Part 3 

The Big Trip

August 17- Leaving Japan

My tendency for frugality had showed itself while planning a family vacation to see the rest of Asia.  We wanted to see China, but an average round trip ticket cost around $900, nearly what I paid to come to Japan from Chicago!  To top it off, one-way tickets were even more expensive, since budget airlines were nearly non-existent in Japan. What we really wanted was to start our trip in China, but return to Japan via Southeast Asia.  That meant taking a boat to China was the best option available!

I had figured out that we could all take a boat from Kobe to Tianjin, China, near Beijing, for the price of a single round-trip ticket.  The only catch was that the boat would take over two days to reach its destination!  I had figured that we were in no particular hurry to get there and that we could always use another adventure in travel- so I had booked us passage aboard the China Express Line leaving from Kobe.

Even though the boat wasn't set to leave until 11:30 a.m., we wanted to leave the house in plenty of time to find the boat terminal and check in early, so we left the house at quarter to 8.  Since we were all dragging a big piece of luggage, along with one carry-on per person, we opted for the downhill walk to the monorail station instead of crossing campus to Ishibashi.  This added 700 yen to our trip, but it was well worth avoiding the long stairway down to campus as well as the uphill walk up the brick paths which criss-crossed the campus.  I'm cheap, but I'm not that cheap!

Since we arrived in Kobe around 9 am, we decided that we had plenty of time to get breakfast before we headed to the boat.  We ate at a quaint little cafe in the train station which was playing American Jazz music at the time.  We all had our fill of various baked goods, and the three of us had coffee, while Brennan decided on a "Bloody Orange Smoothie", which had crushed ice, orange juice, as well as a splash of tomato juice.  After breakfast, we walked over to the "Port Liner" train and took it to the dock.

They opened check in for the boat at 10 am, during which I had to show our passports and fill out our embarkation cards.  We then checked our baggage in a process that was not unlike the procedure at an airport.  We passed through customs and immigration, then walked out onto the dock and saw the boat for the first time.  The "Yanjing" was a Chinese boat which made the trip to Tianjin once a week and then had a day off before it made the return voyage.  It was a big boat, perhaps 300 feet long, not quite cruise ship size, but large for a ferry, which is what they called had the trip on the internet.

We boarded the ship and checked into our first class cabin.  "First Class" meant that we got real (bunk) beds and that there were only 4 - 6 people per room, while "Second Class" slept on the floor on mats with 16 people per room.  If I was going to make the family travel to China this way, the least I could do is spring for first class accommodations!  We explored the ship while we waited for it to leave.  The boat had shared bathrooms as well as a separate shared room for showering.  It also had a traditional public bath on its lowest level.  There was also a restaurant, as well as various vending machines throughout.  On our exploration, we also encountered a T.V. lounge, a smoking lounge, and a "game room", which consisted of a single ping-pong table, but that was just fine with the boys.

We were on deck at 11:30 when the Yanjing started its engines, blew its whistle, and pulled out to sea.  We felt like we should be waving "bon voyage" to someone, just like in the movies, so we waved to some Japanese boys who were playing on a nearby dock- but they didn't pay any attention to us.

We admired the views of Honshu Island, to our right, as well as Shikoku Island, to our left as we pulled up the straight between the two.  We had actually seen some of the same scenery from the train during our trip to Hiroshima, but we welcomed the different perspective that the boat offered.  We crossed underneath the longest suspension bridge in the world, the first of three bridges that we would pass underneath that day.  Every now and then, they would make announcements in Chinese, then Japanese, and finally (if they deemed them important enough) in English as well.  In all, about half of the announcements ended up being given in English.

Soon after we left, they announced that lunch would be served in the restaurant.  Being a Chinese boat, they served primarily Chinese food, with an occasional Japanese dish thrown in for good measure.  Justin and I picked fish for lunch.  It tasted good but was filled with tiny bones which were difficult to pick out.  Brennan had ham, which reminded me more of ham hocks, with bones and cartilage throughout.  We figured that it might take us a few tries to figure out what was good at the restaurant.

We then spent a few hours on deck, sitting in the sun, and watching the scenery go by.  After a series of announcements that they didn't bother to translate into English, the purser came out to us and told us they were performing a safety drill.  We needed to return to our cabin right away, don our life jackets, and meet our designated lifeboat chief in the main lobby.  Ten minutes later, as we were still fumbling with our life jackets, the purser popped into our room to show us how to tie them.  The people who were assigned to the number 4 lifeboat, after meeting in the lobby, proceeded to the aft deck, where we lined up with everyone else.  They then split us up by languages.  The man giving the English safety instructions spent 5 minutes telling us about the various alarms on the boat and what to do if we heard them, while the Chinese and Japanese instructions took about 3 times as long.  We weren't sure if they got the same information and it just took longer to say it, or if we just got the pared down version of the talk.  After that, we returned the jackets to our room and continued to view the scenery.

Dinner was served at 6, the family had a little more luck finding something that they liked, but I still ended up with an assortment of food that, for whatever reason, they couldn't eat.  Real Chinese food seemed to have a lot more bones, skin, and gristle than we were used to at Americanized Chinese restaurants.  After we ate, we returned to deck to watch the sun set over the last piece of the Japanese islands that we would see on our trip, we had made it all the way down the straight and were heading out to sea.

We then decided to hold a family ping-pong tournament, which Justin won by just a few points.  Then, everyone was invited back to the restaurant for a talent show.  There, 6 of the female crew members took turns singing mostly Chinese songs, although 2 of them were in Japanese.  Some of them simply wore their crew uniform, while others dressed the part, the final girl in a silver sparkling mini-skirt with a matching jacket.  One girl played traditional music on a large Chinese harp.  It was quite the cultural experience, as we left, I commented to the family that you couldn't get anything like that on a plane!

We took turns taking showers, since we had only one set of toiletries to share between us.  Unfortunately, we had checked the suitcases with the towels so we had to use the clothes we were wearing to dry off with.  At 10 pm, they announced that everyone should be quiet and should get some sleep.  We settled in for the night and were rocked to sleep by the waves.
August 18 - Slow Boat to China

I woke around 7 am; the boat was pitching back and forth to a much greater extent than the day before.  Someone later told us that the sea is the roughest in the channel that runs between Japan and Korea because of the way the currents mix there.  Around 7:30 they started playing elevator music over the intercom system, presumably to wake everyone up.  Among the songs was "Let it Snow", which seemed a little strange.  Around 8 they announced it was time for breakfast.  

They had a set breakfast with a Chinese dumpling, Chinese bread, and a hard boiled egg.  We also got coffee, and I had rice porridge as well.  This was one of the better meals that we had aboard the ship.  Brennan loved the dumplings and wanted more, but they said it was part of the set and only one set was allowed per person.  They did mention, however, that I could buy dumplings for 50 yen a piece, so I purchased three more.  We sat next to Teddy, a Japanese man who was on his way to Mongolia.  He was a teacher who spent three months at a time in Mongolia teaching Japanese.  After this time he then chose one student to accompany him back to Japan where they would undergo more intensive training.  At the end of three months, he returned to Mongolia to start this process over again.  He, therefore, had taken this journey a number of times before and was very knowledgeable about the trip.  He was a very funny man who spoke excellent English and we had a nice time conversing with him.

After breakfast, we returned to the deck to look at the beautiful scenery as well as to get some fresh air.  I wasn't feeling the greatest due the constant rocking that was taking place, but knew that I would probably feel better out on the deck.  We were passing a number of mountainous islands and did so for the next several hours.  These islands were apparently part of Korea, even though we couldn't see the mainland from the boat. Then Trudy saw what looked like a ball in the water, but on closer inspection we realized what it really was- a huge jellyfish! We stood and watched jellyfish for a while, there ended up being hundreds of them.  Some of them were two feet across; most were brightly colored red or orange.  They were most impressive when we saw a side view of them and could see the tentacles as well as the swimming motion that they were making.  We called the boys out on deck so they could watch them too.  In addition to the jellyfish, we saw beautiful blue fish with yellow tails swimming around.  Trudy and Justin sat on the deck in the sun reading their books while I just watched the islands go by.  Later, as we were talking with some Australian girls and peering over the side, we saw a small shark in the water.  

After awhile, they made the announcement it was time for lunch.  We still hadn't quite worked out what was best to eat.  For instance, Trudy picked up a plate of what she thought was mushrooms but they ended up being egg yolks which were marinated in a brown sauce.  They were good, but a whole plate of them was a little much.  We ate lunch with the Australian girls as well as a German student who was taking the long way back home.  He had lived in Tokyo for a year and was now going to catch the Trans-Siberia Railway across China and Russia to get home.  Everyone that we had met so far on the boat had some adventurous travel story to tell.  For instance, the two Australian girls were both traveling alone, one to Viet Nam and then Cambodia, the other to China and eventually India.  Like us, most of the people who were traveling had just met for the first time on the boat.

After lunch I took a nap.  Trudy returned to the deck while the boys played ping pong and went to the public bath.  Later, we switched places and I went to the deck with the boys while Trudy napped.  I was happy to see that the sea had clamed down considerably as we passed into the Yellow Sea.  Soon, there were no more islands in sight, just miles and miles of open water.

At dinner we sat by the German guy once again and were joined by a Japanese student as well.  He was also headed to Mongolia with a group that was planning to plant trees in the desert.  At 8 p.m. Justin wanted to return to the public bath so I went with him.  There was a father there with his young son and a few other men as well, all were Japanese, of course.  I hadn’t heard that Chinese people were as fond of public baths.  At 10 pm, they announced that it was quiet time once again, so we assembled in our cabin and went to sleep.
August 19 - China!

When we awoke, the sea was calm, and the boat did not rock appreciably for the rest of the day.  Nevertheless, Trudy and Justin ate little at breakfast- as they were getting very tired of the food on the boat by this time and did not really feel the greatest.  We returned to deck, but for most of the day we could see nothing but open sea- with an occasional boat breaking the monotony.  Trudy and Justin did eat lunch, we made sure to line up early in order to get the choice food before it was gone.  On the previous days, we had gotten there just as the egg rolls or Japanese fried chicken disappeared and had been stuck with Chinese selections that had often left little to be desired.  We all had tonkatsu for lunch- which was a nice change of pace.  The only strange thing was that it came with a salad which was covered with ketchup, instead of salad dressing.  Brennan also picked a plate of something that resembled fried apples, but ended up being gelatinous goop that none of us could finish and that no one at the table could identify.  As we ate, we could see that the number of boats outside was steadily increasing.  By the time we returned to deck, the sea resembled a big parking lot with all of the boats on anchor that we were passing.

As I leaned over the side of the rail, I caught my first glimpse of land!  It was actually not that impressive.  Tianjin, being a main shipping center, reminded me of the parts of New Jersey that we used to live near.  All I could see were loading cranes and warehouses and the smell was fairly unpleasant as well.  The kids were unimpressed and returned to the ping-pong table below deck to play for one last hour.  We pulled up a channel and we were at the dock by 2 pm, as promised.  After docking, however, there was a 45-minute wait to be cleared by health officials before we could disembark.  We had all filled out cards listing any ailments that we had.  Finally, we walked down the gangplank into China, where we immediately boarded a bus that took us a short distance to the passenger terminal.

