
Class X Tour to Vietnam (2011)          

 

 
March 16, Flight Day(s); Jarred Sterling, Scribe 

 
Preparing to embark on our voyage to Vietnam was certainly exciting.  However, it was 
not lost that we were up very early on a cold morning to fly out of Manhattan at 6:30 
A.M.  There were many family members present with well wishes for the trip.  Only half 
of the class departed from Manhattan and the other half left from Wichita.  As we arrived 
in Chicago, we were able to meet up with the Wichita group, say our greetings and find 
ways to fill up time during a 4 hour layover including using our incredible decision 
making skills to complete NCAA basketball brackets.  We knew the next portion of the 
journey would be an endurance test so many were stocking up on their last 
cheeseburger for some time to come. 



 
  

The next portion of our journey was the first taste of the excellent service we would 
experience during the next two weeks.  We boarded the Korean Airlines’ robin-egg blue 
Boeing 747 on our way to Seoul, South Korea!  It was impressive to note that when you 
arrived at your seat there were a few amenities waiting for us including a blanket and 
pillow, water bottle, a toothbrush and even some one size fits all slippers.  So at least 
they try to make us comfortable during a 12 hour flight.  The service didn’t stop there.  
For meal service we actually had real food and real silverware.  This was appreciated 
but it was no match for this long a flight.  Water and juice was brought down the aisles 
by flight attendants every 30 minutes in the event we were awake during the lights out 
portion of the flight. Although the seats had more legroom than US based carriers, there 
were more than a few sore backsides when we arrived in South Korea.   

  
After a short layover between flights we were more than ready for our next flight on a 
really cool looking Boeing 777 with enormous single engines on both sides and more 
modern on the inside.  Having passed the International Date Line we found that March 
17 was near its end.  After another 4 hour flight we landed in Ho Chi Minh City at 10:30 
p.m.  There was a large crowd of people waiting outside the terminal with a little path 
among them being made by security officers so we could walk through.  This was a little 
intimidating as our first taste of a new country but all would be just fine. 

 On the bus trip to the hotel we got a glimpse of the city including many small shops, 
some trash strewn along streetside and a few cracks about the massive electrical and 
telephone lines jumbled together along the streets.  So after we reached the hotel, we 
provided dollars in exchange for Dong – the Vietnamese currency. Hundreds were to 
become Millions by morning.  I’m sure there were a couple wise-cracks about the 
currency but more than anything we were all looking forward to a shower and a good 
night’s sleep after traveling for 31 hours. 

  

 Day 2 - 18th Friday March, 2011 – HCM CITY  TOUR; Scribe – Clint Hornberger 



 

 

 

  

 

  



 

  

Our day included a City tour the dynamic Ho Chi Minh City still called Saigon.  We visited the  

Reunification Palace, previously known as the Presidential Palace of South Vietnam and the War 

remnants Museum.  Lunch at Pho 24 included our first chance to use our chopsticks and enjoy 

the famous Pho “noodle soup” staple.    

 



 

Other tours also included the Central Post Office, Notre Dame Cathedral  and the Ben Thanh 

Market. 

 

 

 

In the afternoon we visited the Cu Chi Tunnels northwest of Saigon.  The tunnels were dug 

during the French campaign from Cambodia to the airport at Saigon for arms smuggling to the 

Viet Cong.  The tunnels included underground bunkers for barracks, hospitals and storage 

facilities. 

  

Saturday, March 19, Day 3  - - Scribe, Lance Russell  

     Day 3 started with almost everybody still in a state of amazement after a great cup or two of 

coffee. We were amazed at all of the scooters, all of the people and look at ALL OF THOSE 

WIRES. As we started out of Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon) there was a sense of how are we going 

to get around with such a big bus with everyone else going whatever direction they wanted to go, 

it seemed to be a kind of constant chaotic motion . We would soon come to revere the skills of 

both our bus driver as well as his assistant. 



  

 

     The bus trip took us south and west along 1A. We had been able to see some of the 

countryside the day before on our way to CU CHI tunnels but this was a whole new world of 

amazing views and vistas. From the small (35 square meter) farms to the abundance of ornately 

decorated grave sites seemingly scattered throughout the fields.  Our impromptu tour guide for 

those of us in the “back of the bus club” was one of Kent Converse’s adoptive daughters who 

had grown up in Vietnam and was working in the US. She just happened to be back in Vietnam 

for a short time and she was a great person to ask questions of and was invaluable. The rest area 

at the halfway point was like a little village with grass roofs and a couple small ponds with the 

most beautiful flowers and small fish and even a hammock or two to take a little “rest”. 

 

     The new Can Tho bridge over the Mekong  River was an amazing feat of engineering over 

such a large span as well as such a large amount of water. It was completed in April of 2010 and 

is a cable-stayed bridge over the largest distributary of the Mekong River. We were now in the 

Mekong Delta for sure and headed to Can Tho. 



 

 

     After a brief stop at the hotel we headed off to visit the local university. Can Tho University 

invited us into the conference room and put on a very informative presentation about some of the 

programs that they are working on. We also learned about what a person needs to do/accomplish 

before they are able to attend a university in Vietnam. They let us know that in order to take each 

step towards a University education that each student is required to pass certain tests at each 

phase along the way and only the students with the very top scores were able to move to the next 

step up in education. Some of us also started learning how the system works for those of us 

outside the system. Thanks Kent for what you did. 

