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O
ur wonderful Project XI actually
began many months ago after I had
learned in November 2003 that I
had kidney cancer.  After many tests

and hospital stays, the surgery to remove the
cancer was scheduled for January 13, 2004.
In the meantime we had had to postpone
Project X which had been scheduled for
December 2003 and January 2004.

The surgery was set for January 13 which
was the day after my birthday.  My whole
family had come to Cleveland, including my
sister Phi from Florida and my daughter
Linda from North Carolina.  The doctor had
given me these bottles of awful tasting milk
liquid which I had to take the night before the
surgery.  "Here, Mom, drink your cocktail,"
Linda urged, as she served the medicine in a
beautiful crystal wine glass.  Meanwhile my
friends had planned a surprise birthday party
for me at a well-know local Asian restaurant.
When I find out about the party (my daughter
informed me), the medicine made me so sick
that I tried to go but I was not able to go to
the restaurant where a hundred people were
going to gather.

Instead, I had to stay home in my bed
with stuff coming out of both ends of my
body.  But what a wonderful surprise when
most of the people, instead of going to the
restaurant,  stopped by to sing Happy
Birthday to me and wish me well in the next
day's surgery.  They brought flowers and

cards which made me very happy. But I also
was so scared and I wondered if this was all
just a last party. That thought kept intruding
in my mind that I was already gone and
would never return.  Meanwhile everyone
had a party and I managed to come down-
stairs where they had a huge birthday cake
for me.

The next day a group accompanied me to
the hospital including my family and Dr.
George McCarthy who is the President of our
Foundation.  They all said good-by to me as
the medical people wheeled me down the
hallway to the surgery rooms at Cleveland
Clinic.  I had a very good doctor who had
tried to reassure me when he told me earlier
in that week," I know this is all very hard for
you and very extraordinary.  But for me this
is very ordinary and I have done a thousand
of these. You will be all right."

After the surgery, I spent several days in
the hospital with multiple pains and an
inability to go to the bathroom.  I could not
even "blow gas," because everything was so
blocked inside me.  The nurses insisted that I
walk all over the floor, pushing the high tube
machine in front of me.  Finally, after I went
home, everything came rushing out.
Although it was not a very nice perfume,
everyone clapped and laughed that I finally
could "go."  

It took many months to recover although
I kept working on all the Foundation activi-
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ties.   We even began to plan for Project XI
and started recruiting volunteers.  In August
at the six month point I had a major check-
up. With everyone praying for me, the doctor
announced there was no sign of the cancer
although there were larger than normal
nodes.  He told me I would have to return for
check-ups every six months over the next five
years.  

I have learned much more about life and
myself during this ordeal.  It was all so sud-
den, although the doctor said I was lucky in
one way that the cancer was discovered early.
If you have had such a medical experience,
then you know what life mans.  If you have
not had this experience, please never forget
how fragile is our hold on life and how we
must treasure every day.  That is why I want-
ed to continue our Projects in Viet Nam which
we have conducted over the past twelve years.  

These projects`are`always very stressful.
We worry about our participants, about their
safety, security, and health, like parents
worry about their children (and of course
there is not enough funding to do the entire
project that we need to do).  It is like when
we were young students, we never realize
how much work and stress the teachers
undergo.  I was not absolutely certain about
conducting this year's project.  I was not sure
I could do it.  But then past participants
wrote heir emails, urging us to continue and
my family-- even though I would again be
away at the Holiday Season-- encouraged me.
So I said, "Yes, we will go."

Our participants (and yes, you in this
year's group were no different) are always
challenging and have so many questions.  I
know our participants are always so enthusi-
astic and they want to learn.  This year we
had 20 wonderful young women and three
young men.

Our Staff from the United States came to
Viet Nam several days before the formal
beginning of the program.  We found so
much had changed in two years.  My family
was no longer living in their old farm house
but had moved to a new house, closer to
town.  Our hotel had changed and the large
office room we had used before to store

everything and meet people was now cut in
half and so we had to make do with less
space.  Also there were more people in Sai
Gon and more traffic—if that is possible to
imagine. 

We met our "'first born" child Elizabeth
Oakes who came three days early.  She was a
wonderful, vibrant person, open to all experi-
ences.  She brought so much life to the
Project, including singing on Stage at the New
Year's Eve Party while we all danced and led
others in the dancing. We also met our Project
Coordinator Sylbeth Kennedy in person for
the first time.  Unlike past coordinators who
usually had experienced one Project before
undertaking the coordinator duties, she
would be a coordinator as well as a first time
participant.  We also met our great Assistant
Coordinator Greer Hinton who provided great
back-up and morale-boosting activities for us.