At the terminal, we passed through an area where they stamped our passports, then we picked up the luggage we had checked, and passed it through an X-ray machine on our way out of the building.  We were pleasantly surprised by this process, since we had expected the entry procedures to be more involved than that.  We then met up with an impromptu group which had assembled.  Teddy, since he had done this so many times before, knew all of the tricks of getting to Beijing.  He had told us that we could come with him when the boat docked, and we had invariably mentioned this to the Australians, the Brits, as well as the German guy.  Teddy was also helping a group of Japanese students get to the train station.  No less than 15 people now stood in our group of foreign acquaintances.

Although there were people in the parking lot asking "Bus? Bus?" we knew from the information on the boat that they charged $33/person to get to Beijing.  Instead, Teddy directed us to the city bus stop for the 30-minute ride to the main bus depot, which cost us the equivalent of 26 cents a piece.  The ride to the bus depot was interesting, to say the least.  The bus was soon crowded with people, the driver honked his horn constantly as he swerved in and out of traffic, and we drove past some of the most dismal houses that we had ever seen.  The whole town looked dirty, gray, and run down.  The bus depot, by contrast, looked brand new, as they had just finished building it in preparation for the 2008 Olympics.  The entire area of China we were in was apparently undergoing massive construction projects in order to prepare for this event.

The tickets we bought to Beijing at this depot were less than $8/person, without our friend Teddy, we would have not known where to go and probably would have paid the people at the port the exorbitant prices.  The bus we took was, admittedly, a little less modern than the expensive buses.  The speedometer didn't work and it sounded like the gears were going to fall off the bus every time the driver shifted them.  Luckily, he didn't feel that he had to honk constantly during the 2-hour expressway ride to Beijing, just every now and then.  The family all had to sit apart, since we were the last to get on, after making sure our luggage had been loaded safely on board.  All but Justin sat within a few seats of each other, however, who had found a seat in the back of the bus near the Australian girls.  This bus, unlike the previous one, was air conditioned- almost too much, perhaps, since I got very cold before we reached our destination.

I was surprised to see so many open spaces between Tianjin and Beijing, I had thought of China as being wall-to-wall with people.  On the trip, we passed a number of fields and small villages, which stood in stark contrast to the urban blight that we had just experienced.  The family mostly read and napped on the bus ride.  The ride seemed to take forever, probably because we were so tired of traveling by that point.  Finally, we started seeing more and more buildings and we could tell that we were entering a large metropolitan area.

On the surface, Beijing looked like any large city- with its buildings, traffic, and smog- but this illusion would soon pass.  The bus pulled up to a station, and we all got out, assembling our group one final time.  Teddy suggested that we take a cab to the hostel we were staying in, near Tiananmen Square.  We had discovered on the boat that a number of the other travelers had booked a room at the same place, and that still others, after talking with us, wanted to stay there.  We therefore had two cab loads of people, with our family filling up one.  

I had the address of the hostel written down in Chinese, so I showed it to the cab driver, who just shook his head.  I rejoined our group, who was still standing in a circle, and told Teddy that apparently the cab driver did not want to take us where we were going.  Teddy took my paper, talked to the driver for a few minutes in Chinese, and then told us to get in to the cab.  We found out later that, due to the traffic and construction there, cabs didn't really like to head to that area.  Teddy warned us that it would normally take us a few different tries to find someone who would be willing to take us there.  The 20-minute cab ride to our hostel cost us about $4, even with the driver having to turn around once to make the right turn and then stopping and asking someone where the hostel was after making it to the general area.  After getting directions, the cab turned into a narrow alley that was mobbed with people, honking the horn the whole way to get them to clear a way for us.  People were on foot, riding bicycles, pushing carts, hawking their wears, they were literally everywhere.  The smells emanating from the alleyway were unpleasant, to say the least.  

The cab pulled up to the hostel and let us off.  We entered to learn from the proprietor that the triple room I had reserved would never be large enough to fit our family of four.  Instead, he suggested that we switch to their sister hostel a bit further down the street where we could have a quad room for the same price, about $40.  The hostel staff loaded our luggage onto the back of a bicycle rickshaw and we walked along side as they carted our luggage to the other hostel.  People from the shops which lined the street would say "Hello, hello" and then mention what they were selling.  We would experience this same "running of the gauntlet" every time we walked down the alleyway to get to the main street.

Trudy and Brennan were getting more and more freaked out every step we took into the underbelly of Beijing.  Finally, after what seemed like forever, but was 10 minutes at the most, we found ourselves at "Leo Hostel II", also called the Shal Ling Hostel.  It was located in the middle of a neighborhood of crumbling Chinese residences that were jammed into a side alleyway off the main alley.  The foyer looked like it was taken from an old movie of the orient, with high ceilings, a large woodcarving, a pond with turtles and goldfish, as well as people sitting on wicker chairs and fanning themselves.  

Our room had barren walls and could barely contain the four single beds which were haphazardly arranged in it, two of which creaked every time the person on them moved even an inch.  The bathroom had a sink and toilet, with a shower opposite the toilet.  There was a drain on the floor for when one used the shower, but the water sprayed everywhere within the small confines of the bathroom.  You could literally use the toilet and shower at the same time!  The one thing you couldn't do was flush any toilet paper down the commode, a sign on the wall said to throw it in the wastebasket after you used it.  Trudy sat on one of the non-creaky beds and began to cry, completely overwhelmed.  We were all tired, hungry, and culture-shocked from our trip into Beijing.

After a while I suggested that we go to the hostel's restaurant and have dinner, since it was after 8 pm by this point.  The restaurant was a quaint little place with a room above it where one could watch a movie or use the internet.  Trudy and I ordered hamburgers and fries, since we had been craving Western food after the boat trip and could have used any little connection to home at the moment.  What came was literally a "ham" burger, a bun with ham, lettuce, and dressing.  It ended up being quite good, even if it was not what we had expected to receive.  We ran into Aya, one of the Australian girls we had met on the boat, as we were finishing our food.  She was able to commiserate about the surroundings.  Trudy felt better after talking with her and we all were feeling much better after eating something, so we returned to our room and went to sleep, exhausted.
August 20 - Exploring Beijing

I woke up early, as usual, and took a shower in our interesting bathroom.  When the whole family was assembled, we went to get breakfast at the hostel's restaurant.  Justin and Trudy stuck with toast and honey, while Brennan ordered a huge "Western breakfast": eggs, ham, toast, and a salad, and I had banana pancakes.  My breakfast looked more like what I thought of as a German pancake since it was made in a little skillet and therefore had raised edges, but it was very delicious.  

It was 10 by the time we left the hostel, but before we could tour Beijing we had an important errand to run.  We needed to head to the train station in order to secure our tickets for Hong Kong, which one had to purchase in the city that your train trip originated.  We walked up to Tiananmen Square in order to catch the subway to the train station.  The subway was not unlike the one in Japan, although there was no vending machine to buy tickets from, everyone went to a manned ticket office, it also cost us $ .40, which was also quite different from what we were used to in Japan.  

We found the train station with no problem; we just followed thousands of people who were pushing their way to get in.  It took us a while to find where we could buy tickets, though.  First, we followed the crowds into the train station itself and went around to various places asking where we could buy a ticket.  No one spoke English, of course, but we eventually realized that we had to exit the station and go to an attached building that was expressively used for ticket sales.  We waited in line for a bit, but soon realized that there was a special window for foreigners to buy tickets from.  The only catch was that there was no one manning this window.  I waited in line at the next-door window, but when I got to the front, he directed me to wait at the unmanned foreigner one.  

Finally, a lady came to the window and I explained what we wanted.  She said that, unfortunately, there weren't four beds in the same room, that we would have to buy top bunks in two different rooms.  Since we didn't have much of a choice, I agreed to that arrangement.  However, when she rang up the price, it was more than I had anticipated from researching it on the internet, $125 each instead of $115.  That was fine, but meant that I didn't have enough cash on me to buy them, since I had tried not to exchange too much money on the boat at the less than prime exchange rates offered there.  This meant that I had to find a bank to exchange more money and then return to the train station.

Since we couldn't see a bank in the vicinity, Justin and I had Trudy and Brennan wait for us across the street from the train station while we went in search of one.  We stopped in at a hostel to ask for directions, but had to wait a long time at the front desk before we could ask someone.  They told us to go to the fourth floor of an adjacent building, a shopping mall, in order to find the Bank of China.  When we got to the mall, it was impossible to find the 4th floor.  We found elevators that only stopped at the 5th floor and above and asked many people, none of which could understand what we were looking for.  Finally, as we were about to give up, we asked some security guards if they knew where the bank was.  They directed us down a back hallway and up a manned service elevator, where we finally found the bank.  Getting there that way, it felt like we were part of some secret bank-using society, but I later discovered that we had just entered the building from the wrong side.  The bank had a long line of people, waiting for a teller, so I gave Justin some money and sent him back to warn the others that it would still take a while.

By the time I finally exchanged more money, returned to the station, and bought the tickets, it was 12:30.  We wanted to see the Temple of Heaven, a colossal structure that dates from the 1400's, in which the emperor used to pray for the crops in a yearly ceremony.  After walking in what I thought was the right direction for a while, we found only the ancient city walls of Beijing, and had to ask some Europeans where the temple was.  They said it was quite a walk from there and suggested taking a cab.  We figured that we could afford the $2 cab ride to the temple, so we hailed one, which took us right there.

We spent the next 90 minutes walking around the temple grounds and exploring the ancient Chinese architecture which was found within.  It was just the sort of place I wanted to see in China- complete with it ornate, circular temple complex and a granite amphitheater on the far end of the grounds.  We were all amazed by the ancient architecture and had a great time looking around.  After our 7th try, we were able to find a cab which would take us back to the hostel, and this only after finally convincing a woman driver to take us as far as the subway stop on Tiananmen Square, which was close enough for us.

We ate a late lunch at the original Leo Hostel as we waited for a ride to a Chinese Acrobat show.  Since we purchased the tickets through the hostel, the price included a ride there and back.  Trudy and Brennan stuck with Western fare, while Justin and I had Chinese food.  Trudy ordered a hamburger, this time getting the real thing.  We ate quickly, as to not be late to our show.  In addition to our family, there was a Dutch couple, and two college-age men, a Russian as well as a Chicagoan, who went to see the acrobats.  Since their van was caught in traffic, the hostel called us a couple of cabs and then had a man waiting to pay for them when we got to the other end.

The show was great- the acrobats did all kinds of amazing stunts.  We were most impressed by them jumping from a swinging pole and catching themselves on a rope using only their thigh muscles.  We wondered if that stunt ever went terribly wrong in practice sessions.  When we returned to the hostel, we met up with our friends from the boat for dinner.  We all went out for none other than Peking Duck.  It was really delicious.  Robert, the German, took it upon himself to order lots of strange dished as well: jellyfish, duck liver, as well as a green bean paste.  The eight of us shared all the dishes, which was facilitated by a large rotating disk which made up the center of our table.

After dinner, Trudy and Justin walked to Tiananmen Square with Aya so they could see it all lit up, while Brennan and I headed back to the hostel.  It was not long before the family was reunited at the hostel and fast asleep in our creaky beds.