That evening provided a great chance for myself and a few others to meet some of the kids from 

a local orphanage. These young kids were the cutest little kids that acted like any other kids from 

anywhere else, cute shy little girls and ornery little boys. Unfortunately, we found out that we as 

Americans could not adopt any of these kids which is too bad, because there plenty of folks in 

America that would love to help these kids.  

  



 

Later in the evening we were able to have dinner with some of the students from Can Tho 

University. Some were able to speak better English than others but they were all eager to see 

what things we all had in common as well answer some questions that they had of us. Even the 

professors 14 year old daughter had a good time if the big smile on her face was any indication. 

     After dinner there was a little time for more TIGER and then back to the rooms for a restful 

night. 

  

Day 4 --- Sunday, March 20;  Scribe, Alisa Rath 

 

The KARL Classmates woke up early and enjoyed a good breakfast at the Ninh Kieu 2 
Hotel.   After loading up on the bus we headed by boat to the Can Tho river market.  
The water on the river is 10-15 meters deep.  The shoreline was lined with mango trees.  
We could see women washing dishes in the river as well as a man washing his dog.   



  

Our destination could only be approached by boat,  the floating markets of Cai Rang.  
As we neared the markets we were greeted by a little boy and his father selling items for 
us to buy.  The little boy could speak good enough English to say “pepsi” and 
“bananas”.  Many classmates enjoyed purchasing fresh fruit.    

  

The floating markets had everything to offer including roasted chicken on skewers.  A 
quick stop off the boat and onto another provided a wide variety of fruit we had not seen 
before.   The boats were all painted on the front with bright interesting colors and two 
circles.  We later learned that the people living along the river  paint the front of the boat 
with bright colors and what looks like two eyes.  The Vietnamese believe monsters are 
underneath the water, and if the monster comes up from underneath they will see the 
eyes and be afraid and leave the people in the boat alone.  After understanding what 
they painted and looking at it upside down, you could see where it looks like two large 
eyes staring at you. 

  



 

Heading back to the city we stopped for an aquaculture tour at the Seafood Company.  
The tour consisted of a large integrated fish operation, everything from production to 
processing.  The operation was on the Mekong River and had 30 ponds that produced 
nearly 5,000 tons of fish every 6 months.  Each pond could hold approximately 500,000 
fish, which grow from 50 grams to one kilogram in about 6 months.    Class members 
enjoyed visiting the fish ponds by boat as well as a tour inside the business.   

  



 

 

  

While at the facility some classmates took the opportunity to enjoy the “doctor fish” that 
local employees are treated to.  These tiny fish are in indoor pools and the workers are 
allowed to sit and dip their feet into the pools.  The doctor fish immediately begin 
nibbling on the feet.  They feed off the dead skin on the workers feet.  All who tried it 
enjoyed it and couldn’t stop laughing as it basically tickles when the fish are doing their 
work.  Epidermis eating fish (Garra Rufa) have also been called nibble fish.  The 
practice of “fish pedicures” at spas and salons in the United States is all but outlawed, 
due to its unsanitary nature.  However, many doctor fish spa resorts have been opened 
in other countries.  Garra Rufa occurs in the river basins of the Northern and Central 
Middle East, mainly in Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Iran. It is legally protected from 
commercial exploitation in Turkey due to concerns of overharvesting for export.  



 

  

 

 

ELEPHANT EAR FISH FOR LUNCH AT A FAMOUS REST STOP 

  



 

 

After our tour and a beautiful lunch stop we headed back to the Silver Creek City 
Resort.  It was a beautiful resort with a great pool and wonderful accommodations.  
Everyone had a chance to freshen up and then we headed to the Lac Quang District to 
have dinner at the home of Bich Lieu, sister of Trang Nguyen, foster daughter of our 
escort Kent Converse.  We were serenaded by Trang who was the first  exchange 
student to the US in the history of Viet Nam, hosted by Kent and Linda Converse at their 
home near Larned.  We enjoyed live karaoke, saxophone, lots of Heineken, and an 8 
course meal consisting of a seafood soup appetizer, a four seasons dish, fried sea 
bass, bbq shrimp, sweet snails, a vegetable and seafood hotpot, sticky rice with mung 
bean and fruit for dessert.   Only in Vietnam!! 



 

 
Day 5— 21st Monday March, 2011: HCMC — Da Lat; Scribe – Justin Ohlde 

Our departure for Da Lat, one of the most beautiful and romantic cities of the central 
highland of Vietnam started at 0700.   

 

 



By 10:00 am we were at our tour top en route.  We visited a rubber company 
plantation.  The rubber trees offered a form of agriculture we were no familiar too.  Even 
our Maple industry in the US is far detached from Kansas but the extraction of latex 
from the trees was quite similar to maple syrup extraction.  We had company officials 
share procedures of rubber production while showing off a typical grove of rubber trees.  
Our visit also included a Museum on property which shows history of Rubber Plantation 
and the strife that occurred during the French occupation.  

