VIETNAM
The KWB group met at the Seattle airport about 11:30 pm Sunday night to check in; there are 14 of us all together, good people from all walks of life and except for Jenny a 22 year old who will be staying on in Vietnam for a month, most of the group is a little older than even me. It’s could almost be an AARP group (thank goodness I’m way too young to qualify).
Hanoi

Tuesday:– Arrive in Hanoi after two flights to get to Hanoi, 13 hours from Seattle to Taipei, 2 ½ hours in Taipei and 3 hours from Taipei to Hanoi.. Jet lag is kicking our butts. After checking in and resting up we all went for a long walk downtown, stopping on the way back for dinner and a cold beer; okay two cold beers. Due to age and jet lag bed time was 7:30 the first night.
Observations: Hanoi is in interesting blend of architecture, old and new, French and Asian influence. It is a very clean city with a thriving economy made up of agriculture, high tech, and tourist/retail based industry. I mentioned clean, very little trash, no homeless/street people to speak of, but a ton of sidewalk vendors with a few wheeler dealer vendors geared toward the gullible tourists. There are brand new sky rise buildings right next to older single store shops, large newer homes next to small but well kept one room homes. And tons of construction as the city is growing at a rapid pace with the influx of foreign investment.

One of the most startling and actually impressive parts of Hanoi is the traffic. Based on what I saw traffic is made up of 80% motor bikes/ scooters (literally millions of them) and the rest cars and bikes. And every one of the vehicles are constantly blowing their horns, running red lights, sometimes driving on the sidewalks and even on the wrong side of the street. Traffic, as it is in Europe is chaotic and hazardous to say the least. Everyone just walks and drives in a free flowing merge pattern that leaves you wondering how more people aren’t killed. 
The Vietnamese people are very nice and polite though reserved, most are (seem) very young. The young ones don’t have any first hand knowledge of the war but you have to wonder what the older North Vietnamese think of the American tourists. From a tourist standpoint there are lots of other nationalities here, especially Japanese and French. The French occupied Vietnam before the Vietnam War and apparently still seem to have affection towards the country. The population of Hanoi is 3 million plus and believe me as you walk or travel the downtown it would seem that there are about a million at a time on the streets, most of them on their motorbikes. 
Vietnam is a Communist country and I expected to see more military presence but other than a group of soldiers doing calisthenics on the grounds at the Ho Chi Minh palace, we really didn’t see many soldiers or police for that matter. Apparently there are very strict gun laws and laws in general. Selling drugs will get you executed; but buying Cubans is okay (of course I wouldn’t try to bring them back- that would be illegal).
Final observation for now: For all intents and purposes those of us that do not speak Vietnamese are illiterate. There is some signage in English and some Vietnamese do seem to know very rudimentary English but for the most part you have no idea of what people are saying or how to communicate with them.