August 21 - The Great Wall

Since the tour of the Great Wall left at 6 am from the original Leo Hostel, we asked for a wake-up call at 4:30 in order to get ready and have breakfast before we left.  We had asked the previous night when the restaurant closed and the girl that worked there said that it "never closed".  Luckily, we woke up around 4:30 anyway, because our wake up call didn't come until ten after 5.  Apparently, the front desk was not manned 24 hours, and the timing of the wake up calls depended on when the first employee got up.  The same must have been true of the restaurant, which was definitely closed when we woke up and had still not opened when we left for Leo I, at 5:30.

Leo I was in a similar shape when we arrived, the lobby was dark and the front doors were even chained shut.  The kids wanted to ring the bell to wake up the employees, but we were starting to realize how hard they all worked (a shift seemed to last from dawn until late into the night), so we held off.  Eventually, someone did wake up and opened the doors.  By that time, about 20 people had assembled to head to the Great Wall.  We then divided into two vans for the two-hour trip to the Wall; we were in a van with a Dutch family of four, as well as two Israeli girls.  

The Dutch family was quite an interesting one.  They had taken a year off from their jobs to travel around the world for that amount of time.  They had two girls who were 8 and 12 years old.  The family had just come from nearly 2 weeks in Mongolia, where they traveled with local people and existed off of products derived entirely from Yaks.  They had lived in tents called yurts the entire time and can traveled 1100 miles, only 100 of which were on paved roads.  And I thought our family was adventurous!

The main thing I noticed on the drive to the wall was the smog.  Smog blanketed Beijing that morning, so much that most of the nearby buildings were obscured by it.  Smog even blanketed the countryside through which we then drove- for the entire two hour trip!  The small villages and farms would have been very quaint otherwise, if not for the polluted air which surrounded them.  Our driver drove like a lunatic, of course, swerving around bicycles, carts, pedestrians, as well as other cars.  We finally reached a small village, Mutianyu, in which we began to climb into the foothills of a mountain range and were able to rise up out of the smog for the first time that morning.  That's when were got our first glimpse of the Great Wall, which capped the peaks of the surrounding mountains.

Within 10 minutes we had parked in the village and reassembled our entire group.  We were then given 3 1/2 hours to explore the wall, after which the van would leave for its return trip to Beijing.  We had a choice of climbing a trail to the Great Wall, which took one-hour, or taking a chair lift to the top.  We chose the latter, wanting to maximize our actual time on the wall, which many of the singles in our group, including our German friend Robert, opted for the former.  Since we had not eaten breakfast, the boys and I headed down toward the village to get some, which Trudy headed up to the wall with the Dutch family.  Getting breakfast involved running the gauntlet of merchants, just like in Beijing.  Some of them literally leapt from where they were sitting and ran to their stalls in order to be there to sell us their product.  We found a stand selling different kinds of crepes, where I was able to negotiate a decent price for four of them.  We then boarded the chairlift to reach the Wall as well as to deliver a banana crepe to Trudy.

The Wall was amazing- it was easily the highlight of our trip so far.  The view was breathtaking and it was great to explore the area on our own, relatively free from distraction.  Every now and then we would encounter a strategically placed merchant who had climbed the wall ahead of us in order to sell water at triple the going price in Beijing.  Since we had bought a liter of water before we left, we were not interested in their overpriced refreshment at this point.  Since only a section of the wall had been restored for tourists to visit, we could only go so far down it before having to turn around and come back.  The chair lift had deposited us one-third of the way from one end of the section, so we decided to walk that direction all the way to the end.  

This ended up being the right choice, since we found that the direction we had chosen held the most picturesque section, while most tourists had done the opposite and had headed the other direction.  There were a series of guardhouses along the section of the Wall which we explored, most of which we figured out a way to climb onto their roofs to get the best view of the surrounding area.  We soon reached a steep stairway that was impassible to Trudy and Nicole, the Dutch lady who had accompanied us from the chair lifts, along with her youngest daughter.  The three of them waited as the boys and I climbed the stairs and reached the end of the restored section, which was not far beyond that point.  We then retraced our steps to the chairlift, by which time it was 9:45; half of our time on the Wall had been spent.

The boys and I wanted to make it to the other end of the section, and some simple math determined that we would have to move more than twice as fast in order to see the remaining portion in the 90 minutes we had before we needed to descend from the wall.  Trudy, however, was content with what she had seen, and opted to wait for us there.  We ran for much of the remaining section, stopping for short rests as well as to take pictures in certain spots.  We could see why most tourists chose this section, since it was much easier to transverse and did not have quite as many sets of stairs and difficult climbs.  One glaring exception was apparent when we reached the end of that section, which could be only reached by ascending hundreds of stairs.  

Justin climbed all of these, while Brennan and I were content that we could actually see the end of the section, so we didn't feel like we actually had to reach it.  When Justin came down the stairs, his face was redder than I have ever seen it.  Since we were out of water by this point, I told him to play it cool while I negotiated for some more.  We found a water salesman on the way back and, despite Justin's face, I was able to get two waters for the price of one, spending about $1.  We then hightailed it back to where we had caught the chairlift up, arriving at 11:15, fifteen minutes before the van was to leave.  Trudy was still waiting there for us but she had started to wonder if we were ever coming back.

Luckily, in addition to the chairlift, the Chinese had built a metal toboggan shoot onto the side of the mountain in order to make the descent quickly.  We all took turns taking a toboggan slide down the mountain at exhilarating speeds, reaching the parking lot just before the van pulled out.  By this time, the sun had burned through the smog and the trip back to Beijing was much more picturesque, although I mostly dozed along the way, exhausted from all that climbing.  

It was 1:30 by the time we reached Leo I; we were famished, having only eaten a crepe each for breakfast.  Our Dutch friends suggested that we all go to Sakura, a nearby restaurant, for lunch.  We all enjoyed this restaurant very much, it had a good mix of Western as well as Asian food, and we agreed that it was by far our favorite place to eat in Beijing so far.  

Brennan wanted to go shopping after we had finished with lunch.  He had been walking past a display of swords on our way into and out of the alleyway.  Occasionally, he had stopped to look at one, following which the shop owners would swarm on us and begin bargaining for the swords.  Through this process we had narrowed down which sword he wanted as well as gained a rough idea of how much the sellers were willing to come down on the price.  This trip we did purchase his sword, for $12- less than half the original asking price.  The only problem that remained was getting it home.  We knew that we couldn't take it on the train we were to catch the following day, let alone any of the plane trips that we had scheduled for later.  I therefore inquired back at Leo I about the location of the nearest Post Office, from which we could mail the sword home to the U.S.

Brennan and I then returned to Leo II, where Trudy and Justin were waiting for us.  Although Brennan had no interest in going, I talked Justin into accompanying me to the Post Office with the lure of taking a bicycle rickshaw there, even though he was still exhausted from running around on the Great Wall.  Knowing that the Post Office was actually not far from our hostel, but still not trusting myself to navigate the winding alleyways which led there, I openly laughed at the rickshaw driver who offered to take us there for $5.  Following some brief negotiations, I was then able to find someone willing to take us there for half that amount, which was still slightly overpriced.  Soon, we had reached the Post Office, showed them the sword, and asked "America?"  While there was no one who spoke a word of English in the Post Office, one thing we could understand was that they weren't going to send the sword anywhere and the man behind the counter kept pointing towards the main road and saying something like "Hopi mon post".

We then walked the 10-minute trip to the main road, all the while keeping an eye out for whatever the man had been indicating to us.  After reaching the main road and coming up empty-handed, we returned to the Post Office and tried to ask the man to write out our destination in Chinese so we could ask more people along the way.  He couldn't understand us, but this time we though we understood that we should look for "Helping Host", instead.  With this newfound knowledge, we headed back to the main road once again.  After reaching it yet again without finding anything, we decided to travel up it, towards Tiananmen Square, and continue our search for a while longer.  As we neared the square, I decided that we would stop at a hotel so we could ask the Post Office question all over again.  Before we made it to the lobby, however, we happened to walk by a building that looked suspiciously like a large Post Office.  We went inside this building instead, having finally reached our goal by blind chance.

Ironically, it cost $2 more to mail the sword to the U.S. than it actually did to buy it in the first place, but, considering his relative contempt of China so far, I was happy that Brennan had found something that interested him.  Based on my sense of direction, I thought it would be easier to continue to follow along Tiananmen Square and then turn down the main road which led to Leo I instead of re-tracing our steps past the two Post Offices, but after walking for a while, we seemed no closer to our goal.  I decided that it would be easiest to take a rickshaw back from that point, so I found someone who would take us to the hostel for $2.  This ended up being an exciting ride- we went down narrow alleys, around sharp corners, and even down some stairs in order to reach the hostel.  The man who took us worked so hard to get us there that I gave him an extra $.50 for his troubles.  We finally rejoined Trudy and Brennan, just in time to leave to see a Kung Fu show at the same theater that we had watched the Chinese acrobats.

We went to this show with a Russian family, an American man, as well as a burly bald Australian fellow.  Three of us sat together, while Justin sat a row in front of us with the American and Australian.  The show was just as good as the acrobatic display, if not better.  It was the story of a Kung Fu apprentice that had to give up the girl he loved in order to become a Kung Fu Master.  It involved lots of fight scenes, as well as acrobatic-type scenes, such as those which featured the young lovers flying through the air on ribbons.  The final portion involved displays of strength which were designed to test the new Master, such as lying between beds of spikes and having cinder blocks smashed by sledgehammers over the top of them.  The only thing the kids did not like was the moral that you should give up the things you love in order to give yourself fully to Kung Fu.  In all, it was a fitting close to our last night in Beijing.

August 22 - Train to Hong Kong

Even though our train did not leave until noon, we got up early, ate breakfast at the hostel, and were on our way by 9 am.  We wanted to allow plenty of time for getting to the station, as well as for checking in, etc.  The hostel provided a bicycle rickshaw to get our luggage as far as the main road, where we hailed a cab for Beijing West Train Station.  Since we had bought our tickets at the main train station, we had not yet been to this particular one.  It ended up being just as large and imposing as the other, but looked like it had recently undergone a renovation.  We went through much the same process of finding out where we needed to check in as we did buying the tickets at the other.  We asked a number of people where we needed to go, most of which didn't speak enough English to point us in the right direction.  Finally, we figured out that we needed to exit the station and go to a special foreigner check in area which was located one level lower than where we had come in.  The family finally boarded the train to Hong Kong about 11:30.

We had been a little concerned since the family was to be split between two compartments, but our fears were allayed when we saw who was in our cabins.  Justin and Trudy had the top bunks in a cabin with two twenty-something girls, one from Beijing and one from Korea, while Brennan and I had the top bunks in a cabin with only one other person, a Chinese woman who was traveling to see her daughter in Hong Kong.  Trudy actually had a very good time talking with the two girls in her cabin, while the lady in ours shared peanuts with us and tried to teach us how to say some Chinese words.

I had expected the train to go through many metropolitan areas, once again assuming that China was basically wall-to-wall people, but we actually went through very few on this day.  Most of the scenery that passed by looked like something out of the Midwest- with many cornfields and small villages.  We were please to find that none of these were obscured by smog once we were out of the vicinity of Beijing.  The boys and I went to the train's dining car for lunch, but Trudy was not feeling the greatest, so she stayed in her cabin with her new friends.  The food on the train was all Chinese, of course.  It was pretty good, but the family was starting to tire of Chinese food after almost a week of little else.  For dinner, we decided to stay put and get a box meal that they were selling from baskets that the staff carried down the corridors, while Trudy mainly stuck with snack food that another vendor was selling.