 

  

  

 

 
As we continued on to Da Lat we had an unexpected event when we went to visit 
Dambri Waterfall, one of the most spectacular waterfalls of Da Lat.  The only way to get 
to the falls was via two-person coaster cars.  The coasters could go well in excess of 50 
kilometers per hour if you kept off the brakes but that was unlikely given the sharp 
turns.  The coaster is one of the longest in the world and it took over 2 minutes to get 
from top to bottom.  It was a treat we didn’t expect in a “communist country” and through 



conversations we found the site was privatized and a US citizen was the owner of this 
unique tourist attraction portion of the park.   

 

 

  

 Day 6---22nd, Tuesday; Dalat City Tour, Scribe – Damon New 

Dalat is part of South Central Vietnam.  The city draws a lot of Vietnamese as 
honeymooners and for holiday.   The city is known as the valley of love and flowers.  
The city has a miniature Eiffel tower made of flowers.   It is the only city during both the 
French and American wars that no shots were fired in the city center.  They had a 
signed truce with all sides that allowed their city to be a safe haven for all.   The city is 
also known for its summer retreat, as it’s cooler in the mountains than down along the 
beaches in the South.  It is the honeymoon capitol of Viet Nam. 



  

We first stopped by some vegetable fields and greenhouses located in the city.   The 
owners lived in Saigon.  The vegetables raised in the fields were carrots, Korkdribia, 
and head cabbage.   The vegetables were harvested and sold locally, nation wide and 
also some exported over to Thailand.   Flowers and vegetable starts were raised in the 
greenhouses.   All produce is raised organically.  Hand labor is used for all facets of 
production.    

  



 

 

Next we went to the Lat Village Minority Museum.  The Lat people were the original 
settlers in the area.  In the U.S. we would describe them as the Indians.  The area is 
made up of 80% high ground.   They lived in houses on stilts to keep away the wild 
animals.  They still live in houses like this today.   Buffalo Secretary 5 is a festival for 
celebrating the construction of a new house or the planting of a new crop.  They 
celebrate by dance and drinking rice alcohol out of a big ceramic vase.  The Lat Village 
people are known for the women to be in charge of the family and they also chose the 
man they want to marry.  We visited a silk factory where the make paintings by 
embroidering silk into canvas.  Very cool art work and also very expensive.  Also looked 
around at some other silk shops in the area.   

 
We enjoyed lunch at the Ngoc Hat restaurant near the market and flower garden.  Had 
another good 12-course meal.   



  

You can’t get a better view of the city than the famous skyline cable car ride over Dalat.  
While trying to get on the cable cars we interrupted a Vietnamese model taking some 
photos.  Don’t think they were too impressed with us Americans disturbing their photo 
shoot.   None of us were able to get our photo with her.  The agricultural production 
along the terraced mountainsides was a great view from the cable cars.   

 

 

  



 

 We then went and toured the Thienvien Trug LAM Buddhism temple.   It’s known as the 
Vietnamese Buddhism.  In general 80% of Vietnamese worship Buddhism and 10% are 
Catholic.   

  

  



 

  

Then we went to the Bao Dai Summer Palace. An entrepreneur had horses out front to 
entice visitors for a photo.  Our cowboy, Steve Miles, and cowgirl Sandra Utter Levering 
bit.  The site was the summer Palace for the Nguyen Emperor from 1938 to 1945.   The 
King had 2 wives and a total of 5 children from them.  Four are still alive and live in 
France.   He was known as being a puppet for the French.  The Palace was constructed 
in 1933 in an art Nouveau style.  There were 25 rooms. 

  

 



 

We wrapped up the day visiting the market were some of us honed in on our negations 
skills.  Must admit they are very tough negations on price.   Very interesting going and 
seeing how they market their meat.  They cut up as much meat as they think they’ll 
market.  It’s not the most sanitary and they don’t hold the meat in coolers after it’s cut 
up.   

  

 



 

  

Some general thoughts from the class during the wrap up season: 

From the vegetable field tour.  People worked hard and were very efficient on the use of 
the land and their labor force.   

Wonder what it will be like in 20 years as the development verses the green houses and 
fields.   

They look at things differently then we do as far as productivity.  We look at number of 
acres and size we can get over and they look at smaller acreage and efficiency of 
production from it.   

They are setting Dalat’s infrastructure up for tourism and Agricultural productivity.   

 Market displays are set apart by color and by what using such as knives and cutting 
boards verses in the U.S. it would be cleanliness of the area.   

 They still use a lot of manual labor in order to keep people in rural areas and not over 
populate the cities.  Manual labor is the best way for Vietnam to properly distribute 
population.   

  

Day 7 --- 23rd, Wednesday – Dalat to Nhatrang; Scribe, Dana Nanninga 

There was a cool morning breeze this morning as we parted Da Lat and headed for Nha 
Trang.  We started the morning with the usual greeting from Tang with the addition of 
Merry Christmas – see Ty.   



 

Several impromptu stops were made along the way, the first being to see coffee plants.  
Tang explained a little about the plant including that it is harvested in the month of 
October.  Our second stop was for a unique photo opportunity of a Ma tribal house.  The 
Ma are one of several indigenous groups in the Central Highlands.  Women are the 
head of the household.  The number of doors the home has indicates the number of 
families living there.  The structures here were built and are still being built for tourists, 
but the Ma people still live in these types of homes today. 