Of course, I must mention Kim Goldsmith
who had participated in our Project two years
ago.  For many months Kim—who now
teaches special children in Chicago-- had
been trying to find airline tickets so she could
join Project XI.  Unfortunately, there seemed
to be no way to obtain a reservation although
Kim very much wanted to accompany and
support us.  But finally at the last moment the
airline agent called and had a seat opening.
We were very happy that she could come
because she had great experience and a warm
personality, so she could help everyone.

We again had many challenges and
changes in this year's Project while we also
continued various traditions.  For example, as
always we went very early to the Center for
the Disabled and Handicapped outside Sai
Gon.  We brought food for each individual
there as well as a gift of money.  We did find,
however, that the number of people had
increased by 25% which was a major change.

Another important change was our work
in the rural area of Long An.  We have con-
ducted Health Fair and Food Distribution
days there before, but we had never had an
extended stay in this village area.  But this
year we were very grateful that the local
authorities welcomed us and offered us the
new government reception area for where we
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could spend several days.  We also made use
of our large family home for meetings and
great meals, supervised by my mother.  We
were only about fifteen kilometers from
Cambodia, so that this area is not fully pre-
pared for foreigners.  But the government
officials were wonderful and all the people
were very happy to welcome us.

In Long An we did visit many schools and
helped the children.   One of our past Project
coordinators, Nathan Wescott, who now
teaches in a very challenging area of New
York City, sent beautiful cards which his stu-
dents had made, along with a monetary gift
in each card.  We were very happy to pass
these out to students in a very needy school.
We also were delighted to visit the brand new
and modern high school which is just being
completed, where we met teachers and stu-
dents who were eager to greet us.  

On Christmas Day we conducted a memo-
rial service in which we remembered all who
had died in the wars and all the families who
had suffered so much.  Joseph, our Vice
Director remembered veterans such as Dr.
Gerhard Flegel, the first Medical Director of
the Friendship Foundation, Dr. Martin Taliak
and his wife Lynn, our current Medical

Director, and Veteran leaders Pat McLaughlin,
Michael Jackson, Jim Quisenberry, and Sean
Ennis. Of course, everybody helped our family
remember my Father who had served for
thirty years in the military as well as my sister
and brother who had died young.  We thank
everyone for participating in these spiritual
services.

After this service, we hosted a wonderful
party for the children and parents at our old
farm house.  Our participants conducted all
sorts of games and educational activities.
Our Choir, under Nina Perez, sang beautifully
while Paul Kennedy displayed his guitar abili-
ties for the delight of everyone.  The children
also sang their songs and we again under-
stood what Christmas is all about.
Meanwhile, Joseph and I (despite Joseph
showing off his acrobatic ability on how to
get off a motor bike) traveled along the rice
paddies to visit very poor families who need
housing.  Along with the permission of the
local authorities, we are building two houses
for them in honor of Joseph's father, Charles
Joseph Meissner, who died recently at the age
of 102 years.  Mr. Meissner had been a mas-
ter carpenter and built over 300 homes for
families in Northern Ohio.
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Throughout the Project we had many
wonderful opportunities to meet the people
and see the beauty of Viet Nam.  We learned
that Viet Nam can get cold and we experi-
enced the early morning beauty of the
waterfalls near Da Lat and the peacefulness
of a Buddhist temple with its flower gardens
and gardens.  We were welcomed by our
friends who have built a nice seaside resort
and we again visited more schools and met
more children.

In seaside Nha Trang we had the oppor-
tunity to visit the new hospital there and
dedicate special trees in remembrance of
people close to our Foundation and families.
Our participants also had an opportunity to
see the children's wards, visit with the doc-
tors and families, and pass out gifts and
cards from the children of Japan.  Again our
choir as always provided their joyous songs
and music.

This year's project was again a great suc-
cess and all of our participants did very well.
We met thousands of people and made their
lives a little better while they provided us
with their wonderful hospitality.  We met past
Project participants such as Kerra Bui who
now does more humanitarian work in Viet
Nam. Although we did not meet personally
with Elaine Mew in Ha Noi who worked on
three of our past projects, she did provide her
advice and wise counsel for this year's project. 

We encountered many challenges, but
these actually helped the Project.  We were
very sorry when Amber became so ill,
although she learned first hand about the
kindness of the Vietnamese medical person-
nel and Catholic nuns.  We also sympathized
with Adrienne who, despite her illnesses,
bravely set off for Cambodia and Angkor Wat.
Yet this too turned into something good when
Mary Henck,  Adrienne's mother, organized a
project to provide much-needed blankets for
the people in the Center for the Handicapped.

In some way, we see the hand of the One
Above in everything, from when I was
informed about my kidney cancer, through all
my family who helped me, through all of you
participants and your work in Viet Nam,
through all of our many great hearted sup-

porters and friends.  Should we plan for
another project next year?  I do not know.
We already have people who are volunteer-
ing.   We will have to see how we shall deal
with all the challenges.  