Since our cabin only ended up with three people in it, Trudy decided to sleep with Brennan and me so she could have a bottom bunk, leaving Justin with the two girls.  He didn't seem to mind at all!  Trudy and the boys read a lot during the trip, while I just stared out the window or talked to people.  Eventually, we were all rocked to sleep in our bunks by the gentle sway of the train as it made its way across China.

August 23- Hong Kong

I woke up around 6 am and peeked out of the curtains of our cabin window to see a strange sight- a man and women were riding a motorcycle together directly outside the window!  They had been riding on a road which ran parallel to the train tracks, but soon disappeared as the road dipped out of sight.  The landscape had transformed while we slept- the flat expanse had been replaced by hills made of reddish clay, while the corn fields had been replaced by rice patties and palm trees.  It looked more like what my preconceived notions had been of what China should look like.  Trudy got up after I had sat in the passageway for 90 minutes or so, staring out the window, and we decided to have breakfast together in the dining car while the children slept in.

We were able to have a Western-type breakfast of eggs, toast, and coffee there, while still watching the scenery pass by.  We once again passed through mostly smaller villages that day, with the exception of Guangzhou (Canton), which was quite a large city indeed.  Brennan woke up around 10 am, but all was silent from Justin’s cabin- which we did not want to enter for fear of waking his roommates.  Finally, around 11:30, Justin emerged from his cabin.  Soon after that, we started getting into a more and more urban environment, complete with skyscrapers and high rise apartments.  The outskirts of Hong Kong actually looked a lot more like what we had been used to in Japan.  At 1:35, the train finally pulled into the station in Kowloon, across the bay from Hong Kong Island.

We were all very hungry, so we went to the McDonalds in the train station for lunch after we collected our baggage.  This would be the start of two days worth of Western food, which we were all missing very much after our experiences on the boat, in Beijing, as well as on the train- much more than we ever had in Japan.  

After lunch, we took a taxi to our friends’ house on Hong Kong Island.  Aaron and Johanna Goach were actually the brother and sister-in-law of Audra, one of the professors I worked with at Monmouth College.  When I heard that her brother lived in Hong Kong, I urged Audra to introduce us to him and his family.  We had hit it off well, and they later said that they would love for us to come stay at their home during our trip to Asia.  The one unexpected part was that Johanna found out that she was pregnant and due around Christmas time.  Although they normally visited the U.S. during the holidays, they moved their trip to the summer, since Johanna would be unable to travel at Christmas.  This meant that we would still be staying at their house- but they would not be home.

The Goachs' live-in Filipino housekeeper, Annette, was going to be around, however, and had arranged to meet us at their house.  Another thing that I have failed to mention is that Aaron and his wife were fairly well-off.  He was the Vice President of corporate finance at Merrill Lynch, while she was the director of personnel at a bank.  Their company-provided condo on Victoria Harbor reportedly went for $20,000 per month.  It should come as no surprise that this accommodation was by far the best that we would stay in for our entire trip.  During our stay there, it was almost as if Annette was our housekeeper- calling me “sir” and Trudy “mum”, helping wash our clothes, as well as serving us drinks.  Even without this, Hong Kong was also everyone’s favorite city that we visited.  It stood in sharp contrast to Beijing in being a bright, clean, beautiful city.  Especially beautiful was the view from the Goachs' window, where we watched the huge boats coming into and out of the harbor.

After taking some much-needed showers as well as changing our clothes, we decided to go sightseeing for a bit.  Annette offered to show us around the city.  She showed us how to take a double-decker bus to downtown Hong Kong, called “Central”.  From there, we boarded a cable-car which took us to the top of Peak Victoria, or simply “The Peak” to the natives.  From there we were treated with another spectacular view- the skyline of Hong Kong surrounded by the shimmering water which encircled it.  Since the Peak was topped by a large shopping mall, we looked around for a while and then had dinner at “Bubba Gump’s Shrimp Company”, a Western chain restaurant that we were familiar with.

After dinner, we took a taxi back to the Goachs' house, which was actually just on the other side of the Peak from Central, and settled down for the night.  The kids, who were quite impressed with the Goachs' movie collection, stayed up to watch movies, while Trudy and I went right to sleep. 
August 24- Big Buddha

I woke up at 7 and went into the living room, where I watched the ships go by while everyone else slept.  Trudy soon woke up, as did Annette, who was expecting some workers at 8 (they were finishing some renovations upstairs).  Annette fixed us breakfast and told us that Friday was the day that the American warships headed out from the harbor.  It was as if we were watching T.V. and she was reciting the viewing schedule to us.  Sure enough, we saw five American ships head out over the next several hours.  

I wanted to go to Lantau Island, across the channel from Hong Kong Island, which was home to the largest outdoor Buddha in the world.  This was the one “must see” item on my list for Hong Kong.  We asked Annette, who had never been there, if she wanted to come with.  She said that she would, but that she had to wait until afternoon for the workers to leave.  This was fine, since the kids did not wake up until about noon, and it gave Trudy the chance to finish washing our laundry from the previous week.  We left the house around 1 pm, after having a quick lunch at the house.  This time we took a “minibus” (essentially a van) to Central, which was a bit quicker than one of the double-decker buses we had taken the previous day.  We then took the MRT, mass transit rail, to a station on Lantau Island.  Upon arriving there, however, we found out that the cable cars that we had wanted to take to the Buddha were not running and that we would have to take the bus there instead.

The bus ride ended up being quite interesting.  It was a 45-minute trip which wound through the mountains which covered the island- past waterfalls, beaches, and even a stray water buffalo who was walking near a lake.  It was at this point that we finally caught sight of our goal- sitting atop one of the highest peaks.  The bus soon arrived at the foot of this peak, where we spent the next 90 minutes climbing the 250-odd steps that led to the Buddha, taking pictures of the amazing statue, taking in the view from the top of the mountain, as well as exploring the nearby temples which were located on the grounds of a monastery.  This would be our first, but certainly not last, encounter with a Buddha during our trip, Buddhism being quite popular in the Far East and Southeast Asia.

Instead of returning the way that we had come, we decided to get on a different bus, which would take us to a small town where we could catch a ferry across the channel.  This bus took us by many more water buffalo; we saw at least half a dozen along the road on the way there.  When we reached the town, about 30 minutes later, we boarded a ferry which took us right to Central.  We were quite hungry by this time, since it was almost 7 pm, so we took the MRT to Kowloon and ate dinner at the Hard Rock Café.  We figured that we would have one last Western feast before heading off into the culinary unknown the following day.  By the time we returned to the Goachs’ house, it was getting quite late.  Trudy made sure that we were all packed for the following day’s travel before we went to bed.  The kids, of course, watched more movies on the DVD player in the guest bedroom before they turned in for the night.

August 25- Singapore

We had Annette call us a taxi for 8:45, since it was a 30-minute cab ride to the airport and we had a flight at 11:15.  The airport was actually located on Lantau Island, so we headed there once again, where we boarded our flight to Singapore.  We watched out the windows as the plane took off to bid a fond farewell to Hong Kong.  

The flight took about 4 hours, after which time we began our approach to Changi Airport on the outskirts of the city-state.  Singapore, at 4.5 million inhabitants, is an island nation which is both a single city as well as an independent country.  With its abundance of water and palm trees, it looked much more tropical than our previous destinations.  This was not surprising, since it is only 85 miles north of the equator.  The heat in Singapore at that time, however, was no worse than any of the other places we had visited.

The kids were most struck by the machine-gun toting police who were standing guard at the airport.  Singapore is known for its hard-line stance on drugs (trafficking holds the death penalty); I assumed that they wanted people to know that they meant business right from the start when one entered the country.  

We took Singapore’s MRT to a section of town called Little India.  I had found a hostel which was located on a hill overlooking a park which was not too expensive.  Nevertheless, at about $100, our stay in Singapore ended up being the most expensive place that we stayed the entire trip.  Despite this increased cost, it had still been worth our while to go to Singapore, since it saved us $100 per person routing through there instead of flying directly to our next destination from Hong Kong.  

Since it was around 5 by the time we checked in, I asked the women behind the counter where a good place to get Indian food was.  One of them, who happened to be Indian, took great pleasure in mapping out for us where her favorite restaurant was.  After we had gotten settled in the room, we set out in search of the place she had told us about.  We realized on the way to dinner that Little India was indeed aptly named.  Indian people were everywhere, as were Indian restaurants, shops, and Hindu temples.  Justin and I left Trudy and Brennan on the grounds of one of these temples as we headed past where we needed to turn for the restaurant in order to exchange money at a place that had also been recommended by the hostel staff.  This done, we then backtracked to where the others were waiting for us.

The restaurant ended up serving the most authentic Indian food that we had ever eaten.  It was all served in dollops on top of a huge banana leaf that served as both a place mat as well as a plate.  As most people there were using the traditional method of eating with their fingers, Justin and I joined in, while Brennan and Trudy held out for silverware.  After a very filling meal, we took our time walking back to the hostel, pausing to look at the various stands of wares which lined most of the road leading back.  

Once back at the hostel, the kids played pool in their common room, while Trudy and I caught up on our email using the computers which were located there.  By 11, we forced everyone to return to the room to go to bed, since we had a very early flight the next morning.  Suddenly, I started shivering and felt very chilled.  I huddled under the blankets in bed but still felt very cold.  Trudy was sure that I was running a fever.  Nevertheless, I soon fell fast asleep. 

August 26- Angkor Wat

Since we had a 6:30 a.m. flight to Cambodia, we had asked the hostel to call us a taxi for 4 am.  This time we couldn’t take the MRT there, since it did not begin operations until 5:30.  We had also asked for a wake-up call at 3:30, which we ended up not needing.  Trudy woke up first, she looked at my watch and determined that it was 3 am, she then decided to get up to dry some laundry that, in our haste to leave Hong Kong, we had packed in a plastic bag before it was completely dry.  I woke up soon afterwards and felt that I could finally take a shower, which I had not been able to do the previous night while I felt so chilled.  I couldn’t shave, however, since my electric razor had ground to a halt in Hong Kong and I had then realized the one thing that I forgot to pack- the cord to recharge it!  After showering and helping Trudy with the laundry, I looked at my watch- it was still 3 am!  We figured out that it must have actually been 2 am when Trudy got up.  By the time our wake-up call came, we had everything ready to go.

We dragged the kids out of their beds and into the waiting taxi at 4.  The kids usually complained about Trudy’s insistence that we get to the airport two hours ahead of time for international flights, but this time we really needed it.  First, on our way to the airport, the driver ran into some unexpected construction on the expressway, so that we had to enter it from the next on-ramp.  In addition, we had flown into a different terminal than where we had caught the MRT, so we got confused about which was which and told the taxi driver to drop us off at the wrong terminal.  After going inside and realizing our mistake, an employee told us that it was a 20 minute walk to the correct terminal, and that a taxi really wouldn’t speed up the process appreciably, since they had to exit the airport after leaving the terminal that we were at before heading to the correct one.