  



 

 

We pulled over briefly to see an onion field with a spectacular mountain background 
before stopping at a property with sugar cane (which is harvested once per year then 
replanted every four years) and lemon trees.  The property also had cashew, tamarind, 
mango and banana trees.  A cow, chickens and dogs roamed freely around the small 
area, and the family was gracious enough to let us do the same.  We also made a quick 
stop to see vibrant yellow rice fields.  Today’s lunch offered a new high of 13 dishes.  
Mark said it was the best meal he’s had so far.  A number of class members enjoyed a 
sea breeze walk from the restaurant to the Osaka hotel.  After a 30 minute walk on the 
beach, we loaded the bus and had some fun following Ho Chi Mitch’s commands on our 
headsets before arriving at the Oceanography Institute.  Along the way, Tang informed 
us that approximately 300,000 people live in Nha Trang.  Last year, 15 million people 
visited Vietnam.  Many tourists come to Nha Trang. 

  



 

At the Oceanography Institute, our guide, Le, showed us a variety of starfish, a 
poisonous water snake, and several various fish.  We were also able to enjoy seeing 
living coral, sting ray, moray eels and a baby shark.  While viewing the puffer fish, Le 
explained that some are highly poisonous and cause the death of many fishermen while 
other puffer fish are an expensive delicacy in Japan.  She also told us that Vietnamese 
believe that sea horses, held in the palm of the hand, can help women become 
pregnant.  We ended the tour in a biodiversity room which holds over 20,000 specimen 
of various sealife. 

 

  

Our next stop was the Yersin Museum.  We watched a short film about Alexandre 
Yersin’s explorations in Vietnam.  The museum contains a number of artifacts that 
highlight his many ventures including his work with Louis Pasteur, the discovery of the 
plague bacillus and a vaccination for it, and his participation in developing the first 
medical school in Vietnam.  He died in Vietnam and is buried 40 KM outside of Nha 
Trang. 

  



 

Our final stop for the day was at a pagoda built by the Cham people in the 8th century.  
According to Tang, the Vietnamese are not very religious.  We were able to observe 
women performing a traditional “dance” outside the pagoda as well as various shrines.   

  

  



 

Nha Trang arrival included a late afternoon visit to the beach on the South China Sea. 

We ended the day at Ngoc Suong Seafood Restaurant.  We were served 10 dishes.  
Jeff Grier sampled his first fishhead from the sweet and sour grouper hot pot, while 
others only ventured to try new brands of beer and wine! 

  
Day 8 --- 24th, Thursday; Scribe, Steven Miles 

 
The day started early as have all the others.  This didn’t bother me so much as I’m an 
early riser anyway.  We boarded the bus at 7:30 and began the trip from Nah Trang to 
Quy Nonh.  Our trip itinerary had changed from the planned stop and tours.  The Cargill 
poultry farm tour had to be canceled because of time constraints.  The weather forecast 
was for clouds and chance of rain as the day progressed. 

  

As we traveled north on highway 1A along the coast, we saw fishermen on the bays and 
ocean in traditional round boats made of woven reeds or palm fronds.  When we got a 
chance to inspect one more closely, we found that they were sealed with pitch or tar to 
make them watertight.  The fishermen were bringing the catch to shore where many 



people were gathered to sort, sell, and buy the fresh catch of the day.  Thanh said we 
could stop to take pictures and visit with the locals.  One woman told us through Thanh 
that she thought the men in the group were very handsome!  Thanh explained that it 
was because we were bigger and whiter than the local men. 

 

Farther up the coast we saw several different systems of ponds and impoundments just 
inland from the shoreline.  Several of the group thought these were fish farms as they 
resembled what we had seen at home.  These proved to be shrimp farms owned and 
managed by different families and groups. 

  

 

As we continued on our way we saw fewer people and more open areas, most of which 
were under some sort of cultivation or aquaculture.  Thanh had told us if we saw 
something that interested us to sing out and we might be able to stop.  With that in 
mind, our eyes were roving the country side for some activity.  Thus we were able to 
make what turned out to be a very interesting stop of the day. Jack noticed farm 
workers apparently harvesting rice by hand not too far from the road and whisled.  The 
bus unloaded and almost everyone trooped into the field area for a close up view.  The 
workers were cutting the crop by hand with a kind of knife and binding it in sheaves.  
These were gathered and carried to the edge of field where they were piled on a tarp. 



  

 

While we took pictures and visited with the farmers, a small combine on tracks pulled in 
to try some test cuts.  Several of the guys almost mobbed the poor operator in the 
excitement of seeing this modern piece of farm equipment.  However, he was extremely 
proud and happy to talk about it.  As he made his initial round, followed by two or three 
spectators, it reminded me of wheat harvest at home, only on a much smaller scale.  
The operator was careful to cut the corners of the field squarely and didn’t leave any 
excess grain standing there.  One round filled the grain tank and this was dumped into 
bags for transporting. 