I want to conclude by thanking all of this
year's participants, especially Project
Coordinator Sylbeth Kennedy and her
Assistant Coordinator, Greer Hinton.  They
worked tirelessly to recruit, prepare, and help
everyone in the Project, both in Japan and in
Viet Nam.  All of you participants gave of
your time, resources, and love "to build more
bridges of friendship between the people of
Viet Nam and people from other countries."
We know you have continued your bridge-
building after returning to your homes and
communities.

I do want to thank our great editors for
these Friendship publications.  We thank
Stephanie Arndt and Rachel Ward, who have
encouraged all of us to write about this year's
project and provide another "bridge of friend-
ship" to join all of us together.  We must
thank all of our supporters and donors who
make the Project possible.  Finally, I want to
thank my daughter Linda and my son
Tommy, and the rest of my family, for all their
help, prayers, and encouragement.

Yours in friendship. 
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S
o many memories remain in my mind
from all of our hard work during
Children’s and Education Project XI in
Viet Nam this year.  Let me mention

three which have a special meaning for me.
First, I can still see Gia Hoa, our

Foundation Director, standing in the huge
“Red Room” at the Ben Nghe Hotel in Sai Gon,
addressing all of us on the first day of the
Project in December.  This seemed like a  mir-
acle when I considered the past year since Gia
Hoa had fainted at her Cleveland home and
been taken by an ambulance to the Hospital.
After five hours of testing, the young doctor
came into the emergency room where Dr.
Thanh (a Vietnamese psychiatrist whom the
Foundation is sponsoring for advanced educa-
tion in the USA)  and I were sitting beside Gia
Hoa’s bed.  “Your heart and everything is
fine,” he reported, and then the bombshell,
“But you have kidney cancer.”  Many tests,
trips in the ambulance, days in the hospital,
surgery, hard weeks for recuperation, months
of agonized waiting—these were only a few of
the consequences from that diagnosis.

“I never felt more alone and more
defenseless than when I was transported from
one hospital to another in the ambulance,”
Gia Hoa told us later.  “All I had on was a
hospital gown.  I did not even have my panties.
That’s when I realized how fragile I was.”

Of course, Project X in 2003 to Viet Nam
had to be postponed.   We even wondered

whether we could ever schedule another
Children’s and Education Project.  Perhaps
we unconsciously feared that the missions to
Viet Nam were over.  But then during the
Spring of 2004, Gia Hoa  rallied and decided
that we should try again by planning for
Project XI.

After much hard work which included
finding an outstanding Project Coordinator in
Sylbeth Kennedy, recruiting our wonderful
participants, scheduling all the activities in
Viet Nam, raising the necessary charity funds,
and spending two tiring days on various air-
planes, we finally reached Viet Nam, checked
into our tradition-filled Ben Nghe Hotel, and
one day later welcomed our first participant.
Three days later all but one had arrived and
we were ready for our Opening Meeting,
Introductions, Planning, and first Vietnamese
buffet. To see Gia Hoa open the meeting, to
hear her talk about her big dream “for build-
ing bridges of friendship between the people
of Viet Nam and the peoples of other coun-
tries,” and to realize that we were those
bridges—that was a miracle.  That is Memory
Number One for me.

The second memory that sticks with me is
our return visit to the Po Nagar Cham Temples
high above the City of Nha Trang, looking out
over the bay.  As we climb the steps, a young
girl—fifteen years old and hawking packages
of tin whistles—joins us.  She offers to show
me around.  How could I refuse?
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So she takes me from one dimly lit Cham
temple to another.  “Take off your shoes,” she
advises as we enter.  Of course, I have been
here many times, going back almost forty
years to the War.  It is reassuring to visit this
holy place and I always tell our participants,
“Look for the bowl in the one temple.”  There
is a bowl in front of one altar where the pious
place their incense sticks to recall their dead
ancestors.  The large ceremonial bowl has an
engraving declaring that it is dedicated to
those who made the supreme sacrifice in the
name of an American Sergeant who was part
of American Delta Force.  This is one of the
very few signs that we Americans—over three
million of us—were present in Viet Nam some
three decades ago.  There is also a sense of
spiritual irony that this bowl is now used by
people to commemorate their family mem-
bers who gave so much to this land.

My young guide takes me from one temple
to the next.  Finally we reach the rear area of
the mountain and she points out a brick out-
line on the ground for another building.
“There  was once a temple here,” she states
solemnly.  “But the Americans bombed and
destroyed it.”

My head spins for a moment and I go back
to the 1960’s, at least twenty years before the
young lady was born.  “Wait a minute,” I
argue, “We never bombed here.  This temple
had to be destroyed centuries ago.”