So there we were, at 5 in the morning, lugging our suitcases between terminals at Changi airport.  Luckily for us, airport employees must not walk very fast, because we reached the other terminal in about half the time that they had estimated it would take and were able to check in for our next flight with no difficulties whatsoever.  Most of us dozed on the 95 minute flight which followed.

We landed in the tiny Siem Reap airport a little behind schedule.  The airport had no gates to speak of, the airplane landed on the airfield and then we walked to the terminal building.  Siem Reap is a town of 150,000 people which has the distinction of being the closest town to the complex of ancient architecture best known for one particular temple complex contained within its midst- Angkor Wat.  Siem Reap’s population had boomed as the tourism trade in Cambodia took hold and the popularity of visiting Angkor Wat had increased during the proceeding decades.

Our hotel, the Golden Temple Villa, had promised a pick up service at the airport, but we found ourselves waiting there for about 20 minutes before someone arrived.  This would not have been a big deal, but I had been in contact with the minister of the Siem Reap Church of Christ via email and knew that their Sunday service started at 8 am that day.  It was about 10 after 8 by the time we reached the hotel.  We, of course, didn’t expect our room to be ready that early, so we asked if they would keep our luggage while we headed to church.  The same driver who brought us from the airport offered to take us to and from the service for $8.  Although Cambodia has their own currency, the riel, most transactions are performed using U.S. dollars.  It was a strange feeling to be spending U.S. dollars for the first time in over 3 months, especially to be spending them in a foreign country.

We finally made it to church about 30 minutes late, and only after our driver had gotten turned around trying to find it and had phoned the minister, Chann Lork, in the middle of his lesson, to get directions.  When we arrived, we could see how it was easy to miss the building.  It was open in the front, so that the congregation sat outside, in plastic chairs that had been placed in the dirt.  There were a little more than a dozen people at the service, but only a few adults, with the average age being about Brennan’s age. Chann was the only one who stood in the building, which extended behind him down a hallway which led to his living quarters.  He was barefoot, as was the custom indoors in Cambodia.  He nodded to us as we took our seats with the rest of the church members.

Chann soon finished his lesson, which was given in Cambodian, complete with notes written on a chalk board behind him.  We sang a few songs and then he launched into another lesson.  We followed along the best we could, luckily his notes on the board included the references to the Bible verses he was going over written in English.  It was difficult to concentrate, the language barrier notwithstanding, due to the cars which were driving by on the busy street which was just 20 feet from where we sat- at times blaring music or announcements from a loud speaker.  In addition, roosters clucked and strutted around in the yard next door and a puppy made his way around the congregation, sometimes stopping to bark at one of the kids or to play tug-of-war with Brennan’s backpack.  

At the close of the service, Chann asked if I would like to come up to say a few words.  I removed my shoes as I made my way into the enclosure and then gave an impromptu speech about how we had traveled a long way to get there and how happy we were to be there and how, even though America was very different from Cambodia, Christians were essentially the same everywhere, at least in their hearts.  The service ended about 9:30.  We thanked Chann for having us and apologized for being late, we then met his wife, who had been in the back of the building taking care of the small children, before we were whisked back to the hotel by our driver, who had returned for us.

Since our room was still not ready, the hotel put us in a temporary room and served us “welcome drinks” consisting of lime juice in decorative silver cups.  Soon, we decided to eat an early lunch and to go see Angkor Wat.  We ate at the restaurant which was attached to the hotel; they had very good food as well as a relaxing atmosphere.  From the dark wooden tables inside, we could look out into the lush vegetation which surrounded the hotel.  There was also a pool table located inside, near the kitchen, which the kids took advantage of.  Our driver was waiting at 11 to take us around to the various sites.

Our first stop was the office of tourism, where we paid $40 a piece for all but Brennan (who was free) to get a three-day pass to the “archeological zone”.  We bought three-day passes, even though we were only going to be in the area for two days, since they were the same price as two 1-day passes.  We found that there was always someone on hand at the various sites who asked to see our passes, which were laminated and contained pictures that they took of us.

We then headed to Angkor Wat itself, the first complex that one comes to on the road leading out of town.  It was amazing!  We spent the next two hours wandering around its corridors, climbing on its parapets, and generally exploring around the place.  It was very hot outside, which was probably compounded by the return of my fever.  Nevertheless, I knew that this was one of the highlights of our tour, and was determined to enjoy it.  

When we were ready to move on, our driver took us to Angkor Thom, a lesser known, but much larger and more spread-out complex than Angkor Wat.  Angkor Thom was surrounded by a large stone wall which could be entered by driving through one of five “Victory Gates”.  At the very center of the complex was Bayon Temple, one of its main attractions.  The temple is filled with faces which had been carved into the rock, 200 in all; many are located on stone towers which rise from the temple.  The faces are said to be representations of the Khmer king who ruled during the 12th century, when the temple was built.  After wandering around this area for a while, I found our driver and, feeling quite sick, asked him to take me to an emergency trip to the bathroom- where, by the way, they had someone to check my pass as I entered. 

The family was busy looking for me by the time we returned.  The driver had told me that he would move the car and would be waiting for us at the “Terrace of the Leper King”, near the northernmost Victory Gate, so we set off across the grounds of Angkor Thom to find him.  On the way there, I wanted to walk past two more temples, Baphuon and Phimeanakas.  Justin was walking ahead of the rest of the family on the raised parapet leading to the former, when he spotted a large snake with a green body and orange head.  Luckily, it darted off before Trudy, who is deathly afraid of snakes, could see it.  To my surprise, that would be the only snake that anyone would see on the entire trip.

Baphuon ended up being closed to tourists, but we were able to see it from afar.  It has been described as the world’s largest jig saw puzzle since archeologists had de-assembled it in order to restore it- then the plans for the temple were destroyed when the Khmer Rouge took over.  Archeologists had been trying to piece it together ever since.  We also took a quick look at Phimeanakas and kept moving, finally locating our driver past some huge square pools of water and through a decaying stone wall.  Even though it was only about 4:30, we decided that we had seen enough for the day, and asked to be taken back to the hotel.

Once there, we discovered that our room had been prepared and that our luggage had been transferred to this larger room.  Since we didn’t really feel like leaving the hotel, we ate at the attached restaurant once again.  While we were eating, the waiter reached over and patted Brennan on the belly, saying “you look very full”.  Brennan looked horrified.  He had been slightly chubby in junior high but had not previously experienced such a blatant assessment of his weight.  We tried to assure him that the culture was quite different in Southeast Asia and that the waiter had most likely meant it as a compliment, but Brennan didn’t completely buy it.  After we had eaten, we waited around for the movie that the hotel was showing at 7 pm.  The board said that they would show “The Killing Fields”, which we thought would be a good, albeit heartbreaking, introduction to Phnom Penh for when we traveled there.  Since the movie had still not started by 8, the family, with the exception of Justin, decided to turn in for the night.  Trudy and I were especially tired, after being up for 18 hours straight.  Justin, however, had begun playing pool with a number of 20-something backpackers and wanted to finish his game.  He said that a movie did eventually come on, but that it was “A History of Angkor Wat”, rather than what we had expected.  We didn’t even hear him when he came to bed around 9:30.

August 27- Elephants

I woke up refreshed and feeling like I was over my 24 hour bug.  We had told our driver that we would be ready to go again around 10 am.  As we ate breakfast at the hotel’s restaurant, the same waiter that we had had the previous evening made a bee line towards Brennan’s stomach once again.  Brennan, who was visibly annoyed, smacked his hand away a few times, but the waiter apparently wasn’t taking the hint.  Then, Brennan grabbed the waiter’s arm and forcefully removed it from the area of his abdomen, but the waiter was still undaunted.  Finally, Brennan had to resort to contorting his body in strange configurations in order to keep his stomach out of arm’s reach.  In all, it was quite a strenuous breakfast!  Once we had eaten our fill, we hit the road once again.  We returned to Angkor Thom in order to see some of the things we had missed the previous day.  As we neared the southernmost Victory Gate, we saw a group of monkeys along the side of the road- so we asked our driver to stop.  We got out and took some pictures, but Brennan got a little too close to one and it shrieked at him.  The funniest thing that we saw was when a car drove by and honked at the monkeys, which were now blocking part of the road.  The biggest monkey smacked the side of the car as it drove by, as if to say “that will teach you to honk at me!”

As we passed Bayon, we saw a group of elephants there.  They were there to give tourists a ride around Bayon.  We stopped and took some pictures, but decided that an elephant ride could wait.  One of the main things that we had missed in Angkor Thom was the Terrace of the Elephants, which stretched between Bayon and the Terrace of the Leper King.  We had missed it by taking the alternate route past Baphuon and Phimeanakas the previous day.  We walked past the first terrace, which contained many carvings of elephants along it, until we reached the second one, this time stopping to see the statue of the leper king himself, which was located on the roof of the complex.

After this, we left Angkor Thom and visited some of the myriad of ruins which lay to the east of it, an area referred to as Eastern Barray.  We started at Preah Khan, one of the largest temple complexes in the area, then moved on to Preh Neak Pean, which has a single spire coming out from what used to be a group of pools, but was now dry pits.  We went to Ta Som, known for its gate which is overgrown by a large tree, and climbed around on Ta Keo, a pyramid which, since it was never finished, lacked the elaborate carvings of the others.  After this, we decided to go to lunch, since it was already 1:30.  

We ate at a restaurant which our driver recommended, being one of the few sit down restaurants in the vicinity of the temples.  It ended up being very good, and gave us enough energy to continue our temple exploration.  I had saved the best for last- Ta Prohm was a complex very similar to Preah Khan, except that it was overgrown by jungle.  Instead of just one overgrown gate, as in Ta Som, the whole temple was this way.  I had also wanted to save this one for last for a more practical reason.  I figured that the chance of seeing a snake here was a pretty good one, and wanted our day to be at nearly an end before Trudy got frightened and refused to go to any more temples.  In the end, my fears were unfounded- we saw no snakes that, or any other, day.

Ta Prohm was worth the wait, though.  It really felt like we had discovered a lost civilization deep in the jungle- except for the man who was dressed as a policeman and who insisted on showing us around.  In all of the temple complexes, we had the most fun just exploring by ourselves, content with not knowing the complete history of a site or being personally shown the highlights.  I didn’t have the heart to tell the man that we didn’t want a guide, so we followed him around- looking at the area where they filmed “Tomb Raider” as well the movie “Two Brothers”.  I gave the man a few dollars for his trouble when we left.  Everyone agreed that this was one of our favorite temples.

After returning to our driver, we decided that we would take a balloon ride in order to see Angkor Wat from the air.  He warned us that it was very expensive- $15 per person!  We told him that balloon rides were nearly ten times this price in America and we, therefore, had never taken one.  Alas, when we arrived at the balloon launch, we were told that it was too windy and that they could not fly.  Instead, we opted for an elephant ride, which was the same price.  Trudy said that riding one to the top of Bakheng Hill to see the sunset from the temple there, as I suggested, would freak her out and that she would much rather take the safer route around Bayon.  Alas, when we reached Bayon, all the elephants had been moved to the hill, so we were left with no choice.

