
Hanoi Railway Station

The “Grab” pirates.

The actual Railway station for my
departing train to Thuy Nguyen.

Waiting patiently for the train
to arrive.

Week Eight: Monday — March 18, 2019
Da Lat, Vietnam                       
Right Church — Wrong Pew

Have you ever had one of those days when you
discovered that what you thought was going to happen did not
in fact occur according to your well-thought out plans? I pride
myself for being a savvy traveler and in some circles I have
been dubbed “The Travel Agent General.” I must humbly
admit that the complexities of Hanoi almost brought me down. 

My flight from Da Lat to the capital city of Hanoi was
flawless and the prearranged shuttle to the hotel was perfect.

The fun really began the next
day when I asked the hotel
desk clerk to arrange for a cab
to the Hanoi Railway station
for my afternoon departure to
Thay Nguyen. I showed him my ticket and he informed the cab
driver that I wanted to go to the Hanoi Railway Station. I did
have the presence of mind to ask if there was more than one rail
station in Hanoi and he assured me that there was only one.
Being the seasoned traveler that I
am I made sure to leave the hotel
an hour before the train was to
depart. And off I went without a
care in the world. I was told that
the station was no more than 10
minutes away and in fact it was

true. I paid the taxi driver 50 thousand VN dong (about $2.00
USD) and jaunted across the street and into the train station. So
far, so good. 

Now all I had to do was to find
the right track to board my train. I went
over to a railway employee and showed
her my ticket and she quickly frowned
at it and began to say “No Go Here! No
Go Here!” I looked at my watch and I had only 30 minutes before the
scheduled departure except that now I was informed that I was in the
wrong station! “Very Far, Very Far” shouted the railway worker. I
took the ticket from her and ran outside to find a cab after it was
established that I needed to go to the “Ga Long Bien” Railway station.
As soon as I got outside I was accosted by a plain clothed gentlemen
whose job it was to steer unsuspecting travelers (like me) into taking



Snacks and drinks sold on the train.

This picture of the Thay Nguyen Rail station
prevented another disaster when I showed it to

the cab driver.

The family lives in the back of the
store.

Early morning departure.

one of his special “Grab” cabs at an exorbitant price. He waved three Vietnamese bills at me to
say that it would cost 180 thousand-VN dong. It seemed a bit high but I now had only 25 minutes
before my scheduled departure. I don’t like being cheated, even when I’m pressured for time so I

shouted “NO!” and he lowered the price to 150 thousand VN
dong. I repeated “NO” again and he lowered it to 100 thousand
VN dong. At this point I walked away from the Grab cabs and
found my own taxi out away from the Railway station. My
Guardian Angel was working overtime at this point because I
had less than 20 minutes before my departure. Miraculously, I
was deposited a block away from the correct station (it was a
One Way street)  and I schlepped up the hill to board my train
which left at exactly the scheduled time and the fare was only
60 thousand VN dong. 

And, while I’m
on the topic of Guardian
Angels, she came by
again three days later
when the same mixup

occurred with railroad stations. What are the chances of
getting the same driver that took me on the first wild goose
chase? BINGO! I guess God was bored that morning and
He needed some slapstick comedy to cheer him up. This
time I knew that the driver was taking me to the wrong

station and so I started to
insist that he go to the main terminal. Things got lost in translation
since we were evenly matched in our ignorance of the others native
tongue. I finally gave up and he proceeded to drop me off at yes, the
wrong station! Now, it’s 5:30 A.M.
and it’s raining. My train to
Haiphong was departing in exactly
30 minutes. Do you know how
difficult it is to hail down a cab at
that hour of the morning in a less
than polite neighborhood? I did
everything that I could think of short
of fainting on the street to get the
attention of the cabs that were
streaking by. No luck. It’s now 5:40

A.M. and out off nowhere a woman drove up to me on a motor
bike and proceeds to help me hail down a cab. I guess she could
see that I was in a predicament and she decided to help. She
literally blocked a cabbie with her motor bike and insisted that he
take me to the station. He reluctantly agreed and off we went. I
boarded my train at 5:55 A.M. Thank you, Guardian Angel.



Besides being an accomplished
musician, chef Joseph is an excellent

cook.

The “shower” worked fine but I
could have used one extra hand to

hold the showerhead.

A steaming bowl of Pho for
breakfast.

Vietnamese coffee . . . nectar of the gods!

I had made arrangements with the young Friar that I was
visiting to stay at a local hotel during my visit because I didn’t want
to cause any political problems for the Friars. I was assured that this
would be the case by him but when he met me at the Thuy Nguyen
Railway station he informed me that the local parish leader insisted
that I stay with him and his family. It was apparent that this is how it
was going to be, no matter how much I tried to convince them
otherwise. When we left the Thuy Nguyen station I took a picture of

the station so that I could
show it to the cab driver
when I would return to
Hanoi. Surely, I thought,
There can’t be more than
one station in this town
but, rather safe than sorry, I snapped the photo just to
be safe. And I should
add that in fact the cab
driver did look
confused upon my
return trip to Hanoi

and the picture that I snapped saved the day. One look and he
knew exactly where to take me. My Guardian Angel could sleep
in on this day.