  

Meanwhile, a threshing machine arrived at the edge of the field where the sheaves were 
piled.  This was a machine mounted on a small truck frame.  Later we saw several of 
these in use and sitting at what appeared to be repair shops.  After setting up and 
adjusting it, they began feeding the sheaves in to the top of the thresher.  The threshed 
grain was fed into bags and the straw left in a pile.  Some locations gathered the straw 
and stacked it for bedding and livestock feed later.   

  

  

Some of the observations from this stop were: 

• We are very blessed to live in the place and times we do. 
• They use some of the same types of machinery that we do except on a smaller 

scale. 



• Hand harvesting and threshing saved more grain than the mechanical or 
combine harvester. 

• Harvesting using the self propelled harvester cost about 90,000 Dong per 
hectare vs. 50,000 Dong done by hand.  This was a savings of about $2.00 USD 
per hectare.  This seemed like a trivial difference to us but to them it was a 
seasons work.  It didn’t take into account the wastage. 

• Yield was about 5.6 ton per hectare and the rice sold for about 6,000 Dong per 
kilo. 

• The farmers in this region can get at least 2 crops per year. 

 
Several of our group commented on how gracious and pleased the local people were to 
allow a group of strangers to tromp into their fields and ask them all kinds of questions.  
The people generally were pleasant and smiling when they saw us approach. 

A gentleman happened by driving a few head of cattle.  When asked about them he 
informed us that these were breeding animals and weren’t heading to slaughter.  
Sandra found out that breeding bulls generally are worth about $600 USD and cows 
usually brought $400 USD.  Calves are generally sold by weight and brought around $6 
per kilo. 

  

We saw many interesting things along the trip north including small herd of cattle and 
water buffalo, ocean scenery, shrimp farms and more rice fields.  One thing we saw 
were spots along the road where hoses were just squirting water into the air.  The 
explanation was that these were vehicle wash spots operated by individuals.  The 
squirting water was a form of sign or advertisement.  Because the water came from 
natural springs or streams, it didn’t cost the operator anything to let it run continually. 



  

  

  

A site that was a little off the route was Ganh Da Dia or the black stones.  We had to 
walk across a bridge at Tuy An to get there because the bus driver was unsure of the 
weight limit of the bridge.  The locals weren’t exactly pleased that they had to wait on us 
to get out of their way.  Ganh Da Dia is a government site similar to on of our parks and 
under development.  It highlights volcanic rock formations resulting from volcanic vents 
into the cold sea water.  The formation resembled solidified honeycombs in long tubes 
all stacked together.  They are believed to be over 4,000 years old.  With the ocean 
waves pounding in upon them, they presented an awesome spectacle! 

 

  



Back on the road we began seeing groups of ducks and geese fenced in and watched 
over at small water ponds and ditches.  These, we were told, were duck farms 
whereupon Mark commented “That’s pro-duck-tion!” 

  

We made an unscheduled stop at a furniture manufacturing plant.  Our tour guide 
managed to persuade the plant manager to visit with us and give us a tour within about 
10 minutes over the phone.  Finding out that the Vice President of the company was 
from Thanh’s home province may have helped.  The name on the building was Anhson 
Furniture.  They produced wooden outdoor and indoor furniture from Acacia and 
Eucalyptus wood.   

 

  

This particular building was about one month old with others planned for the future.  
When completed the expected cost of this plant is to be about $2million USD.  Most of 
their product is shipped to Germany and Holland and some to the US where it is 
marketed under the name Home Wood.  At present the work force numbered 70 but 
they expect to employ 250 when fully operational.  The division that produced the indoor 
furniture was in a nearby location.  This particular plant employed about 200 people 
during the busy season and 100 in the off season.  Normally they only work 6 days per 



week. When busy they will have 3 eight shifts, seven days per week and pay overtime 
for the extra day.  Their pay is approximately $150 USD/ month and up.  In case you are 
interested their web address is www.hangkohifurniture.com .   

 After an eventful day of travel and sightseeing, we arrived in Quy Nonh and had a 
chance to relax.  As a special treat, Ty found where to order pizza which he provided to 
everyone as an appetizer to another special, multicourse meal.  Ah, just like home! 

  
Day 9---Friday the 25th; Quy Nhon to Da Nang; Scribe – Jenni Latzke 

 
We started out the day driving 300 km to Danang. On the way we stopped at Son My 
Memorial, the site of the My Lai massacre. 

  

The memorial tells the story of the My Lai massacre, which happened the morning of 
March 16, 1968. U.S. troops killed 504 villagers, many elderly men, women and children 
in four hamlets of the Son My subdistrict. The Son My Memorial stands where the 
largest mass killing took place, in Xom Lang (Thuan Yen) subhamlet.  

  



We toured the grounds with a guide, who told us the story of the day and how the 
massacre was documented by U.S. military photographers. We saw the recreated 
village, with plaques that detailed the names of the families who were killed. What 
struck many of us were the concrete paths, though, that led through the village—they 
are made to represent dirt paths, with military bootprints and villager footprints indented 
in them. Just one more way to tell the Vietnamese story of the tragedy. We also lit 
incense and had a moment of silence at the stone sculpture that marks the memorial. 