She laughs and laughs at her little joke on
this old veteran.  She knows we Americans
did not destroy this religious building.  Yet
her words did hurt because we Vietnam vet-
erans want to be remembered for more than
the bombs we dropped, the buildings we
destroyed, and the enemy we killed.  God
willing, I shall return again to Vietnam and
continue my search for the good we Vietnam
veterans accomplished in this land.

My third special memory recalls our par-
ticipants’ visit to the Big Buddha and temple
in Nha Trang.  Again this is a place I have
visited many times.  There are always young
students, about junior high age, who cluster
about the base of the large Long Sang
Pagoda.  They stay at this Temple where they
study and receive shelter and food.  Also they
seek temporary employment as guides for

visitors.  Our participants dismount our large
bus and I advise them—if they choose—to
split into small groups and pick out one or
two students to act as their guides.  I also
advise them there is some kind of payment
required.  The kids now wear name tags, rec-
tangles that identify each one.  They laugh
and giggle as they swarm about us, so that it
is hard to say which ones we have hired and
who are just tagging along.  How will all of
this end?  We shall see.

As we climb the steps along side the
stone Pagoda which lead to steep steps that
circle up to the towering white Buddha
above, I spot a young Western male striding
past us.  He is wearing his fashionable,
expensive shorts and a dark flowery short
sleeve shirt.  Trailing him is a slender blond-
haired girl with a shirt tied around her waist.
The two are rushing up these stairs, clutching
their red and blue tourist bibles.  They both
brush past the two slim girl students who try
to accompany them as guides.  The two
tourists do not even glance back at the
would-be Vietnamese guides, but race ahead.
Thoughts about rude visitors cross my mind
and I wonder what will these two gain from
visiting this pagoda.

Our Project participants and I continue
our slow ascent, as our guides explain the
meaning of the number of stairs and the vari-
ous statues we pass by.  They show us the
new huge reclining Buddha statute and help
us pose for the obligatory photographs.
When we finally reach the top of the hill and
circle the soaring sitting Buddha, they explain
that the seven bronze plaques with the
engraved faces recall the monks—five men
and two women—who burned themselves
during the 1960’s in religious suicidal
protests against brutal government policies.
Then our guides show us the surrounding
walls filled with grave stone markers of black
lettering on white, pone atop the other.
These are the burial sites with places for the
ashes.  Our guides point out that some mark-
ers have only a birth date.  People have
already prepared a residence for after their
deaths.  Other markers they point out are for
babies who did not survive long after birth.
The names on these markers are really
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“place markers,” “John Doe” names because
these babies never lived long enough to be
given proper names.  All of these facts—infor-
mation of customs and culture—our young
tour guides are so proud to tell us.  They
speak in English to us, but also they can
switch to French or Chinese or Japanese
depending upon their visitors.

One of our participants asks, “Are we help-
ing them learn English or are they explaining
their culture, or are we both learning?”  I say
something about this is a mutual experience. 

After our wonderful visit and all of our
shared discussions, we now climb down the
stairs.  The tour guides are begging us to buy
their packs of postcards.  Only the prices for
the cards are ten times the normal street
price.  A few of our participants try to give
money tips to the guides, but they back away
and say, “No, no.”  They are not allowed to
accept gifts or tips according to the rules of
the Pagoda, only to sell the postcards.

So all of us caucus on the bottom stairs.
One participant had already tried to buy the
postcards for a little more than the street price
but that was refused and the guide was visibly
upset.  So what should we do?  They gather
in a group of about ten to twelve guides, look-
ing at us, while they chatter and laugh at
their little jokes.  We are in the boardroom
now and this is serious business.  One or two
participants are not sure about giving any-

thing, saying they never hired anyone.  But
that clearly won’t work.  Finally, we agree that
each of us should put in so much.  We will give
to the two young ladies who seem like the
pack leaders.   They can then split it among
the others.  They will know who should
receive anything and how much.  That also
saves us from making such hard decisions.

So our group calls them over.  We have a
pack of bills which we show al of them and
then give to the two leaders, explaining they
should divide these.  All of them are smiling
and seem immensely delighted with this deal.
(Perhaps we have given too much, but then I
remember when I was a kid, caddying in the
hot sun, and hoping to receive a generous tip.
So this is all right. )  Our participants also
have pencils, school supplies, and holiday
cards to pass out.  Our young tour guides
accompany us to our bus and help us climb
on.  They are all excited and happy.  Of
course, our participants have built more
friendship bridges.  (Was it only my imagina-
tion, or did I see the two Western tourists,
from before, running down the stairs and
hurrying off all alone to another site?  I
would say “slinking off,” but that is too judg-
mental.)   As we pull out, our tour guides
smile and wave good by.  That is my happy
Memory Number Three which will encourage
me to return again to Vietnam in the future
and urge others to join us. ■
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A
nd here I am, back at my desk,
behind my computer, at my work
place in some city in the middle of
Japan. Outside the rain, sometimes

turning into snow, the cold atmosphere of a
day in mid-February 2005…  Have I just
wished I was back in Vietnam under a hot
Vietnamese sun? Oh, the influence of
Japanese culture: now, I, too, am starting to
make distinctions between the sun in some
country and the sun in some other country
even though there is only a single one in the
whole universe, but still, looking back on the
innumerable sunrises and sunsets, we experi-
enced in Vietnam, one can say that in that
country, the sun in fact, is different: 

First of all, the sun is reliable: it kept
company with us throughout pretty much the
whole stay in Vietnam.