The 30 minute trip up the hill was one to remember.  Justin and Trudy took the lead elephant, while Brennan and I followed closely behind on ours.  We both had professional elephant drivers with us, of course.  Trudy was a bit freaked out, thinking that her elephant would misstep and go plummeting down the steep slope- but this didn’t happen.  Soon, we were at the top climbing on our last Khmer temple.  It appeared that many other people had the same idea as we did, since more and more people were gathering on the temple as time went on.  Most of these had chosen to walk up the hill using a different trail than we had taken with the elephants.  Since it was only 4:30 and we had a whole hour to wait until sunset, we decided that the elephant ride and seeing the beautiful view was enough for us and that it was time that we returned to the hotel.  We walked down the hill together and were able to reach our hotel before dark.

We ate in the hotel’s restaurant once again, luckily for Brennan- the waiter with the stomach fetish was nowhere to been seen.  This time they did start showing “The Killing Fields” right at 7 pm.  Trudy and Brennan didn’t really care to see it, however, so they returned to the room.  Justin and I joined them when the movie was over, around 9 pm.

August 28- Boat to Phnom Penh

We had asked for a 5 am wakeup call, since we were getting a ride to the boat docks at 6 to go to Phnom Penh.  As usual, we woke up a little before then and didn’t really need the service.  We would have liked to have breakfast at the hotel’s restaurant before we left, but unfortunately it didn’t open until 6.  The hotel did give us a parting gift- four bottles of water in macramé holders to be worn around one’s neck.  It was just what we needed for 6 hours on a boat with no food or drink sales on board.

The van that picked us up from the hotel looked like it had seen better days.  It reminded me of an old white van of my father’s that he had “rescued” from being sent to the junkyard.  As we neared the boat docks, however, I began to understand why they wouldn’t drive a nicer vehicle out to them.  The docks were south of town, the opposite direction we had taken to get to the area around Angkor Wat.  The unpaved road became bumpier and bumpier as we went, the number of huts on stilts also increased as we found ourselves on a narrow peninsula.  Suddenly, there was a 100 foot wide swath of water cutting us off from the end of the peninsula.  Undaunted, the driver of the van just drove into the water.  I was hoping that he was familiar with the depth of it from prior experience.

We finally pulled up beside a long narrow boat that was apparently our destination- before we could get out of the van; our luggage was being hauled aboard by some local boys.  We crossed a tiny plank that was stretched between the shore and the boat, and then descended into its cabin, which was fairly dark as well as quite cold, due to an overzealous air conditioner.  There, we were met by local girls carrying platters of food and drink that they were selling before we embarked on our voyage, along with the local boys, who demanded to be paid for their porter service.  

They asked for $5 to split between the three of them, $1 per bag.  Now, there is just something that rubs me the wrong way about being asked to pay for a service that I did not request, but being asked to pay an outrageous amount for the same service is unpardonable, in my book.  While this price may be the going rate in America, we certainly were not in America.  In Cambodia, we could rent a car with a driver for 2 hours for $5.  I think if they had asked for half of that, I would have given it to them, but as it was- I offered them the equivalent of $1 in Cambodian riel and wouldn’t budge in my negotiations.  I then proceeded to buy three baguettes of French bread from one of the girls for the same price that it cost me to have my bags taken aboard.  Our breakfast was thus complete- both bread and water!  Once the engines fired close to 7 am, the local kids all made for shore, and the plank was taken down- we were off!  

We pulled out from what can only be described as a “floating village”; the huts on stilts had now given way to huts which were built entirely on floating planks.  Hundreds of people literally lived on the surface of Tonlé Sap Lake at that location.  Many could be see paddling wooden canoes between the homesteads, and various people could be seen in their huts, many engaged in some sort of craft.  Most stopped to smile and wave at the boat as it pulled out into the lake, which is nearly the size of Lake Ontario during the rainy season, which it just happened to be.

I stayed outside, sitting on the roof of the boat, for much of the trip.  The one exception being when it started to rain, during which time Justin and I, who had been sitting there together, went below deck.  Justin ended up falling asleep for the remaining 5 hours of the trip, while I returned to the roof after an hour or so, when the rain had stopped.  Two hours had gone by since we left the dock at Siem Reap, and I still couldn’t see any shoreline.  Finally, after another hour had gone by, we entered the Tonlé Sap River, which was about as wide as the Mississippi at the point where it met the lake of the same name.

We passed a number of small villages along the river, a number of which had children playing or bathing in the water as we passed.  Again, they always stopped to wave vigorously as we passed.  The poverty that confronted us in Cambodia did not have as negative an effect on the family as it did in China, we became convinced it was because the people seemed so much happier (not to mention friendlier).  As we neared Phnom Penh, the number of houses along the river increased and they began to be interspersed with colorful temples as well.  We finally pulled into the dock at Phnom Penh at about 1 pm, I was nicely sun burnt from spending 5 hours outside on the deck, while the rest of the family had been wiser, and therefore emerged from the cabin unscathed.

What met us there was a daunting sight.  Waiting for us there were no less than two dozen tuk-tuk drivers.  A tuk-tuk is a motorcycle rickshaw, Cambodia’s answer to the bicycle rickshaws we had taken in China, as well as the most common form of urban transport in Phnom Penh.  I had arranged with our guesthouse to send two tuk-tuks to pick us up, on account of our luggage, but many more than this prowled the dock, looking for fares.  Each of the four of us was literally surrounded by a hoard of would-be drivers as soon as we had disembarked from the boat, asking us if we needed a ride somewhere.  Brennan was particularly incensed by their persistence, and could be heard above the din firmly telling them that we did not, in fact, need a ride from them. 

The whole affair was so unsettling that we finally climbed the ramp to a nearby river-side restaurant, just to collect our thoughts.  As soon as we stepped onto the ramp, the drivers stopped hounding us; it was if we had passed an imvisible barrier which held them back.  I imagined that they were not allowed onto the grounds of the (somewhat fancy) restaurant we had entered.  Trudy and the kids ordered some crepes as a snack as well as some drinks (including a giant coconut out of which Brennan drank coconut milk), while I went across the street to find a public phone, in order to call the Boddhi Tree, where we were staying.  

The “public phone” ended up being a cell phone which belonged to the owner of the 3rd shop that I inquired about its location, who then charged me 8 cents to make a call.  The guesthouse said they had sent someone but would now call them and tell them we were waiting at the restaurant.  Before we could finish our snack, a representative of the guesthouse, complete with a Boddhi Tree t-shirt, came to our table and introduced us to our driver, Sky.  

Sky was a fairly large man who was wearing a cowboy hat.  He reminded me more of a Native American, rather than a Cambodian, with his name as well as his mode of dress.  He said that he had been there from the start and had told Trudy that he was our driver.  She didn’t remember him saying that, after all- everyone who was crowding around her thought that they were our driver as well.  I later suggested that he hold up a sign with the people’s names on it (like every other driver who picked up someone on the boat had done).  

Brennan and I, along with half the luggage, rode with Sky on his tuk-tuk, while Trudy and Justin rode with another driver who the guesthouse had also arranged to meet us at the dock.  The sights and sounds of Phnom Penh on our way to the guesthouse were not unlike those we had encountered in Siem Reap, just a lot more.  We did catch a glimpse of the Royal Palace on the way through town, which was quite beautiful.  Before long, we were standing inside the leafy courtyard of the Boddhi Tree.

While our previous lodging had been in a hotel with an attached restaurant, the Boddhi Tree was essentially a restaurant with some attached guestrooms.  There was no front desk to speak of, just the counter which separated the kitchen from the tables which filled the jungle-like courtyard, as well as a small cluster of inside seating.  Since none of the rooms were large enough to accommodate four people, I had reserved two separate rooms.  Trudy and I were staying upstairs, in a room which was situated in the building which housed the kitchen, while the boys were staying in a different building entirely, in a room which opened off of a hallway which led from the courtyard.  The guesthouse also had the distinction of being located directly across the street from one of the most notorious spots in Phnom Penh, S-21 prison.

S-21, or Tuol Sleng, as it is also called, is a former high school that was converted into a prison by the Khmer Rouge following their rise to power.  About 20,000 people were housed at the prison between 1975 and 1979, almost all of which were tortured and killed there or in the better known Killing Fields outside of town.  After getting settled and having lunch at the Boddhi Tree, we decided to walk across the street to visit S-21.  Neither Trudy nor Justin brought a camera with them, as they expected not to want to relive the experience.

The prison has remained untouched since the Khmer Rouge were driven from power, except to set up a few displays that could be found in some of the rooms.  The only thing that had been added in terms of displays were pictures, either of the person who had been found dead in a particular room, or mug shots of the thousands of people who had been imprisoned there.  It therefore had a very eerie feel about it, as if all the terrible things just happened there yesterday.  The entire compund is surrounded by barbed wire, but otherwise could be mistaken for a somewhat run-down deserted school.  The other thing that felt strange is that we were allowed to freely explore around the buildings, which contained various trappings of imprisonment and torture.  We had expected that Brennan would not want to see much of the prison; he ended up sitting on various benches in the courtyard while the rest of us walked through the buildings. 
After our visit, we returned to our rooms, across the street.  I still looked pretty bad from our boat trip earlier that day- sunburnt, with wind-swept hair, as well as a scraggly beard.  I therefore decided that I was past due for a haircut, as well as a shave, especially considering that I hadn’t had the latter since we were in Hong Kong.  I asked the “front desk” where I could find a barber, and they directed me to a beauty shop which was located on a main road a few blocks away.  Justin decided to come with me in order to give him something to do.

It was 30 minutes from closing time when I arrived at the beauty shop.  There was only one other customer in the shop when I got there and at least five female employees were milling around with nothing to do.  They informed me that it would be $3 for a cut and $1 extra for a shave.  No less than four of them worked on me for the next 45 minutes or so, the last girl lathering me with soap and shaving me with a straight razor.  Overall, the whole experience seemed to go ok.  It was getting dark as the two of us walked back to the guesthouse through the poorly lit, slightly scary, back alleys of Phnom Penh.  We had a nice dinner at the restaurant when we arrived and soon turned in for the night in our respective rooms.

August 29- From the Fields to the Palace

I woke to what I thought was the sound of birds fluttering around on the roof outside our window, but they turned out later to be otherwise, as I will describe.  We had told Sky that we would be ready to ago again in the morning by around 10 am.  After having breakfast at the restaurant, we met him outside the courtyard gates, which in this case formed the magic barrier past where he and the other tuk-tuk drivers could not pass.  In addition to a number of drivers hanging around outside the gates, there were also a few disfigured beggars.  We had already seen one man who had a stump for a forearm the previous day, as he made sure to wave his stump right in front of us as we arrived, so we could not miss the point that he was, indeed, crippled.  The man who stood beside our tuk-tuk on this day had his entire face burned and scarred, as if he had been too close to a land mine as it went off.  It was an unsettling sight, especially adjacent to the S-21 prison, which stood as a reminder of the horrors which had occurred in Cambodia in the not so distant past.