  
Kent spoke to us about how the event shaped people’s perceptions of U.S. involvement 
in the war and of returning soldiers. He explained that for the longest time the military 
tried to cover it up, but now 40 years later America is starting to take some responsibility 
for the massacre.  (Editor’s Note: Understanding the full story is important, especially 
the back story.  The night prior to the massacre, captured US troops were heard 
screaming as they were skinned alive by Viet Cong.  Their fellow soldiers listened 
through the night, the night prior to the massacre.) 

 From there we went to the Dung Quat Economic Development Zone, which is a project 
of the government to bring investment capital to the country. Mit Zhou, Chairman of the 
Corporation welcomed us to the zone after our lunch.  

 Currently, the zone has about $10 billion invested in 120 projects. The largest of these 
is an oil refinery that pumps out 6.5 million tons of crude oil per year. The complex ill 
boast an industrial complex with shipping and other industries, as well as a town for 
workers with schools for training for jobs within the complex. 

 The zone was set up in 1996 with the oil refinery constructed in 2005. The communist 
governement promotes the economic development activity to encourage foreign 
investment in the country. The government owns Dung Quat, but individual companies 
invest by leasing land from the government. So far 12,000 jobs have been created. The 
average worker earns about $200 U.S./month, working 8 hours a day, 6 days a week.  

  

 



 

 From there we traveled to the city of Danang, where we checked into our hotel on 
China Beach. While the weather was cloudy and damp, the class did manage to go and 
check out this famous stretch of sand for a bit. Some decided to stay at the hotel for 
dinner, while a small group went into the town to have pizza at a mall. 

   

Day 10---Saturday the 26th; Jesse McCurry  

 We made our 7:30ish departure time in Da Nang to start out at Marble Mountain. The 
area is known for stone sculpture making and cutting crafts. While direct rock extracting 
from the mountain range was recently banned, materials are being transported from 
quarries in Quang Nam province. 

  

The marble statues present for purchase ranged from Buddhas and foo dogs to bird 
baths, horses and tables, turtles pigs and foot stools. The items were very beautiful and 
the tour group continued to “make it rain” dollars and dong on the local economy. The 
items ranged in color from cream to green. 



From the bus (which we got to know quite well) we witnessed left over helicopter and jet 
fighter bunkers at the Da Nang Airfield portion of the airport.  The bunkers and military 
buildings from the war era were part of the largest and busiest airport in the world during 
the 60's. 

  

Next we visited Vuot, Ngan and Nhung at their local orphanage. Their version of “Boy’s 
Town,” provided opportunity for youth to participate in their care by washing and 
cleaning motorbikes.  This effort to remove “street kids” from needing to fend for 
themselves through con and crime was making a real difference in developing more 
responsible citizens.  

 The detail and attention to the motorbikes was impressive. Kent Converse, a Vietnam 
veteran and tour leader, has patronized this orphanage and the travel group made a 
monetary contribution in his honor.  Class X contributed $250 and one member solely 
contributed $100.  Kent matched the gift and the $700 was given to the orphanage to 
provide funding for the youth for 9 months. 

 Anyone wishing to follow Kent’s travel blog can do so at: 

http://www.travelblog.org/Bloggers/Governor/ 

 Kent, Vuot, Ngan and Nhung sent us off with a Vietnamese rendition of “What a Friend 
We Have in Jesus.” 

 Just a $10/month contribution toward these kids can support them for some time given 
the standard of living over there. 

 Next we shipped off to a startlingly beautiful spot at Hai Van Quan, a military outpost 
and checkpoint (I would encourage you to do a google image search). 



 We were swarmed by perhaps the most aggressive salespeople this side of “Tom Park 
Used Cars.” The bus drive navigated us there more near-death experiences. Hi marks 
for that guy. 

 We made our way into Hue (pronounced roughly the same). Hue was the imperial 
capital of the Nguyen Dynasty (including 12 kings) and is well known for its monuments 
and architecture. It was also a favorite spot of Thau’s. It is included in UNESCO’s World 
Heritage Sites. 

  

 

First we visited The Citadel and The Imperial City in Hue. The complex is a walled 
fortress and palace begun in the early 1800s. Originally the wall (of several kilometers) 
was made of soil and covered by bricks which took tens of thousands of Vietnamese to 
build. 

 Inside the Imperial City was the imperial enclosure called the Purple Forbidden City, 
similar to the Forbidden City in Beijing. That enclosure was reserved for the Nguyen 
imperial family. 

 The grounds included great gift shops and one could even purchase a Heineken. 
Bathrooms = not so good. 

 The rule of the last Vietnamese Emperor lasted until the mid-1900s. At that time, the 
Purple Forbidden City had many buildings and hundreds of rooms. It suffered over time 
and now only a few buildings survive such as the Thai Hoa Temple, Can Thanh Temple, 
The Mieu, and the Hieu Lam Cac. During the last few years much of the destruction has 
been reconstructed by the cooperation of the Vietnamese government, UNESCO, and 
other organizations. 



  

Next we made our way up the Perfume River (Huong River) by boat to visit the Thien 
Mu Pagoda. 