Second, it is powerful: I have never used
so much sun screen in any other country
than in Vietnam, and already in the early
morning, it mercilessly shone upon us and
made us spend as much time as possible in
the shade. But the sun also gave us power to
fulfill our daily tasks in Vietnam. It provided
us with enough energy and made us be able
to go and see the poor and the sick and to
help them. And when we left the hospital or
the home of the disabled, saddened and with
some shadow covering our hearts, the sun
cheered us up again with its bright light.
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Third, the sun supported us: would we
have been able to reach Gia Hoa’s home vil-
lage or the home of the disabled, if rain had
been pouring down on Vietnam, and the rain
had been causing flooded streets? Most prob-
ably not. But the uneven, dusty streets
remained dry throughout our whole trip,
thanks to the sun.

And still, there is only one sun in the
whole universe, giving light to the whole
world day after day: light of freedom, light of
hope, light of love. As our planet Earth wan-
ders around the sun as one, year after year,
and the sun is sending light to every single
person on our planet, we, the people of the
Earth, are supposed to act as one, too. The
sun is the guiding symbol, but the builders of
bridges among the different people and coun-
tries on Earth and the fulfillers of the
message of the sun, need to be US, the people.

Can there be any better interpretation of
this message as a trip organized by some
association of a rich industrialized country
(U.S.A.) to some developing country
(Vietnam), the participants of that trip hereby
being from all different kinds of countries
(UK, U.S.A., Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
and Germany), bringing messages of love and
goods from another rich industrialized coun-
try (Japan) to a developing country (Vietnam)
during the most special season of love and
charity (Christmas)???

The message was clear and therefore, we,
23 JETs from six different countries, plus Gia
Hoa Ryan, her sister Tam, and Joseph
Meissner, the leaders of our group and organ-
izers of the Vietnam projects, embarked on
the Vietnamese Project trip on December 20
to spend two weeks together in Saigon and its
vicinity, visiting schools, a home for disabled,
and a hospital and bringing love and goodwill
to the Vietnamese people.

We would spend a lot of time with the
people of those establishments, singing
Christmas song to/with them, giving them
Christmas cards made by Japanese students,
providing them with toys, school supplies and
necessary food and goods for daily life. We
would play with the schoolchildren, hold the
hands of the sick and disabled; laugh with

some people, cry with others; be happy to
have helped some people and sad in the very
next moment to see them suffer; listen to
their stories and have them be curious about
our stories; tumble from a run-down estab-
lishment room into a noble ship on the
Saigon river; see beggars and homeless in the
streets during the day time and enjoy the
most abundant food in the evening and soft
hotel beds at night…and not only the stomach
of some of us participants might have turned
weird by too much strange food, but also our
thoughts and feelings about that carousel of
impressions on and experiences in Vietnam.

Still, the message of love and charity 
united our group throughout the whole two
weeks, and made us stick together and help
each other in times of sickness, sadness or
confusion, instead of alienating us by quarrel-
ing or fighting with each other. Sure, there
was not ideal harmony throughout the whole
trip, but always a certain atmosphere of a big
family with Gia Hoa and Joseph being our
mom and dad, and that atmosphere helped
us stay together, and live together through
enjoyable as well as hard times.

I am still sitting at my desk in my
Japanese host company and the rain is still
pouring down in the island of Honshu. Some
time, though, maybe tonight, maybe tomor-
row, the sky will clear up and the weather
will change and make me forget about the
trist rainy atmosphere during day time…and
in the same way, my feelings and impressions
about Vietnam will change with time, and
might make me look back onto that trip in a
different way than I am doing it today. But the
warm and vivid memories will always stay
with me, and will come back to conscience
time and again, as the sun returns after a
rainy day. ■
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I had a dream about Vietnam last night. 

As often happens with my dreams, the exact
events silently retreated into my subcon-
scious, but I still retain the impressions— 
the colors, sounds, smells and light.  These
took me back there as if I had only just left.
The reality is, however, that even the latest
returnees amongst us have now been back in
their previous locations, jobs and lives for
over a month, and our Vietnam experiences
have now been relegated to the realm of
dream and memory. No doubt the same is
true of the people we met there as well.