Wednesday morning: After breakfast we toured the ‘Hanoi Hilton’ (Hoa Lo Prison).  Hoa Lo was used to hold ranked POWs captured throughout Viet Nam. Hanoi was rarely bombed due to the prison located in the inner city. We targeted primarily the infrastructure between Hanoi and Hai Phong such as bridges, factories, military facilities.  Most of the old prison has been torn down and renovated into shopping space but part of it was preserved and turned into a museum that takes you through the history of the French occupation of Vietnam and then the Vietnam War. During the Vietnam War (which the Vietnamese call the American War) the prison was used to hold American pilots shot down over the city. It was truly an eerie feeling walking through the prison where American pilots were imprisoned and knowing that although the propaganda material in the prison speaks to how well the prisoners were taken care of, you know that was far from the case. 
…
 Wednesday afternoon: Toured the Thanh Xuan ‘Peace Village’. This is a facility where hundreds of children live and are cared for that are afflicted with various medical conditions caused by a toxic chemical (Agent Orange) used by the U.S. during the war to eradicate the country’s thick foliage. Unfortunately the mutation caused by this chemical, of the genes in people affected has been passed on now to second and third generations of Vietnamese. This has resulted in such conditions as lymphocytic leukemia, sarcoma, Hodgkin’s disease, prostrate cancer, and in a horrific reminder of the war… babies born with Spina bifida (in offspring of exposed individuals), hydroencephalitis (better known as water on the brain), and Down Syndrome. This is a particularly difficult (emotional) part of the trip as many of the children/babies that live in this village are very badly deformed. We delivered boxes of donated medical supplies, toys and candy to the over 100 kids ranging from 2 years old to 18, and most importantly got to spend time talking and playing with them. Some were shy but others clearly loved the attention and enjoyed ‘goofing around’ with the strange visitors bearing gifts. This visit was both heart breaking and satisfying; you want to give them all your attention and make them all smile. There are 10 such facilities throughout Vietnam that do there best to care for, educate and rehabilitate (as much as possible) these children.  KWB has also donated two water filtration systems to this facility. Unfiltered the water here is not a good idea.
Wednesday evening:  Went to dinner at a culinary school restaurant (Hoa Sua –www.hoasuaschool.com) in Hanoi that trains young people that are either orphans or street kids, in the restaurant business. Three young ladies (Mo, Giang, and Thao.) that come from an orphanage in Hai Phong which is supported by KWB, attend this school and joined us for dinner. KWB members support dozens of children throughout Vietnam until they turn 18 and have to leave the orphanages and get jobs.  The program “Teach me to Fish” helps by financially supporting the children for their first year or two after they leave the orphanage.  This could mean schooling or offering to pay the salary of the orphan while they are apprenticing with a local company.   Two of the girls that joined us are studying bartending and one is in her second year studying to be an Asian food chef.  By the way the food was awesome; and I thought I was going to lose weight on this trip?
Thursday:  Traveled to the Protec Helmet Factory for presentation of 26 wheel chairs. Protec is a Vietnamese helmet manufacturer founded and operated by an American entrepreneur, Greig Craft. The factory employs about one hundred people, 13 of which are disabled and have to use wheel chairs. Four years ago KWB donated a dozen wheel chairs, but unfortunately those wheel chairs wore out and so this year we donated one wheel chair for each of the disabled workers to use at work and one for them to use at home. The presentation got local and national Vietnamese news coverage and was attended by the American Environment, Science, Technology, and Health Officer to Vietnam. The Protec factory is the only Vietnamese helmet manufacturer that makes helmets to universal safety standards and the need for quality helmets is clear. Head injuries in Vietnam is the number one cause of death for those between 18 and 25 and the number two cause of death overall in Vietnam. There are over 25 million on Vietnam’s roads and over 40 young people are killed every day with twice that number suffering serious brain damage. Kraft was a retired businessman and was in Vietnam helping to bring US companies here, when he visited a hospital for an unrelated reason and was taken back by the number of children in the hospital with head injuries related to motorbike accidents.  According to Craft, “Calculating that the number of youths dying was equivalent to a fully loaded jumbo jet crashing in Vietnam 16 times a year, killing all aboard, was incomprehensible; something had to be done”. Craft got the factory started and never looked back. Not only does Protec sell safety helmets but Greig and his company have donated more than 6 million helmets to schools and has sponsored a nationwide public safety program which has helped lead to legislation making safety helmet use mandatory. Amazing person, talk about doing something to serve others… Wow!  
Thursday night… dinner at a great seafood restaurant, prawns in a hot chili sauce… yummy. Interesting to note that overall most things like food are very reasonable in terms of cost. The dinner that Dawn and I had at a first rate restaurant including a couple of glasses of wine cost us approx. $30, the same dinner in the U.S. probably would have run us $70 to $100. Taxis are dirt cheap as is most of the clothes and misc ‘stuff’ etc for sale. Cubans cheaper too but there’s not a great variety in Hanoi.
Friday: Three hour bus ride to the port city of Hai Phong to visit the orphanage that KWB supports. Lot’s of rice paddies along the way mixed with new industrial complexes and little towns. Occasionally a motorbike will pull up along side the bus and a curious face will look up at us; most are uninterested but every now and then you get a wave and a big smile (usually from a younger person). Hai Phong is the major port for North Vietnam and during the war we bombed the bleep out of this city in order to stop the flow of arms from China and Russia. The city seems to have recovered with very little evidence of the bombing but due to the recovery process the city does not seem as modernized compared to Hanoi. 

The orphanage is made up of seven very well kept up houses and an expansive courtyard. Up to 10 kids ranging from two or three years old to 18 years old, a few with deformities but most are healthy happy children are housed in the orphanage.  Over the years KWB has provided supplies to upgrade the homes as well as food, and clothing for the kids. Another program that KWB put in place in this orphanage is the “Teach Me to Fish” program where we support children though their education with books and school supplies while keeping close tabs on them throughout their stay including facilitating the adoption and or sponsorship of some of the kids. Several of those individuals that have come to Vietnam as a member of these HumaniTours have ended up sponsoring a child throughout their stay in the orphanages and returning to visit their sponsored child more than once.
There have been many highlights so far on this trip but seeing these kids light up and swarm to the visitors bearing gifts is pretty amazing. Most remember those returning individuals and several remembered and asked about our daughters (from their visit last year); I’m not as popular as they were but Dawn is incredible to watch, they seem drawn to her kindness like a magnet. And no we are not bringing home an orphan.
The program is named Teach Me To Fish, matching one orphan with a sponsor(s) and the sponsor(s) provides funding to prepare for the orphan for life after they move out of the orphanage (education, vocation) and then at least two years after they move out of the orphanage (unless they get married). We only allow limited and supervised visit between the sponsors and the sponsored orphan and for the protection of the children, we want to keep the identities of kids to just general background stories. However, we have used personal background stories to promote financial support for this program. And we also had some one on one direct matches with supervised visits only during the HumaniTour trips when a sponsor can spend time learning about the progress of the sponsored orphan.