 The temple complex stretches north from the river banks and is octagonal in shape. A 
complex of monastic buildings lies in the center where we encountered monks involved 
in their daily routines. We also saw the car in with monk Thich Quang Duc rode from his 
temple to Saigon where we stepped out of the car, sat down in the lotus position, and 
burned himself alive against the regime’s violations of religious freedom.  



  

It is hard to believe we did this all in one day but we had dinner dressed a royalty at the 
Ancient Hue Restaurant where Damon and Jennifer presided and Emporer and Queen.  
The lavish costumes and traditional instrumental music was a royal treat for us 
Kansans. 

 



 

Ty put on a martial arts demonstration as part of our entertainment. 

 

  

We wrapped by boarding an excellent and fast plane from Hue to arrive late in Hanoi for 
the final days of our adventure. 

  

  

Day 11---Sunday the 27th; Scribe - JJ Jones 



  

After a whirl-wind tour of southern Vietnam, Class X truly took a day of rest. After 
enjoying breakfast in Hanoi, the class traveled by motor coach to ferry out to two boats 
for a relaxing cruise on Ha Long Bay. Since 1962 Ha Long Bay has been registered on 
the National Relics and Landscapes list of the world.  

  



 

The class first enjoyed lunch on the boats before taking part in several activities offered 
in the area. Class members enjoying hiking through the a large cavern in one of the 
many rock formations in the bay that caused Confucius scholar.  

Nguyen Trai to refer to the bay as “rock wonder in the sky.” Other class members took 
the ferry to a nearby beach to explore and enjoy the afternoon. Others in the delegation 
took the opportunity to explore the bay via two-person kayaks. As many of our rural 
papers would say … “A good time was had by all.”  

  



 

After many adventures around the bay the class returned to the larger boats for an 
excellent dinner as we anchored among the many rock formations and listened to the 
sound of trolling motors and waves … and many roars of laughter from 35 Kansans.  
Locally caught lobster was added to the menu courtesy of  a generous donation by 
KARL Class IV graduate Brian Dunn and his wife Carolyn. The rest of the evening was 
spent enjoying great conversation, a few beverages and several different card games.  

 A relaxing night was spent on the water which gave many in the class a second-wind 
as Class X’s journey continued.  

 

Day 12, Monday the 28th ; Scribe, Brian Taylor 

 
At 5:30 am the engines from the boat woke us up from our night on the boat.  Realizing 
the boat was already on its way back to the harbor we gathered our belongings and 
headed up to a very nice breakfast on the boat.  Hanlong Bay was beautiful and I think 
everyone enjoyed the activities from the day before.  We pulled into the harbor and 
were loaded on the bus at 8:15am.  Our 4 hour bus ride back to Hanoi allowed 
everyone to talk about the overnight boat experience and catch a few extra Z’s.  At 
12:30 we arrived back at the Hoa Binh Palace hotel.  We had some time so most people 
elected to clean up and get something to eat.  A few people even wandered out and did 
some shopping. 



  

At 1:45pm we all met on the eighth floor of the hotel to meet with the folks from the US 
Embassy.  Originally we were going to the embassy, but as we all figured out on this trip 
things change at a rapid pace and they met us.  Our embassy representative with the 
agricultural division of the Foreign Agricultural Service was Jeanne Bailey originally from 
Champaign Illinois.  She introduced us to Alex (Idaho), and Jolie (Washington DC) who 
were on four month Internships with the embassy.  They proceeded to give us 
information about Vietnam and US relations as well as demographics and trade 
relations.  Some of the points that stood out were that Vietnam is 86 Million people 
strong and growing. That makes it the 13th most populous country in the world.  Of 
those 86 million the median age is only 27.  A very young country with a growing 
population is very important.  Vietnam is the fastest growing ag export market for the 
US.  It grew by over 40% in the last year.  Infrastructure was a major topic of concern.  
Roads and ports needed upgrading.  Refrigeration in the country needed to introduced 
and upgraded were it was available.  Nicole visited with us about economic 
development within the country.  She stated that the country needed to work on less 
physical labor and more tech labor.  Higher quality manufacturing was also something 
that needs to be addressed.  Infrastructure will be a key to the economic development 
of Vietnam.   Of particular interest to our KARL delegation, Ms. Bailey’s presentation 
included a slide that emphasized the best thing to accomplish better trade relations in 
Viet Nam was exactly what KARL allowed us to do…be here! 

  

That afternoon after the embassy meeting we all had free time until 6 pm so lots of 
people went out and explored the streets of Hanoi and the many shopping opportunities 
that were available.  At 6:15pm we loaded the bus and headed to the SEN buffet’s 
restaurant.   I think everyone enjoyed being able to pick what you wanted to eat for a 
change and everyone really seemed to enjoy the meal and conversation.  It was the 
only buffet that I have ever been to that served BBQ sparrows.  After our stomachs 
were full we headed down to the Thang Long water puppet show, a wonderful play that 
is a tradition for the Vietnamese people.  It is a wonder full puppet show that showcases 
many of the cultural beliefs and traditions of the Vietnamese culture.  When the show 
concluded many people went back to the hotel and some went out for a night on the 



town.  As for myself,  I turned in early and wondered what was in store for the group the 
next day.  