Our first stop on this day was the Killing Fields themselves.  These were located about 20 minutes outside of town via tuk-tuk.  Unlike the prison, however, none of the original buildings which were located at that site remained intact, these having been torn down when the site was discovered.  They literally are just “fields”, or marshes, actually, since the pits which were dug in them to contain the bodies were all filled with water.  It was still quite eerie being there and reading the signs that described the various forms of torture which took place near where they had been placed.  The only real structure standing in the Killing Fields is a white monument, called a stupa, which contains shelf after shelf filled with human skulls, over 5,000 in all.  We saved a visit to this structure for last, after we had circled the fields and read all of the signs.

Now that we had seen S-21 and the Killing Fields, it was time to see a happier side of Phnom Penh.  We next had Sky take us to the Victory Monument, which is located in the middle of a major roundabout and commemorates Cambodia’s independence from France.  We decided to have lunch nearby in a restaurant which was located on the upper level of a colonial-style building.  After lunch, we headed to the “park”.

Wat Phnom is a temple which is located on a hill in the middle of Phnom Penh.  While the hill is encircled by roads, there is a narrow strip of land which surrounds the hill that makes up a public park.  We walked the dirty cobblestone path around the hill, in search of monkeys.  A lady was giving elephant rides around the hill, but we knew that it would be difficult to top our experience at Angkor Wat, so we decided to pass.  I had read that monkeys lived in the park and thought that Brennan would like to see them, especially after all the horrors that had confronted us on our earlier stops.  

Sure enough, we found a group of monkeys swinging in the trees near a stairway which led up to the temple.  We bought a banana from a nearby vendor (one had asked for 50 cents for one but I just laughed and found someone else that would sell me one for 8 cents) and the kids took it up the hill to feed their new friends.  Trudy and I stayed at the bottom, content to watch the frenzy from afar, especially since they wanted to charge people to visit the temple after they climbed the stairs, which we had no intention of doing.  When they rejoined us, Brennan reported that he had been able to pet one of the smaller monkeys while feeding it the banana.

Soon we were off for a visit to the Royal Palace.  The palace complex is a massive complex which dominates the architecture along the Tonlé Sap.  While the royal residence was off limits to visitors, most of the site was open for us to wander around in to view the various buildings, along with the treasures that they held.  Prime among these was the Silver Pagoda, which held a solid gold Buddha in addition to a jade Buddha and whose floors were plated in silver.  There was also a wide variety of stupa, as well as a scale replica of Angkor Wat in its heyday.  The palace complex was Trudy’s favorite thing in Phnom Penh, although she commented on all the wealth that was found inside the palace walls, while directly outside were hoards of poor people, struggling in order to survive.  We stayed at the palace for almost 2 hours and then headed back to the Boddhi Tree for the evening.

Justin had started to regret not taking any pictures at S-21, since he figured that he might want to someday give a report about it in class.  I therefore gave him the $2 admission fee and he returned to the prison alone before it closed for the day, camera in hand.  We sat down for dinner after he had rejoined us, just then it started to rain.  As all the tables in the courtyard were getting quite wet, everyone in the restaurant moved inside the small enclosed area next to the kitchen to eat.  It was quite cozy in there as we had our final dinner in Phnom Penh.

While we were eating dinner, Trudy saw a rat run across one of the upper beams in the kitchen.  It had probably moved inside as well on account of the rain.  Surprisingly, she wasn’t totally freaked out, and continued eating as if nothing had happened, not wanting to ruin dinner for the kids (Justin later told us that he had seen it as well).  Later, in our room, we finally discovered the source of the “bird” noises that I had heard.  It was now apparent that rats were scurrying across the roof, pausing to occasionally fight with one another or to gnaw on the wood.  We fell asleep to the sound of the rain on our window as well as the rats on our roof. 
August 30- Some “Down Time” in Bangkok

We had to catch yet another early flight, this time at 8:40, so we had asked for a 5:30 wake-up call in order to leave the Boddhi Tree by 6.  We were told that although no one would be on duty, the security guard would wake us up by then.  Luckily, we awoke by ourselves, since no one came by our room at the designated time.  When I walked through the courtyard to the kids’ room, I found the security guard fast asleep on a couch.  We were finding that hostels and guesthouses, although they provided affordable places to stay, were not always the best with wake up calls.  I had to bang on the kids’ door in order to get them up, and I was finally forced to wake up the sleeping guard in order to have him unlock the front gates of the guesthouse, which had been chained shut during the night.

The Boddhi Tree had called us a cab the previous evening, which was waiting for us outside on the mostly deserted street- apparently it was too early for even the deformed beggars to be awake.  We arrived at the airport about 30 minutes later and ate breakfast at an internet café while we waited to board our plane.  Soon, we had left Cambodia behind and, within one hour of taking off, had arrived at the brand new international airport in Bangkok, Thailand.  

Once we arrived there, we made the mistake of actually following the signs in the airport to find a taxi.  My guidebook had warned me about the flat rate, high priced taxis provided by companies working out of the airport- but it was packed in our luggage, and I couldn’t remember what it had said to do in order to hail one.  We ended up paying $13 for a ride to our hotel, twice what it had cost us for an equivalent trip in Cambodia that morning as well as twice the going rate in Thailand.

We arrived at our hotel, which was very nice, considering that I paid the same amount for a room there that I did on the cab ride from the airport!  In fact, the rooms were so reasonable there- I had decided to get two of them when I booked them over the internet.  Since the rooms came with either a double bed or two singles, I had gotten one of each, so that everyone would be comfortable.  After checking in, we walked down the road to the shopping mall and ate lunch at Pizza Hut.  Once again, we were ready for some Western food, and pizza had sounded really good to all of us.

Back at the hotel, we all took it easy in our respective rooms- Trudy and I in the double room, and the kids a few doors down the hall in the room with the single beds.  I napped, while Justin and Trudy watched T.V., and Brennan used the internet.  Nobody really felt like doing much, we all needed a little down time after all of the travelling we had been doing.  

As evening neared, though, Justin and I were growing a little restless and wanted to check into seeing a movie.  I asked at the front desk where the nearest movie theater was and they told me there was one a 20 minute walk away.  I tried to find out what was playing, but that particular theater did not have movie listings in the newspaper.  I considered walking over there but didn’t relish the 40 minutes round trip that it would take me just to find out what was playing.  Then it hit me that the “20-minute” walk to the theater might be equivalent to the “20-minute” walk to the second terminal at Changi airport in Singapore.  I therefore decided to chance it- and set off in the right direction, reaching my destination within 7 minutes.  When I returned to the room, Justin and I decided to see “The Bourne Supremacy”, a spy movie, later that evening.  Unlike in Japan, movies were a much more reasonable $4 in Thailand.

For dinner, we ate at the hotel’s restaurant.  They had a special “noodle fest” going on, where one could pick a type of noodle as well as your toppings, along with whatever sauce that they wanted.  I, of course, ordered spicy noodles, while the rest of the family opted for milder fare.  Brennan decided not to partake in the noodles at all and stuck with fried rice, one of his favorite dishes.  After we enjoyed the authentic Thai food, Justin and I walked to the movie theater, while Trudy and Brennan returned to the kids’ room.  

The theater was indistinguishable from those found in America, except that, after showing the previews, they played the Thai national anthem and showed a picture of the king and his family on the screen.  Justin reminded me that I had previously read to the family out of my guidebook and that it had said that one was supposed to stand, arms at one’s side, whenever the national anthem was played.  We soon joined the rest of the theater in paying our respects to the king, who, after more than 60 years in the role, was the longest serving head of state in the world.  We both enjoyed the movie, which was in English with Thai subtitles, and soon returned to the hotel- walking through the light rain that had started while we were in the theater. 

Since everyone was hungry for a snack when we returned, we ordered fried ice cream from the hotel restaurant and ate it in our room before turning in for the night.

August 31- Yangon

We left our hotel at 4:45, after a successful wake-up call 45 minutes earlier.  We were finding that the cheaper flights to the various countries in Southeast Asia were also usually the earliest ones.  This time our cab fare to the airport was much more reasonable.  We soon found ourselves on a 7:15 flight to Yangon, Myanmar (or Rangoon, Burma- depending on who you asked).  I tended to prefer the former, since it was what the Japanese called the country, not to mention that its pronunciation was more easily adaptable to Japanese, while the U.S. and Britain tended to still use its colonial name.  Among all of the travellers we had run into on our trip, none were headed to, or had ever been to, Myanmar.  Visas into the country were reported to be hard to come by- Americans making up just 7% of the foreign visitors who would visit each year.  It may have helped that we had applied for our visas in Osaka, and not the U.S. - we will never know.

We landed in Myanmar around 8 am, we had to set our watches 30 minutes behind Bangkok time, the first time I had heard of a time zone differing by half an hour.  The guesthouse where we were staying, the Motherland 2, had promised free transportation to and from the airport.  When we arrived, a driver was waiting for us with a sign bearing my name.  I asked the family if they could handle picking up the luggage and loading it into our vehicle, while I picked up the tickets that we would need for the next day.  

Although Yangon Airways had allowed me to reserve a flight to Bagan over the internet, they only accepted payment for 50% of the fare using a credit card.  The balance had to be paid in cash upon arrival in Myanmar and the paper tickets could only be picked up then.  I asked our driver where the offices of the airline were, and he told me to go to the domestic terminal, which was just down the road from the international one.  At the time I had pictured it being next door, but soon realized when I was out on the road that the distance was more akin to the walk between the two terminals in Singapore.  As I walked, a man came up to me and asked if I wanted to exchange some money.  

I had read that no one in their right mind exchanged money in Myanmar at the government-sanctioned locations.  While the “official” exchange rate sat at 6 kyat, pronounced “chat”, for $1, exchange of the same amount on the black market brought about 1,200 kyat.  While I don’t normally condone such activities, the military junta which ruled Myanmar really left visitors with few viable options- I pulled out a $100 bill and the man handed me 120 bills of Myanmar’s largest monetary denomination: the 1000 kyat bill.  By the time  I finally arrived at the domestic terminal of the airport, my pockets were bulging with money.

While the international terminal had been clean and modern looking, the domestic terminal was the complete opposite.  The road leading up to it was full of pot holes, as I would find every other road in Myanmar, with the exception of the one in front of the international terminal, would be.  There were various people hanging around a gate which led to this road, including a guard, which I showed my papers to.  The inside of the terminal was as grey and dingy as the outside was.  I asked some one where I could find Yangon Airways, and was directed to a back office with a few desks full of employees.  I paid for the tickets, like most other official transactions, in U.S. dollars, which they inspected carefully before accepting.  Apparently, bills had to be free of any marks or tears in order to be traded on international markets.  The bill inspecting ritual would repeat itself whenever we made purchases with U.S. dollars in Myanmar.  After accepting my money, the airline then proceeded to type out the four round-trip tickets that we needed on an antique “IBM Selectric” typewriter!  

Our driver was waiting with the family in the domestic terminal’s circle drive by the time I had finished.  We then made the 30 minute trip to the hotel over the bumpy roads and past an equal mix of rich-looking and poor-looking homes, similar to what we had seen in Phnom Penh.  We also passed some beautiful gold-domed pagodas, as well as a lake with a decorative boat docked in it.

