
Week One: Sunday — January 19, 2020
Da Lat,  Vietnam                    
Home for the Holidays . . .

When I was eleven years old, back in 1958, I saved up $45.00 from my
allowance to buy a ticket to fly from Detroit to my Grandma Michalek’s house in
Lebanon, PA where I would spend the entire summer. It was my very first
airplane trip and it was both exciting and invigorating. I really didn’t know what
to expect when I boarded the Allegheny Airlines fifty passenger Convair prop
plane. Back then it was a state of the art aircraft and so I thought it couldn’t be all
that bad to fly in. I used to get terribly car sick as a
child and I didn’t realize that the malady transferred
to airplane travel . . . in spades! Now the distance
from Detroit to Harrisburg, PA is only about six
hundred miles but Allegheny managed to route me on
an adventurous journey that took me from Detroit to

Erie, PA and the to Pittsburgh, PA with a transfer there to Wilkes-Barre, PA and
then thankfully to Harrisburg, PA. By the time we landed there I was green
around the gills! All was well as I was greeted by my Uncle Ed and Aunt Regina.
I survived the flights and only had to use the airsick bags twice. The thirty-mile
car trip to Lebanon reacquainted me with my car sickness curse and we had to
make a couple of stops along the way. More than fifty years ago and it seems as
if it happened yesterday. I can remember how Grandma’s house was infused with
the aroma of coal dust and burnt firewood which she used to heat the home and
for her wood burning stove. It was such a warm feeling to be in familiar surroundings and with people that
I loved and who loved me.

Fast forward to January 12, 2020 and Albuquerque, NM as
I prepared to board my American Airline flight to Dallas, TX to
begin yet another magical journey to Vietnam. I decided to plan my
trip in segments rather than to fly the ten thousand miles route
without a break to recover from the modern day challenges of
airplane travel (i.e., rude TSA agents, endless lines at immigration,
massive  crowds of
travelers.). I boarded the
DFW/HKG flight the next
morning but this time it
was on a Boeing 777 with
close to three hundred

souls on board. For reasons known only to God and American
Airlines, our flight was delayed for two hours and 58 minutes
which was exactly two minutes short of a penalty fee that the
airline would have to pay each passenger if the flight is more than
three hours late for departure. Hmm . . . was it a coincidence? We
arrived in Hong Kong after sixteen and a half hours of flying and
thirty minutes before my connecting flight to Singapore. Needless
to say, I didn’t make the flight and I was put up at the Hong Kong Airport hotel. The next morning, January
24, I boarded a Cathay Pacific flight to Singapore where I was supposed to spend two nights to recover from
the long Dallas flight. I used airline miles to get a room at the airport hotel which is located very close to the
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Mekong Delta Fish Soup

Garlic Shrimp   

terminal. I lost one night but I was feeling good. I’m almost home I thought. It took close to an hour to get
through immigration security and then I proceeded to the baggage pickup area to retrieve my two checked
bags. I waited, and waited, and waited. NO BAGS! By this point I was too tired and groggy to make much
of a fuss. I filled out the lost luggage report and crawled over to the airport hotel to get some rest. Fortunately
I was awakened at about 10:00 P.M. that night by the front desk informing me that my bags arrived. Thanks
be to God. 

On Thursday morning I schlepped back to the airport with all of my bags
in tow and boarded a Vietnam Airlines flight to Saigon ( Ho Chi Minh City) and,
true to form we were 45 minutes late in departing. Two hours later we arrived at
Than Son Airport in Saigon. The airport is dangerously small for the huge amount

of plane traffic that it has. Fortunately we were able to
pull into an available gate and I rushed into the arrivals
hall and immigration desks to be met by hundreds of
fellow passengers. Again, it took almost an hour to be
processed. As I walked to baggage claim I prayed that
my bags would be waiting for me and they were.
Thanks be to God. Almost home, I thought. I loaded
the bags on a cart to prepare for the final challenge. I
had to pass my bags through an x-ray machine which would identify contraband
items. OK, OK, I can do this, I thought. Look normal and just place them on the
conveyor belt. I walked around to inspect my options and I found the sleepiest
looking agent who seemed totally uninterested. I approached him and he waved
me through without even inspecting the bags! Thanks be to God. Finally, I was
on familiar ground and free from airport security. When I walked outside the

terminal, I was immediately accosted by the familiar aromas of cigarette
smoke and car exhausts. The hot and humid air enveloped me in an
instant and I thought to myself, I’m home. I had to walk about a block
and a half  through a sea of humanity to get to the Domestic Airline
terminal. For some strange reason it is not possible to transfer your
luggage from international to domestic flights in Vietnam. The
Domestic terminal was filled to the brim with families traveling back to

their ancestral homes to celebrate Tet
which is the Vietnamese version of
the Chinese New Year. Another
forty-five minutes and I was checked
in for my final thirty minute flight to
Da Lat. I boarded the plane which
was an hour and a half late and
immediately fell into a deep sleep. I was awakened by the flight attendant
as we landed in the bucolic tranquility of Da Lat. Thankfully I was greeted
by two smiling novices who had been waiting patiently for the past two
hours. Oh, and yes my checked luggage was safely delivered with me.
Thanks be to God.

We arrived at the novitiate house about 10:00 P.M. and everyone
was already sleeping. Activities begin very early in the morning with a
4:30 A.M. wake up bell. When I got out of the cab, I was immediately
enveloped in the cool mountain air of Da Lat which is about 4,300 ft in

elevation. No cigarette smoke but a hint of burning wood from the family cooking stoves and the faint smell



of flowers. It was such a warm feeling to be in familiar surroundings and with people that I love and who
love me. Thanks be to God.

Some would say that this time of year is the worst time to
travel in Vietnam because of the massive crowds. I would say au
contraire. It is the perfect time to see and experience the beautiful
people and traditions of this country. Remote preparations are
already being made as the city streets are filled with fresh flower
bouquets and other decorations. You can tell that the people are on
a mission to accomplish many tasks before the holiday arrives. The
streets are crowded with shoppers but there seems to be an
organized mayhem about them. As crowded as the shopping areas
are, everyone seemingly cooperates in the dance and there is no
shouting or shoving. You just go with the flow and you will arrive
at your destination. 

We have already celebrated our first festive meal to inaugurate the preparation for Tet. How’s this
for a menu? : Mekong Fish Soup; Water Buffalo cooked table side; Shrimp with Garlic Butter; Chicken Fried
in Peanut Oil; Coconut Rice; and a Garden Salad with Sesame Dressing. For dessert we had Flan that was
flavored with coffee. And this is just the warmup act! The festive meals during Tet will be even more
elaborate. I am looking forward to visiting the family homes of some of the novices to take it all in. Thanks
be to God.

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