  

Day 13 Tuesday, March 29; Bill Unterseher, Scribe 

Our final day in Vietnam was filled with a busy schedule and a lot of anxiety for home.  
The day started with everyone stuffing their entire luggage with the goodies they had 
obtained since getting in the country and trying to figure out how they were going to get 
everything in under the weight limitations.   

 
After breakfast at the hotel and some last minute shopping around the area, we loaded 
what luggage the bus would hold and left the rest for delivery to the airport. 

  

  

We headed for the Hao Lo Prison (Hanoi Hilton).  The prison was built in 1896 by the 
French to house political prisoners and the Vietnamese took it over in 1954 to house 
prisoners of war.  From 1964-1973 it was a major POW detention facility.   



  

Senator John McCain was a famous inmate.  The stories of the American pilots are told 
from the Vietnamese perspective in photographs and writings in a couple of small 
rooms.  The west side of the prison was the area that housed women and children held 
captive.  The prison still has the original guillotine used while it was under French 
control.  After  a sobering tour and some emotional feelings of the Vietnamese 
perspective, the group gathered outside to load the bus once again.   

  

We headed for the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum.  Ho Chi Minh died in 1969 and his body 
lays in a glass casket open to the public to tour and see.  Ho Chi Minh’s body is taken to 
Russia each fall to be preserved and up kept.  After the Mausoleum we toured Ho Chi 
Minh’s stilt house, museum and the Presidential palace.  After a group photo in front of 
the stilt house, the group loaded the bus and headed for lunch at Nha Hang Dong 
Duong Indochine restaurant. 

  



  

After lunch, we found our way to Doan Thi Diem primary school.  This is a private 
school founded in 1997 by 9 investors that has about 3000 K-6th grade students 
enrolled.  Students must pass an entrance exam before they are accepted into the 
school.  The school has 91 classes with around 30 students per class.  The three main 
focuses of study is Vietnamese, Math, and English.  The school schedule is from 7:15 
am to 4:15 p.m.  The students have five 40 minute periods in the morning, lunch at 
11:30, nap from 12:00 to 1:00 and have three periods in the afternoon.   The school 
year runs from August through May, with June and July as a break.  Tuition cost is $200 
per month per student.  More than 50% of the students move onto Secondary School. 

  

The group met with the Principal and Chairman of the Board NGUYEN THI HIEN in a 
round table discussion of the school.  NGUYEN THI HIEN talked about how she takes 
great pride in her school as it is one of the elite private schools in all of Hanoi.  The 
chairman discussed the teachers salary’s range from $300-$500 per month, and she 
talked about how the teachers move from class to class throughout the day instead of 
the students moving around.  After some more discussion with the class we took a quick 



tour of the school and visited a few of the class rooms, and even had fun tug of war with 
the students in the play yard.   

 We met back at the round table for a bit more of Q&A and discussed the possibilities of 
having some of the students coming to the U.S. to visit our school systems.   

  

 

The group then headed for our meeting with university students at KFC.  We met with 
students from Hanoi University School of International relations over dinner.  The 
students and KARL class had very good conversations and learned a lot from each 
other.  After some picture sharing and friend making, the group loaded the bust for the 
last time in Vietnam and headed for the airport. 

  



 

  

After thanking and saying good bye to our wonderful hosts and guides Thao, and 
Thanh, everyone gathered their luggage and headed for our big bird that was going to 
take us back to our homes and families.  We left Hanoi at 11:35 pm and landed in Seoul 
at 5:50 a.m.  By this time none of the class members could remember what time or day 
it actually was but everyone knew they were just one quick 13 hour plane ride away 
from the states.   

 



After going back in time 12 hours, we landed in Chicago at 11:30 am.  We couldn’t wait 
for our protein filled meal at the airport, the group said their goodbyes and headed in the 
direction of either  Wichita (the good guys), Kansas City, or Manhattan.  The group will 
have many stories and memories to take from this amazing experience and will be able 
to share and reflect on them when we meet again in Salina for our graduation.  

  

 

A special thanks to Miss Thao Hong Nguyen for her expertise in making our tour a special 

and rewarding learning experience.  Her dedication to our needs kept us comfortable and well 

informed, enriching our overall experience.  

 



Also, we owe a great deal of debt to our Viet Nam tour advisor Kent Converse for his service in 

1967 in the Viet Nam theater and for his role model leadership in reconcilliation efforts to-

date that have created a lasting "people to people" relationship.  His and other armed service 

personnel are owed our utmost gratitude. 

EPILOGUE: Our Class XI tour to the country of Viet Nam was made possible through 
years of diplomacy and the sacrifice of our service personnel...a sacrifice that laid the 
groundwork for a free and open Viet Nam.  The embrace of capiltalism in our host 
country is beginning to show the reflection of their committment and supreme 
sacrifice.  A recent excerpt from a letter to the editor in our states newspapers puts light 
on that sacrifice as well.  "This year marks the 50th anniversary of the Vietnam War — 

and on Memorial Day, we remember those thousands of servicemen and women who made 

the ultimate sacrifice and never returned home.  

"Their names are etched into the walls of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial — and forever 

etched into the memories of those who never had the chance to say goodbye. On this day, 

we remember that freedom is not free."  Senator Jerry Moran 

  

 

 


