
Week Fourteen: Sunday — April 28, 2019

Saigon, Vietnam (a.k.a. Ho Chi Minh City)                  
    
Time to Say Goodbye . . .

My physical and emotional departure from Vietnam
began two days ago (Friday) when I said my goodbyes to the
novices in Da Lat and boarded a Vietnam Airlines plane for the
thirty-five minute flight to Saigon. Da Lat is about 140 miles

from Saigon and the flight is so
much more easy on the body
rather than a seven to eight-hour
bus ride. I am still in memory of
our trip to the big city back in
February when I traveled with the novices for the Meeting of the
Franciscan Students with Russell Murray, OFM who is the General
Animator for Evangelization. 

Saigon is a different experience completely. It is a bustling
world class city of nine million people while Da Lat claims about
425,000 souls. The average
day time temperature in
Saigon at this time of year is
about 95 degrees Fahrenheit
with the relative humidity in

the 70% and higher range. Da Lat on the other hand is
situated in the mountain highlands of the country at five
thousand foot elevations. The day time temperatures are in
the mid 80s with a relative humidity of about 20%. Da Lat
was a very popular vacation spot during the French Colonial

period because of its bucolic
nature. It boasts some very
fine Five Star hotels as well
as top of the line restaurants.
Can you guess which place I like the best? 

I came to Saigon a few days before my appointed April 30
departure to the USA so that I could attend the priestly ordination
of four Friars whom I have known since they were novices. It was
a most gratifying feeling to see them kneel before the bishop to be
anointed with the Holy Oils. These young men will be proud
bearers of the Gospel and they are enthusiastic about beginning



their ministry with the People of God.

I have another full day here until my departure
for Hong Kong on Tuesday morning. The weather is
simply too hot and humid for me to do any sightseeing
so I am content with remaining here in my air-
conditioned room. It provides me with some quiet time
so that I can process my varied experiences while I was
here. 

Perhaps the most cherished memory is that of
my solo travels to Hanoi, Thaing Nguyen, and the tiny village of Lang Son which is close to the

China border. The people are very poor but the Catholic community
is rich in its love for the Church and the
two Franciscans who live among them in
a simple storefront style church. Getting
there was half the fun as I negotiated a
taxi ride to two train stations in Hanoi
for my the train to Thaing Nguyen. The
burning question is: “Was the driver
either the most uninformed taxi man in
Hanoi or was he just taking advantage of
an unsuspecting foreigner by going to
the wrong station?”  Thank God for my
Guardian Angel who appeared in the

form of a stranger woman who got off of her motorbike to help me
flag down a better informed (or more honest) driver. The beauty of

the story is that I survived the confusion and/or deception to
complete my visit unscathed and I am filled with fond memories
of the kind and generous villagers of Lang Son.

I will also remember eating strange foods (to my American
taste buds) and discovering that they are quite tasty and nutritious.
Right now as I am writing this
missive I am sipping on a drink that
is made from soybeans and it’s not so
bad. Whole frogs come to mind as a
good example of strange. We are
accustomed to eating just the frog
legs in the USA but here the entire
carcass is fair game. The same is true

of shrimp. The head and tail plus the shell are all considered fair
game for a culinary treat. And then there are the delectable soups
that are made from the broth of stewed fish heads. Sounds yucky but
I discovered that the soup was indeed “good for my health” as the



novices would say. And I was amazed to witness how much the
young Friars consumed rice and vegetables. They would quite
often choose an extra helping of greens or stewed pumpkin over
another piece of meat. And a whole chapter could be written
about the world renowned Vietnamese coffee. It is a highly
concentrated brew of very strong ground coffee powder with a
minimal amount of boiling water poured over it in a strainer
basket. The resulting liquid rocket fuel is then mixed with
sweetened concentrated canned milk. Believe me when I tell you
that a little goes a long way! 

Living in a foreign land for three months is a challenge,
to be sure. Not understanding the language is definitely a
bummer but I discovered that I could survive. It’s amazing to me how effective a simple smile or

hand motion can be in communicating an idea without the
need for understandable words. I am so impressed with how
committed the Friar students are to learning English. They
are really passionate about it. I wish that I had the same
energy for learning their language. 

The prayer and worship styles were inspirational and
challenging. I loved listening to the haunting tones that were
used for Morning and Evening Prayer and I found the
reverence shown for the celebration of the Eucharist to be
most edifying. The fact that everything was in Vietnamese

brought back memories of Pre Vatican II when our worship was done in Latin. I survived by
improvising my own prayerful thoughts in my head as I listened to the Vietnamese incantations.  

Sleeping in a bed that felt like wet flour sacks
was a bit of a challenge
for me. The term “My
aching back” took on a
life of its own. After
about a month I was able
to figure out a relatively
comfortable sleeping
position so that the
discomfort was at a
minimum level. There was many a night when I fell asleep longing
for my Lazy Boy recliner back in Albuquerque. 

Personal space was another area of discovery for me.
Vietnam is a relatively small country which is roughly about the

size of California. The 2014 population of Vietnam was about 94,000,000 while the population



of California during the same period was about 38,000,000. So it’s quite evident that land is at a
premium in Vietnam. People are accustomed to living in tight spaces. Most of the homes that I

visited had only one or two bedrooms but those same
houses sheltered six or more people. Motor bikes are
commonly seen with three to six people on one bike.
Outdoor markets are always filled to maximum capacity
with foot traffic and everyone is working at getting th best
deal. Indoor stores similar to our Walmart are always
crowded and the shelves are filled to overflowing with all
kinds of fascinating foods.  

I know that after I leave 
on Tuesday morning the flavor

and essence of this amazing country will remain in my heart and
mind. I am forever grateful for this  privileged time in Vietnam.
Returning to our First World country will be a shock to my senses
and I will unfortunately succumb to its enticements in due time. My
stay here was brief but the memories and lessons will remain with me
forever. I hope that my weekly letters have brought a smile to your
face and perhaps a challenging thought or two? Your prayerful
support and encouragement is very much felt and appreciated. And
thus ends Chapter Ten of “My Book of Life.”

Peace and All Good!

Br Bruce