At our final session in Nha Trang, when
asked for their reflections, many of us said
that they were still processing their experi-
ences, what the events of the past two weeks
meant for them.  I know for certain that I still
am, but being able to read the submissions
for this newsletter, and writing my own 
article, were crucial in helping me understand
a little bit more what the trip meant to me,
and to others.  

As for the reader of this collection, I hope
that reading these reflections and observa-
tions, submitted by my fellow participants,
will be as enjoyable for you as it was for me
and that they will enable you to restore and
reinforce memories, process your experience
and, perhaps, even, inspire a few dreams. ■
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While riding scooters
White ao dais flutter like birds
School girls speed and smile

Notre Dame looming
Department store waits behind
Which is Paradise?

Smiles and hellos 
Not the Saigon of warning
Pleasantly surprised

Colonial morn
Worship at candy pink church
Croissant dejeuner

Christmas in Saigon
Ho Chi Minh and ho ho ho!
Star has two meanings

Blind Massage College
Finger communication
Understanding touch

Hey Joe, whatcha know?
Constant Viet Nam questions
To understand more

The quiet Yankee
Shocked into silence by noise
Earnestly observes

Totally tone deaf
I can not approximate
Vietnamese sounds

Bright and cheery is
Saigon in holiday light
Christmas tropic style

The kids wear face nets
Men sport jaunty Santa hats
Women hugging them
A kid begs across
A school filled with rich kids
Communism fails

Fresh fruit, slabs of meat
Vietnam or Mexico?
The feeling’s the same

Ask “Is the ice safe?”
I am willing to risk it
Drink strawberry shakes

“Lady, please buy here!”
“For you, we have big sizes!”
“Today, special price!”

Now, ao dai shopping 
Shimmery silks.
Measurements
To wear Viet Nam

Christmas competes with 
Military holiday
Santa beats soldier

Six a.m. Saigon
Park teems with exercisers
Ocean of walkers

By Kids’ Festival
Dirty 5 year old sells stamps
There’s no childhood

“Hello!  What’s your name?”
Why can they speak better here
Than in rich Japan?

Uncle Ho watches
With enigmatic smile
‘Nam Mona Lisa

Gia Hoa navigates
Through a country that was hers
But was forced to flee

Watch Agent Orange
Still fight the war in bodies
Of the innocent

History repeats
A never-ending story
Of us versus them
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Death equalizes 
All are one at terminus
No more Minh or Cong

Doors, Jimi Hendrix
“Ballade of the Green Beret”
Soundtrack of the war

I safely see from
The comfort of my t.v.
The hell for others

Pics in black and white
You can’t hear the tortured

screams
But you can see red

A man with no eyes
Another chained to the bed
Still, love can be felt

We bring small escape
To confined bodies and minds
As they teach us well

Go back to the bus
Carrying their faces with us
Releasing with tears

Touching gnarled hands
With bits of French and English
Bringing up smiles

Slip down the river
Water reflecting neon
A luxury night

Hula hoop a-fire
“Sexy music on the wall”
Short skirt and long hair

Gia Hoa’s House

Tower of speakers
Play traditional music
With a ‘50s sound

Vietnamese songs
Too hard pronunciation
Learning “Silent Night”

Whom does she wail for?
Lost lovers or emperors?
Sun sinks, moon rising

Awake, my comrades!
Greet the day at 5 a.m.
You too, foreigners

Veiled-blue netting
The horde buzzes angrily
Wanting a flesh feast

Health Fair

Children crowd around
Parents receive medicine
At yearly health fair

Grabbing breasts and butts
Old women gleefully touch
Fearlessly feeling

Teeth black or missing
Stained red by betel chewing
But gorgeous smiles

Shoved by a woman
To an unknown location
Into a classroom

Doctor, then receipt
Pick up needed medicines
Month supply of food

Hands reach for pencils
Some grab for two or more
Or pretend they have none

School Visits

Official meeting
Kids behave but excited
For us and English

Something so elegant
About the ao dai teachers
In bare walled classrooms

High school boys yell across
Pointing and laughing at us
But wanting to talk 

Unfinished school yards
teachers’ housing being built

crowded classrooms

cars kick up red dust
yet the students’ whites always
seem immaculate

sleeping on tiles
after an early wake up
a small siesta

bad techno calls out
for us to shake our booties
in front of Jesus

people so friendly
but we can not take pictures
different culture shock

a Christmas morning
visiting the family graves
with incense burning ■
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T
he first time I came to Vietnam was
in August 2002 with the Friendship
Foundation of American-Vietnamese.
It was not the first time that I had

