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Verna & Les in Laos.

I would like to briefly outline our recent project in Laos, in many ways similar to East Timor and in others vastly different. From both countries and their people we have gained so much. This will be written on my personal project.

Mid 2002, AESOP contacted me as regards my interest in joining the "International Volunteers of Japan", as an instructor of basic pattern making, complete sewing of garments and saleable crafts. "I.V. Japan", as it is referred to is operated from the Lao capital, Vientiane, by a Japanese representative, Madame Sachiko, and a Lao staff of four. Madame Sachiko and her Lao staff are financed by a group of Japanese retired business sponsors who have many projects in progress and completed throughout Lao. One Japanese only is on the paid staff and as a project is completed to the stage where locals are able to manage without the international instructor, then the project is handed over officially to the local government.

Lao is a People's Republic with Buddhism the principal religion. "I.V. Japan" has also built a two-storey office and equipped workrooms i.e. Hairdressing, sewing, cooking, and carpentry. Their plan is for ongoing schools for the underprivileged and disadvantaged, male and females right throughout Laos, with a Lao student being capable of being on the paid staff for perhaps a six month assignment when the international volunteer has completed his/her task. The Japanese are the sponsors and very much the business heads and treated us with utmost respect at all times.

I was fortunate enough to be chosen as a volunteer for I.V. Japan, leaving in early September for a six-month project. My expected duties were made very clear and I realised this was not to be "a free lunch".

My first class of mature age trainee teachers to be taught to instruct, really made me nervous. The ages were from 22 - 49 years and a few of these were capable of paying for tuition. First day, through my interpreter the 15 students stated what they expected to learn from me, and I, what my requests were - patience, patience, patience, and treat this workroom as home whilst you are here. Lunch time if you want to sleep on the floor that's okay! They did! I was half way there!

From this advanced group I was to choose one in particular - on completion of the course to go on the IV Japan staff as a paid teacher for beginners on a six month term. The beginners would be taught what the advanced were taught only for a much longer time (2 ½ months each course.) Lao cutting and sewing is a much firmer fit than we are accustomed to wearing, with bodice and sleeves very close fitting. Our drafting is so versatile - an example being the basic straight skirt from which by placement any style of skirt may be designed and cut. From day two I knew who the teacher would be as she was already running her own business with good clientele. My system was similar to "Tibs", only she had never been taught method so stayed on for the full course and as with the other fourteen ladies came through loads of hard work, homework and good humour!

Next was the beginners' course. Same system only much more detailed, as the majority of these 15 students had no knowledge whatsoever of a sewing machine let alone an industrial overlocker and industrial sewing machine. There are twenty odd large garment factories in Vientiane each employing up to 2000 shift workers. To have the sewing knowledge of the machines is an advantage as well as a moral booster to the job seeker.

First few days were an absolute nightmare. Blank looks! Back to front baseball caps! Straddled legs on chairs! To top it all I had to do all patterns in imperial inches. They, in all classes, understood the solid inches but not the parts in between. Sleepless nights and lots of homework and thanking my lucky stars for the foresight of making up many garments and bags etc home in Australia that the students could make up with sponsor given fabrics in the workroom. This created great interest and all of a sudden the whole atmosphere changed. I could not believe what I was seeing and the sharing of skills from one to the other was amazing. Many visitors, especially sponsors visited the workroom just about daily. I made a point of thanking these folk, as it was such a confidence builder to the ladies - especially when a few weeks later a photo would arrive from some foreign country of a happy group of workers. This group plus the next group were definitely disadvantaged and unskilled. I had them solely for the first month and then the new paid teacher, "Tib" took over with Lao cutting making etc, whilst I did a "one on one" mature age in another workroom.

I was very proud of every student when the closing down ceremony came for each course. Government and educational dignitaries were always invited guests and the students wearing their best clothes. A light buffet, fresh fruit and Lao tea, was beautifully served along with many hugs and tears.

I have never known such harmony and the sharing of everything, skills, food, and clothes. I did not see any adult begging. They do not want any handouts. They do want skills.

P.S. Six years ago on the 24th February we took a flight to East Timor. This was the start of our retirement dream being fulfilled. If it had not been for Col Doig, the 2/2nd and their wives, with their faith in us, this dream could never have been achieved.

We thank you so sincerely. 

Happiness always.

Verna & Les Cranfield

NB. While Verna was busy with her classes Les taught carpentry and lathe work. Les said carpentry is big business in Laos and most of the furniture of good quality is exported to Vietnam, a very progressive country.

 Les said their residence was near the Mekong River and on a still day you could hear the people speaking on the other side in Thailand. The Friendship Bridge built by Australia connects the two countries Laos and Thailand. The only trouble visiting Thailand is there is a $60 tax to get back into Laos, which Les said spoils the trip! 

 Needless to say both Les & Verna greatly enjoyed their experience in Laos.
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