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Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh’s long-time aide,
senior nun Chang Khong (right), posing at the Tu Hieu pagoda
in Hue.

Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh’s closest disci-
ple, Thich Chan Phap An, pausing inside the courtyard at the
Tu Hieu pagoda in Hue.

This photo shows 92-year-old Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh (center) in a wheelchair at the Tu Hieu pago-
da in Hue.  — AFP photos

The ‘Balut’, a developing bird embryo boiled in its shell from
the Philippines.

The ‘Sheep Eyeball Juice’ from Mongolia.

Natto, fermented soybeans from Japan, are presented in the
Disgusting Food Museum.

The ‘Fried Tarantula’ from Cambodia is presented in the
Disgusting Food Museum  in Malmo, Sweden. — AFP photos

A visitor reacts as he observes the “Mouse Wine” from China
presented at the Disgusting Food Museum.

The ‘Nsenene’, a bar snack from Uganda.

A “Jell-O Salad” from the US.

When meditation master Thich Nhat Hanh takes a
wheelchair tour of the forested pagoda in
Vietnam where he has come to die, the 92-year-

old is greeted by crowds of devotees - and secret police
assigned to watch him. The monk-turned-peace-activist
credited with bringing mindfulness to the West, from the
homes of Hollywood celebrities to Silicon Valley board-
rooms, spent nearly four decades in exile.

In that time he set up retreats around the world and
wrote over 100 books including on mindfulness and medi-
tation - a cornerstone of a $4.2 trillion dollar global well-
ness industry espoused by Oprah Winfrey, Arianna
Huffington and tech billionaire Marc Benioff.  Initially, the
slight monk with a serene smile was banished for calling
for an end to the Vietnam War. But the Zen master, whose
reach within Buddhism is seen as second only to the Dalai
Lama, was kept away as he advocated religious freedom
around the world including in the communist country
where all faiths are strictly controlled.

He has been permitted to see out his final days at his Tu
Hieu pagoda in the ancient city of Hue, Vietnam’s Buddhist
heartland.  But even in the twilight of his life, Thich Nhat

Hanh-unable to fully speak or walk since a 2014 stroke-is
closely monitored by plainclothes police who keep vigil
outside his gated compound. “It’s not a completely free
country, everything is subject to observation and the gov-
ernment always wants to have everything under their con-
trol,” said one of his longtime attendants, requesting
anonymity.

Tears of joy
Authorities in the Buddhist majority one-party state are

wary of organized religion and last year passed a law
requiring faiths to register and report all activities. The
government is particularly uneasy about leaders like Thich
Nhat Hanh, who counts hundreds of thousands of follow-
ers at home and abroad-including Oprah who keeps one
of his books by her bedside.

Business titans like Salesforce CEO Benioff have
embraced his mindfulness philosophy to boost innovation
and improve bottom lines. Since his return to Vietnam last
month, hundreds have flocked to his pagoda to join the
monk on his outings around the temple’s lush gardens.
Most are devoted to his spiritual messages, not his politics.

“He taught us to love people, to love ourselves, to love
nature,” said Tran Thi My Thanh, who made the pilgrimage
with friends from Ho Chi Minh City.

“We were so moved that we burst into tears, I couldn’t
control myself,” she said after walking with Thich Nhat
Hanh, who was wrapped in brown robes and pushed in his
wheelchair by attendants. Since Thich Nhat Hanh was
allowed back into the country in 2005, the first of a hand-
ful of controlled visits, he has called for greater religious
tolerance. His messages have not always been welcomed:
in 2009 his followers were driven from their temple in
southern Lam Dong province by hired mobs. “(The gov-
ernment) fears any organized group that has a mass fol-
lowing, just like how the Chinese government treated Falun
Gong,” said Tuong Vu, Asian Studies director at the
University of Oregon. 

No more fighting 
Religious leaders in Vietnam have proven their capacity

to mobilize the masses. Catholic priests have led environ-
mental protests, Hoa Hao Buddhists have waged anti-com-
munist demonstrations, and Protestant Montagnards have

clashed with authorities over land rights in the central
highlands. But Thich Nhat Hanh’s disciples say they come
in peace. “We know that Vietnam has difficulty, and we
know the world also tries to help Vietnam open up, to have
more freedom, more democracy... we try to help also, but
we do it in a Buddhist way,” said Thich Chan Phap An, one
of Thich Nhat Hanh’s closest disciples. “It’s not wise to
have confrontation, but it’s very good to have communica-
tion,” he told AFP. 