witnessed extensive poverty or the first time
that I had been a volunteer.  It was not the
first time I had traveled in a group nor the
first time I had pushed the threshold of my
comfort zone.  What it ended up being was
the first time that I had learned to be a sensi-
tive traveler.  What I mean by that is that it
was the first time I was shown how to look at
people’s situations before reacting.  I spent
many hours thinking about how, as a product

of the west, I had been embarrassingly taught
to travel with an air of arrogance and a sense
of preconceived rights and privileges that
seems to have stemmed from a sort of
American attitude that was modeled for me
as a child.  I noticed myself using words such
as “annoying” and “pushy”, for example,
when describing street vendors.  I had
assumed that I could, should, and would have
the ability to change people’s lives for the
“better” in poor countries like Vietnam,
where I defined “better” as “western ways”.
My first trip to Vietnam with the Friendship
Foundation completely changed my way of
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The Sensitive Traveler

by Kim Goldsmith

Often when I visit a country far away from home, 
I treat each moment as the last.  I interact with

the people and the place with the understanding
that I’ll most likely never return. Throughout 

the past ten years of travel and adventure, 
there have been two or three places that have left

significant enough impressions on my life that 
I have gone to great lengths 

both financially and 
emotionally to be sure that I could return.  

One of those places is Vietnam. 



thinking and opened my eyes.  
Once I learned to be a sensitive traveler, I

began respecting that fact that the people
selling items on the street work extra long
hours and very long days for little pay in
hopes of making that one more sale which
might allow their family to eat for a day or be
enough money to buy a pencil for their child
to go to school.  I realized that rights and
privileges only exist when granted and noth-
ing can be assumed.  I learned how to
interact with children and put smiles on their
faces with a simple gift or gesture to show
someone cares.  I learned that my capabilities
of helping people in lesser developed coun-
tries are limited to giving hope, momentary
happiness, and being kind.  I can help one
person at a time on a grassroots level, but I
do not have the capacity or the right to make
large scale changes in a society that I cannot
completely understand.   

The changes in my attitude, behavior
and outlook which resulted from the August
2002 project have not only affected me, but
they have affected others with whom I’ve
since traveled as well as local people in other
countries that I have visited.  After spending
last summer in China, I had people in my
group talking to street children and wishing
they had goodies to hand out.   I had met
many children and put smiles on their faces.
I interacted with local people with respect
and and open mind.   Having such a signifi-
cant experience during my first project led
me to crave more.

Now I am in Vietnam, once again, for
the December 2004 project.  Naturally, the
sights, sounds, and smells in Vietnam have
not overloaded my senses as much as before.
I expected to see snakes in wine bottles, sea

turtles for sale in local shops, and ladies in
conical hats working in rice paddies.  I looked
forward to the savory tofu, flat rice noodles,
and stems of cilantro that frequently appear
in Vietnamese food.  I recalled the beeping
horns in Saigon and the smell of the sea in
Nha Trang.  What I didn’t know this time was
what new discoveries I would make and how
I would be impacted again.  It turns out that
this project has helped me to learn many new
things about Vietnam, about other people,
and about myself.  

In 2002, we spent a majority of our time
in bustling Saigon and on and around the
waters of the Mekong River.  I had shopped
in bustling markets, seen beautiful fields,
tropical fruit farms, coconut candy factories,
and meandered through the canals branching
from the Mekong in a little boat.  This time, I
had the unique experience of living in a small
town for a few days, cooling off in Dalat,
Vietnam’s city in the mountains, and enjoying
a Vietnamese beach resort near Nha Trang.  I
acquired a more complete sense of the diver-
sity of Vietnam’s landscape.  I realized that
Vietnam has mountains as well as beaches,
and that while some parts of the country are
dry and dusty at this time of year, other parts
are windy and cool.  I also developed a
greater appreciation for the complexity of
Vietnamese society.  It surprised me that
walking around a village alone wasn’t safe for
the fact that the local people might get into a
traffic accident from being distracted solely
by me being there.  Usually it seems that if I
don’t do something when I am traveling, it is
because that law says not to do it or because
of the harm that it might cause me.  I know
now that I need to look more closely into how
my actions might affect others, especially
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actions such as taking a simple walk or a 
single photo which are things that I take for
granted as being okay to do.  

Aside from learning lessons about
Vietnam’s landscape and society, traveling in
a group of about 25 people gave me a greater
opportunity to learn about others than I had
in 2002 with a much smaller group.  It was
interesting to see how different people react-
ed to different situations.  For example, when
we were at the home for people with disabili-
ties, some people more than others were
easily able to jump in, meet people, shake
hands, strike up conversation, and offer a
smile.  Some people held back and took
longer to feel comfortable with the situation.
So many personalities exist in this world. At
the end of our work there, a few participants
left in tears.  This made me realize that each
person comes into any situation with their
own set of ideas, beliefs, experiences, and
challenges.  The way that I experienced this
home as a special education teacher was very
different to the way the people in tears expe-
rienced this situation.  Something can be
learned from talking to others and seeing
where they are coming from.  It helps to
build a mirror for you.