The trip to the tiny village of Lang Son was about 18 miles
from the railway station and we got their in good time since there
wasn’t much traffic. It turned out that my host family owned a

clothing store and it was
literally bursting with
inventory. I have no idea how
they would even know what
item they had in stock. I was
led through the maze of piled
clothes and taken to the back
of the store where the family
lived. The home was a three-
floor building and the front of
the first floor served as the
clothing store. The husband
and wife have a fifteen-year-
old boy who was as polite and
kind as he could be. Brother
Joseph, the young Friar, told



The Friary and Chapel are very low
key in the predominantly Buddhist

village.  

China is just beyond the mountains.

Just like some of our NM Pueblos, men
on one side and women on the other.

Just like the “Wild West.”

me that the boy asked him if he would teach him how to play the organ so that he could play the
songs at Mass. Br Joseph gladly agreed and they meet three times a week for two hour sessions. 

Life in north Vietnam is dramatically different from the south. Most people in the north do
not speak English because it is not taught in the schools. Those who do speak it have learned
either from You Tube or from private tutors. My host family

therefore was absolutely clueless
as to anything that I might say and
of course I was just as tongue tied
as they were. We did however
manage to communicate through
smiles and gestures and I could
sense that they were very honored
to have the likes of me in their
home.  Through my interpreter Br
Joseph, the father expressed his
thanks to me for the privilege of
hosting me and yours truly of
course reciprocating with my own
thanks to him and his wife for
their unselfish hospitality. My
bedroom was quite simple with
only a bed and a small table. There was no closet, and no place

to hang clothes so I just operated out of my suitcase. And of course the bed was just as hard as the
one in Da Lat. I must say that it was all worthwhile because the mom prepared Beef Pho for my
breakfast each day and the dad proudly prepared a nerve jolting glass of Vietnamese coffee each
morning. 

The Vietnamese Friars have
what is called an inserted Community
in the village of Lang Son. Currently
the Community is composed of two
Friar priests and one Temporary
Professed Friar (Joseph) who will live
there for the next six months as part
of his Apostolic Year where the Friar
students live out in the Province. A
large portion of the Catholic
population migrated to South
Vietnam during “The Difficult Times”
between 1960 and 1970 when the
country was in a battle to unite into

one rather than to be divided between the communist North and the democratic leaning South.
The Diocese of Lang Son is extremely poor and has less than fifteen thousand Catholic



The simple residence and chapel serve as a beacon of hope to
the people.

Christians. The total population of the Diocese is about one
million three-hundred thousand.
Some of the 120 families that worship in the small Lang Son
chapel have to travel 50 miles or more to attend Mass. By
contrast, there are some parishes in Saigon that have over 20
thousand parishioners. The Diocese actually shares its
northern border with China. The Friar priests spend a lot of
their time riding their motor bikes to the many remote ethnic
villages in the area. The Tai and Nung ethnic tribes live in the
area. I attended a Tuesday evening Mass at the little chapel
and the place was almost completely filled. Br Joseph told me
that the word got out that an American Franciscan was going
to be present and they want to meet me. Many told him that

they have
never met
anyone
from America before. 

The people who live in this area are
very poor because there is not much land
available for farming. The area is filled with
small villages that are carved out of the sparse
flat lands in between the towering mountains.
We drove through one village that specialized
in making clay tiles and other areas where the
men would cut bark off of the trees to make
veneer panels
for furniture.
Hanoi and
the
surrounding
area is

peppered with hundreds of manufacturing plants from China and
Japan. Vietnam is to Asia what Mexico is to the USA. It’s a place
for cheap labor and government incentives for the corporations. 
Somehow the people survive and many of the young ones are now
working at a large Samsung factory in Thay Nguyen. One might
think that this would be a boon to the area but in fact it really
hasn’t proven to be so. The plant has more than five thousand
employees and so the workers have been recruited from the many
rural villages that occupy the valleys between the massive
mountains. The young people are enticed to work for the company with a promise that they will
be paid well. The common monthly wage is 6.5 to seven million VN dong per month for 10 hour
days and seven days per week schedules. That works out to be $280 to $300 per month. Anyone



care to apply?!
I continue to be very much impressed with the variety of creative ministries that the

Vietnamese Friars are engaged in. Their Inserted Communities are quite effective in placing Friars
in areas where the Catholic Christian population is minimal. The Friars live and work among the
people and do their preaching through their kind actions. They are a sign of hope to their
neighbors. Both Buddhists and Christians are welcome. 

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