It’s a message that Thich Nhat Hanh harnessed in 1966
on a trip to the US where he met Martin Luther King Jr,
who joined his calls to end the war and later nominated
him for a Nobel Peace Prize. Thich Nhat Hanh was barred
from returning home, his anti-war stance deemed traitor-
ous by both north and south Vietnam, and spent the next
39 years in exile in France. His disciples say he is over-
joyed to be back in his ancestral homeland, and after a
lifetime of pushing for peace he can finally relax. “No more
fighting, he is just enjoying his time,” said close aide, Sister
Dinh Nghiem. —  AFP 

Devotees, police keep vigil as mindfulness monk comes home

Cheese teeming with squirming maggots, sheep’s eye
juice and mouse wine: the “Disgusting Food
Museum” explores why a dish seems delicious to

some, but for others is stomach-churning. On show for
three months at an old slaughterhouse in the southern
Swedish city of Malmo, the exhibit-created by Samuel
West, who previously served up the Museum of Failure-
promises to shock the senses. “Disgust is always subjec-
tive because it comes with what we grew up with. It’s kind
of an indoctrination,” says museum director Andreas
Ahrens. “If we grew up with something, we don’t find it
disgusting,” he says.

To highlight the point, the exhibition puts foods from
around the world on an equal footing, so lobster and
foie gras are presented in the same way as chewy kid-
die sweets and rabbits’ heads. Gastronomic explorers
are warned on entry: the exhibit is not for the squeam-
ish. But, conveniently, the entry ticket is-a sickness bag.
Bag in hand then, visitors venture off on a world tour of
specialties, some of which may seem to a Western
palate like ingredients in a witch’s brew but are consid-
ered delicacies.

“The Disgusting Food Museum exists to let people
explore the world of food and to see both their own food
and (other food) from the lens of another culture,” says
Ahrens. Its founder “began by thinking of other museums
that don’t exist that he would like to visit, and that led to
the Disgusting Food Museum,” he adds cheerfully.

Cheese and fermented shark 
“I think it is by far one of the most interesting museums

I’ve been to,” says Charlie Lam, a 23-year-old Hong Kong
student. Touring the exhibit with friends, she inspects the
80 dishes on display, cautiously sniffing some, and, when
curiosity gets the better of her, tasting a few. She says
she’ll never forget the Su Callu, an ineffable Sardinian
cheese served in dried tripe with a lingering aftertaste of
ammonia, or the Icelandic delicacy of fermented shark,
known as hakarl. And she finds salty licorice, a hugely
popular candy in the Nordic countries, and stinky British
and French cheeses as off-putting as some of the non-
Western foods are to European tastes. 

Touchy feely 
Many of the dishes are freshly prepared and visitors

are encouraged to poke and prod some of them, and of
course have a taste-museum staff make sure nobody
leaves without trying at least one item. The bull’s penis-an
aphrodisiac in China-is a hard one to resist for many curi-
ous onlookers. “If it would be just fake food, or just plastic
or things in a can, it wouldn’t be as interesting. It wouldn’t
be as fun,” says Ahrens, who happily guides people
through the tables of food. “So it’s an important part of the
experience for the guest.”

Some dishes are displayed on a video screen, such
as the cobra’s beating heart, which in Vietnam is
savored together with its blood. “That’s really what I
found most surprising,” admits Adam Eliasson, a 24-
year-old factory worker. “Normally I’m a pretty picky
eater,” he muses. “I eat very few things... but here I
tasted everything. And I didn’t throw up!” Some dishes
however, such as the tortoise soup and bat soup, the
sheep’s head stew and baby mouse wine remain off
limits to even the bravest of visitors.

The food that is fresh, such as the cheese, is kept in the
fridge for three or four days before being thrown out.
Once the exhibit ends on January 27 in Sweden, Ahrens
and West hope to take the show on the road to other cities
in Europe and around the world. — AFP

Maggots, licorice and 
cobra hearts at Sweden’s
‘Disgusting Food Museum’

A man takes pictures of a ‘Habushu’ snake wine from Japan.
Visitors touch the “Bull
genital” from China.