The self discoveries which I have made
during this project are different than those
which changed me in 2002.  Coming to this
project as a special educator from the United
States, not as an English teacher in Japan,
caused me to reflect more upon my life as it
was, is and where I hope for it to be rather
than thinking about myself as a traveler and
an American abroad.  Visiting Vietnam
reminded me that I must keep things in per-
spective when times are stressful back home.
When an angry parent calls upset about a
leisure choice that her child has at school,
her child is lucky to have leisure choices.   It
is important to keep in mind that I am doing
my very best and that anything that I am doing
is far more than is done for most people with
disabilities in the world.  When I am cleaning
out my house and trying to decide what to
give away, I must think of the children in Vietnam
who would mob me just to receive one pencil or one
piece of origami paper, a treasure in their eyes.

When I feel that I have been assigned to do
too much work with not enough pay, I must
recall the hard work of ladies on the beach
that work from sun up to sun down and
might or might not make any sales at all.
And when I complain that it is not fair that
other teachers get a high salary for less work,
I should think of the financial inequalities
between the Vietnamese and the tourists and
remember who is probably working much
harder for an incomparably less salary.
During this project I have discovered that I
can be too high strung at home and must
keep all things in perspective.  I feel lucky to
have the job that I do and be living in a
clean, safe place with my family.

Coming to Vietnam for the second time
was the right thing to do, despite any criti-
cisms I received from the people back home
before I left.  The things I learned about
Vietnam, about others, and about myself 
during this project will stay with me as much
as the lessons I learned from the project on
2002 have done.  This experience was
enhanced by having previously traveled and
volunteered in Vietnam, and I am leaving
with the same desire as I did in 2002. I hope
that I will return. ■
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By Elizabeth Oakes

There was a young girl who lived in Japan
She thinks that on holiday she’ll do what she can
She packed up her bag and then got in the air
Vietnam bound… what could she do there?

�
But alas for the girl who lived in Japan
The flight that she took didn’t quite go to plan
She got through customs with little commotion
But where her bags were, she hadn’t a notion!

�
She therefore went round and surveyed the whole room
Climbing over boxes and bags in the gloom
Then suddenly just as her heart started to pound
On the farthest carousel her bags came around.

�
She was mighty relieved (needless to say)
And decided to get a taxi quick, right away!
But fear set in, for in the Lonely Planet bible
The taxi driver would go to the wrong hotel
(and for a huge bill she’ll be liable.)!!

�
First she needed money and what she got was a brick
Next the real challenge… which taxi driver to pick
He picked her and outside they went, donations and all
She even got his card so in future she could call.

�
Midnight had come and gone so the hotel gates were locked
It seemed that all her carefully laid plans were blocked
But then a young man came running to save her
Binh was handsome and kind, she called him her “saviour”.

�
Up to room 104 she was willingly led
Happy to finally be near a bed;
No cockroaches, no flies, a toilet in the shower
Who cares, she was tired she had lost her girlpower!!

�
All alone in HCMC, she looked at the holy book

She started her walkabout, money and camera was all she took.
The palace, museums the post office too

Shopping, DVD’s, bars, there was so much to do.

�
She traveled by cyclo, taxi, and her feet

Were ever she went amazing people she did meet
After eight hours of sightseeing, she returned to her room

Room 101 was calling for her, she walked to her doom…
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But instead of her worst fears her leaders she did find
Joe, Gia Hoa, Bi, the whole family so kind!
They talked for hours about topics diverse
But the girl was anxious to go satisfy her thirst.

�
To the bar on Bi’s Honda, all the way there
Her first time on a bike so he drove with great care,
Along the whole road they spied for a hot spot
Until she saw a place where she liked what they’d got

	
Pham Ngu Lao was calling with its bars clubs and cheer
So off the girl went for some food and a beer
She sat alone, but that didn’t last long
Her smile ensured that she was surrounded by a throng.



She was adopted by the waitress who spoke Japanese
And they chatted about life as the men they did tease,
Allez Boos became homely in just a few hours
But in backpacker heaven the men were in sore need of some showers!

�
New found friends arranged for her a cheap taxi
Once again the gates were locked but the guards, they were flexi

It wasn’t long before she again hit the sack
She’d already become knackered and needed a quack.

�
But no rest for the wicked, an 8am start,

Joe and the girls went for a walk in the park
They saw lots of paintings, they spoke to some kids

Discovering so much about how the children did live.



Next stop the church, with its neon lights and all

E-mail exchange with a stranger who wanted to call
Smells, noises, people, every moment a life’s lesson

That would conclude my first impression.

■
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