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On the morning of our first day in Hanoi, Dr Duong and Dr An introduced us to Viet Duc Hospital and our clinical supervisors. Over the next month, we witnessed the working intricacies of Viet Duc Hospital and the ways in which life at the hospital reflected many of the virtuous qualities of Vietnamese culture. For instance, at first glance Viet Duc appeared over-crowded with patients, however, we soon learnt that many of these people were family members there to comfort and support their loved-ones - highlighting for us the strong family values held by many Vietnamese people. Our supervisors introduced us to both the hospital and HaNoi. In theatre and on the wards they showed great diligence, spirit and concern for their patients - qualities that we aspire to match in our future careers. In theatre our supervisors gave us the opportunity to scrub-in, assist and practice skills such as suturing. We were shown interesting diseases and presentations that would be a rarity in Australian hospitals. Outside on the streets of HaNoi, over memorable conversations, we were introduced to Vietnamese food and coffee. Overall, our experiences at the hospital were invaluable and we are so very thankful to be given such an opportunity. 

Something which we will definitely take away from our time spent in HaNoi is the relationships that were formed over the month. The doctors we met were extremely hospitable and always took the time to teach and explain things to us even amidst their busy schedules. Much time was spent between medical students and doctors, whether it was in the operating theatres, in the on-call rooms learning how to suture, or drinking coffee at the local coffee shop. Meaningful conversations were held and life experiences exchanged, and it is through this that friendships were developed. There were invitations to their homes for a meal, which in Vietnamese culture is a way of embracing us into a deeper level of friendship. I am sure that these relationships will be further cultivated over the years, and this embodies part of the mission of the Học Mãi Foundation, which is to support a bilateral exchange and develop a strong network between Australian and Vietnamese healthcare providers. 

We were lucky enough to spend the weekends travelling the Northern part of Vietnam.  The first weekend we visited Halong Bay with its magnificent limestone islands and caves.  On our night here it happened to be the boat manager’s birthday and we were invited to share in her celebrations with cake, beer, food and, of course, Karaoke and dancing.  This was a lovely demonstration of the very generous nature of the Vietnamese. The following weekend was spent in cold and misty Sa Pa.  Here we spent a day trekking and the night at a family homestay.  It was interesting to spend time with the family and we all enjoyed the open wood fire!! The last weekend a group of us travelled far enough north in Vietnam to see the Chinese border.  It was quite an experience as we found ourselves photographed as the people in the area see so few Western tourists! We visited Ho Chi Minh’s cave and learnt about the ‘American’ War and how Ho Chi Minh planned a communist Vietnam.  Others in our group visited Hoi An this weekend and enjoyed the beach culture and having clothes tailor made!  All of our travels taught us more about the Vietnamese culture and gave us an opportunity to share information about Australia.

Aside from friendships formed with the Vietnamese healthcare workers, the month spent together with other Sydney students was also a good opportunity for us to get to know each other better. Being in a foreign country, we were able to spend a lot of time together, and friendships made will be something that we will all treasure and bring back to Sydney.  It was especially fantastic to be alongside allied health students as it taught us a lot about their role in a hospital and the differences between what they learn and we do.  We believe that this will lead to greater understanding and cooperation between us and Allied Health Professionals in the Australia hospital system.  In conclusion we are incredibly grateful for the opportunity provided by the Học Mãi Foundation to visit Viêt Nam and we look forward to sharing with others what we have learnt.

