves protect the cake while it ‘s  

being cooked and also act to seal in the flavours 
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ABOVE LEFT: after lunch, a saucepan and grilled fish are left hanging on the wall of a 

ceramic workshop in Bat Trang village. Situated on the Hong River, about 13 kilometres 

southeast of Hanoi, Bat Trang has been producing ceramics for hundreds of years. This  

is in contrast to many of the other villages, which have only recently diversified from 

farming in order to earn a supplementary income; LEFT: bags of snakes in Le Mat, a 

village known for its snake catching, a trade that has been passed down from fathers to 

sons for nearly 1,000 years. Prior to the Second World War, around 90 per cent of people 

in the village were involved in agricultural work. Now, partly due to its location just a few 

kilometres from central Hanoi, only around half of the population make their living from 

farming. About five per cent are involved in the snake trade – either breeding them, 

producing treatments for bites or cooking them. Many local restaurants serve snake, 

often killing the serpent in front of diners and removing its heart, which they place in a 

home-made spirit for the customer to drink; ABOVE: a noodle producer lifts a cooked 

oval of noodle mixture off a hot plate and lays it on a bamboo rack to cool; RIGHT: a 

paper-making workshop in Duong O. This village is now largely industrialised but there 

are still four workshops producing paper from the bark of the do tree  

BELOW: raw silk in Dai Hung, a village that specialises in producing silk thread. The colour of raw silk is 

genetically determined. Wild silk worms all make yellow silk, so their cocoons are camoflauged against  

dead leaves, but most domesticated commercial worms have been bred to produce white silk so that it  

can be dyed any colour. Recently, worms have been bred that produce colours that range from pink to pale 

green so that it isn’t necessary to dye the resulting cloth. Around Hanoi, white silk is kept for domestic use, 

while the more expensive yellow silk is sold to merchants in Thailand; BOTTOM, LEFT: a box of bird feathers 

awaits collection in Le Mat village. The feathers are plucked from poultry before being used by other cottage 

industries as stuffing for pillows; BOTTOM, RIGHT: rattan and bamboo products in Ninh So
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BELOW: making coal bricks in Bat Trang ceramic village. The 

bricks are made from coal dust collected by boat from a mine 

farther down the river. The dust is mixed with mud and sand 

before dollops of the resulting paste are roughly pressed onto 

walls to dry. Once they have solidified, the bricks are placed 

(along with rice kernels) in kilns to fire the locally made 

ceramics. Around 200 coal-powered kilns are fired up in the 

area on a daily basis. As a result, the average temperature in Bat 

Trang is usually 1.5–3°C higher than the average temperature 

in central Hanoi. The coal-fired kilns are now gradually being 

replaced by gas-powered versions; BOTTOM: a woman 

washes bun (freshly made rice noodles) in Mach Trang village. 

The noodles are made by pushing warm rice-starch gel through 

small holes into cold water, where the strands then solidify

ABOVE: a woman makes bánh da (a crispy rice and sesame cake) in the village of Tieu. The bánh da are cooked and dried before being sold on to 

roadside-stall holders, who crisp up the semi-finished cakes over a charcoal fire before selling them; RIGHT, TOP: silk worms in Chi Dong village. After 

eating mulberry leaves for 20–30 days, the worms need to empty their stomachs before they can spin a cocoon. They are placed on racks to facilitate 

this process. Once they have created a cocoon, it’s passed on to another village to be spun into silk. The old mulberry sticks are then reused as firewood, 

while the worms, known as nhang are used in stir fried dishes; RIGHT, MIDDLE: bundles of bamboo incense sticks dry in Quang Phu Cao. More than  

80 per cent of Vietnamese people are Buddhists, and incense plays a role in many Buddhist rituals; RIGHT, BOTTOM: incense sticks in Tao Duong village 

are dipped in red dye. Because they have few saved funds and can’t tie up their money in stored goods, very few villagers create a product from start  

to finish, instead, they simply carry out one small process before being paid and handing the product on to someone else. Most of the production  

is unregulated, and waste products are often deposited straight into the environment. Since 2000, Vietnam’s government has been overhauling its 

economy, and the country now has one of the fastest-growing economies in the world, with exports to the USA growing by 900 per cent between 2001 

and 2007. More than half of the population is still involved in agriculture, but the sector now contributes only 20 per cent to the country’s economic 

output. With this change comes urbanisation, more than a quarter of Vietnam’s residents already live in cities, and more than three per cent of the 

population now join them annually. In 2008, Hanoi changed its borders, incorporating many of the surrounding villages and nearly tripling in size  