The Motherland 2 was in a nondescript green building on a side-street in town.  They checked us into our room immediately, despite the fact that it was barely past 9 in the morning!  They also insisted that we partake of the free breakfast which came with our $22/night room, even though we had not stayed there the night before.  Breakfast consisted of eggs, toast, fruit, and coffee, which was served in the restaurant that was attached to the guesthouse.  After we ate, we arranged for a taxi to take us to the Shwedagon (rhymes with “way to go”) Paya, easily the most famous site in Yangon.

Paya are what the Burmese call stupa, which we had first been exposed to in Phnom Penh.  The Shwedagon Paya consists of hundreds of gold domes in all shapes and sizes, surrounding the largest paya in the country, which is nearly 100 feet high and reportedly houses 8 hairs from Gautama Buddha’s head which had been brought to the country by his disciples before he died, around 500 B.C.  The grounds also contained a variety of statues of Buddha, in all poses and built with all sort of building materials.

As we entered the paya complex, an official looking man asked if we wanted a tour.  We politely refused, since we preferred to explore the grounds ourselves.  He looked disappointed and kept dropping the price of his tour as we walked.  I don’t think he quite understood that we didn’t want a tour, no matter what the price.  I wasn’t about to make the same mistake that I had in Ta Prohm, and be forced into a guided tour that took all the fun out of exploring such an exotic place on our own!

The complex was an amazing place; we slowly circled the main paya as we took in all the sights.  There were very few tourists there, most people appeared to be pilgrims who had come to pray or to pour water on the various statues.  There were large numbers of monks around as well, identifiable by their shaven heads and their maroon robes.  The day was overcast, which spared us some of the heat we had typically experienced on the trip so far.    After 90 minutes or so, we had worked our way around the complex and had seen most of the important sights there.

Since it was still early, we decided to see one of the largest reclining Buddhas in the country, which was not far from the paya but, according to our guidebook, was rarely visited by Westerners.  We hailed a cab in the Shwedagon parking lot, and I showed him the listing in our guidebook, which was also written in Burmese letters.  The driver dropped us off within 10 minutes in front of a forlorn gate with a deserted dirt road leading up from it.  We walked up the road, but were beginning to wonder if we were in the right place- when we saw a long building that looked more like a warehouse than a temple.  Inside, however, was the Buddha that we sought.  It was made of painted cement which was beset with gold and jewels for decoration, and it seemed nearly as big as the Buddha we had seen in Hong Kong, except laid on its side.  Justin was especially struck by this rendition of Buddha, and he took a number of pictures of it from different perspectives.

We were hungry for lunch by the time we had returned to the street and hailed another cab.  Trudy had seen a bill board for a restaurant which looked interesting, but- since our driver couldn’t speak English and didn’t seem to know what we were taking about, we asked him to take us back to the guesthouse, instead.  There, we discovered that the restaurant Trudy was talking about served Indonesian cuisine, which the family decided they weren’t really in the mood for.  Instead, we found a listing for the restaurant at the Trader’s Hotel, an upscale establishment in the middle of Yangon, which sounded good.  It was almost 3 pm when we finally settled down for lunch. 

“Upscale” was an apt description for the restaurant we ended up in, it could have been a restaurant associated with a nice hotel in any major city- complete with linen table clothes and wait staff who were dressed better than we were.  The food was excellent, but we all agreed later that the people there somehow seemed less real- waiting on us hand and foot, but never stopping to chat or exchange pleasantries.  Lunch at the Trader’s Hotel, at about twice the price of our hotel room, would end up being the most expensive meal we would eat in Myanmar, but it was a welcome escape after being exposed to such foreign environments lately.

When we returned to the guesthouse, everyone seemed ready for a nap.  I fell asleep first, around 4:00, while the family was reading their respective books in bed.  I woke up three hours later to find the rest of the family fast asleep.  I turned the light on in the bathroom and went in there to work on the computer.  From there, I could see the lights going dim, and then getting bright again, as the electricity continually surged up and down.  The guesthouse was equipped with its own generator in order to keep the electricity flowing, which unfortunately led to a great deal of noise as one entered the building, along with the distinct smell of diesel fuel.

After awhile, I decided to go down to the lobby. There I sat, expecting to see one of my family members coming down the stairs any minute, but they never did.  I had returned to the room again by the time Trudy woke up, about 11.  This time we went to the lobby together- where we ordered some coffee from the restaurant and used the internet.  Checking our email proved to be difficult, though, due to both the dial-up connection as well as the government’s efforts to block access to outside email providers.  The guesthouse had a program installed to enable one to bypass the government firewall, but it was not infallible, and the pages needed to be continually refreshed.

Around midnight, we returned to the room and went back to bed, after 7 hours, the kids had still not gotten up from their “nap”.

September 1- The Temples of Bagan

In keeping with tradition, we had yet another early flight out of Yangon, this time at 6:30.  While Yangon had definitely been worth seeing, the real reason I wanted to travel to Myanmar was in the plains surrounding Bagan. There lay 2000 temples and paya scattered across an area the size of Manhattan.  These dated from the around the same time as the temple complexes in Angkor Wat and the surrounding area, but had several unique differences: 1) they had an architectural style all their own, 2) they were all completely exposed, instead of being hidden by jungle, and 3) their existence was almost completely unknown to your average American.

We left the Motherland 2 at about 5 am via taxi, the kids having slept almost 12 hours straight.  The staff had prepared our breakfast to go- they gave us all Styrofoam containers with hard boiled eggs, bananas, as well as some toast and jam.  We soon found ourselves back at the dingy domestic terminal of the airport.  The taxi had hardly come to a halt, when two people grabbed our bags out of the trunk and carried them into the building.  They then, of course, wanted money but, when I gave them 500 kyat each, they demanded twice that.  Since it was too early to argue with them or to debate whether I had actually asked for their assistance- I handed over the money without much protest.  After all, that was only about 80 cents a piece.

As we sat in the airport, eating our breakfast and waiting for the airline counter to open, an official looking man came up to us and said he would help us check in.  At the time, I thought that he worked for the airline, but I later came to the conclusion that he was just some guy off the street who checked our luggage for us in order to get his 1000 kyat as well.  After he had completed this task, we headed through security to wait at the “gate”.  There was only one door which led from the waiting room to the tarmac, every flight that was leaving used this same exit.  You could tell if it was your flight leaving by the printed sign that airport staff held up and walked around the waiting room with when it was your turn to board.

When the time finally came for the Yangon Airways flight to Nyaung-oo (the airport which served Bagan, this being the actual name of the town in which we stayed), we walked through the “gate”, boarded a bus, and were driven to our waiting plane.  The plane, other that being an older propeller-driven model, was pleasant enough for the 80 minute flight to Bagan.  As the plane made its approach for landing, I scanned the horizon for evidence of temples.  Sure enough, I could see some pyramid-like structures in what resembled a desert from that height.  The one thing that was conspicuously absent was any sign of modern civilization.  Nyaung-oo, as we were to discover, was quite a small town, with a population of about 5,000.  Although a car from the hotel where we were staying, the Eden II, picked us up from the airport- this was not the most common form of transportation in Nyaung-oo, where horse-carts easily outnumbered the cars, followed by bicycles and ox-carts.

At our hotel, we were once again allowed to check in immediately, even though it was barely 8:30 in the morning at that time.  There, we were treated to the largest hotel room that we would have on our trip, which easily fit our four beds and came complete with the usual (cold) shower mounted directly on the wall of the bathroom.  The manager did, however, charge us for placing a 4th bed in a “triple” room, which drove the price up to $24 per night.  We were once again offered the free breakfast which came with our room but it was served across the street on the roof of the Eden Hotel itself.  Trudy decided to rest in the room, while the boys and I crossed the street to have our “second breakfast”, as we called it.  The breakfast consisted of the same fare which was served at our hotel in Yangon, but it was fresh and tasted good.  The best thing by far was sitting in the open air on the roof of the hotel, listening to the sounds of the dusty street, below.

Since I was feeling very scruffy again, I asked the hotel manager where I could find a place to get a shave.  He directed me down the street to a beauty shop there.  It was filled with women who seemed very entertained that I was being shaved there.  This time, the woman shaving me used a regular safety razor but didn't do quite as good of a job, leaving me with a number of nicks on my neck and cheeks.  She then put so much talcum powder on me to cover them up that I looked like one of the native Burmese women, who wear coconut butter on their foreheads and cheeks rubbed in a circular pattern, but still very visible to all.  Both men and women in Myanmar also dress in long colorful skirts that are wrapped at the waist.

At 12:30, we arranged for a man with a horse cart to show us around for the afternoon.  The five of us barely fit into one horse cart, but renting two seemed like a little much, so we made do the best we could, shifting positions whenever we would stop so that everyone stayed as comfortable as possible.  The driver told us that his horse was named Momoko, which meant “Peach Child” in Japanese.  Soon, we were headed out of town in the direction of the town of Old Bagan, in order to tour the temples.  The roads in Bagan, unlike the ones in Yangon, were in decent shape, but each time we pulled off the road to see a temple, we were subjected to a very bumpy ride as we were rode along the horse trails which criss-crossed the desert-like countryside.  What had looked like a desert from the plane really felt like one once we were transversing it in a horse cart.  Luckily, we had stocked up on water at the store next to the hotel, which was selling big bottles of it for the equivalent of 20 cents each.

The first temple that we visited would remain as one of my all time favorites.  Perhaps I have fond memories of it just because it was the first of many, but I also enjoyed it because it was one of the minority of temples that we were allowed to climb around on.  I don’t think it was a particularly famous temple (hence the lack of climbing regulations), and I don’t even remember its name, but the family had a great time exploring the interior (which, like every other temple we would see, contained a statue of Buddha) and then wriggling up a narrow and unlit staircase onto its pyramid-like roof.  We would later ask our driver to take us to more temples that we could climb on, but he either didn’t understand or had his own pre-planned agenda, because the number that we did climb that day were few and far between.

The other thing that stood out about this particular temple was it relative lack of people hawking their wares.  We would later find out that, the more famous a temple was, the greater the number of people selling things in the entranceway.  It was not uncommon in the more popular temples to have kids follow us around the entire time we were there, asking over and over again if we would buy the postcards or books they were hawking.  This definitely took away some of the enjoyment from such places.  

One time, we made a game of it and hid from some kids who were lurking just outside the iron gates which separated the interior of a temple with its courtyard.  We would duck into dark corners until the kids yelled “we know you’re in there”, or we would break out running so they would miss seeing us at the next gate.  That time was fun, but the rest of the time it was mostly annoying to be stalked in that way.

About an hour into our tour, we stopped for lunch at a quaint little restaurant with outdoor seating.  Brennan had started to feel a little ill, but he was able to enjoy a lunch of fried rice, one of the meals that he could count on to be palatable wherever we traveled.  The rest of us ordered a variety of Western dishes.  The kids drank banana milk shakes, which came without ice cream, but just included bananas blended into warm milk.  We would later find out that this was the typical way for shakes to be served in Bagan. 

We continued our tour after lunch, but Brennan decided that he had seen enough, and increasingly decided to stay behind in the back of the horse cart, reading, while the three of us checked out a particular temple.  It was his opinion that all the temples were basically the same, and when he did come into another one he would say, “Wow, a Buddha, what a surprise!”  We ended our first day at the temples as we had started it, exploring the roof of a temple that we could climb on.  It was about 4:30 by then, and we decided to head back to the hotel for the evening.

It was starting to get dark by the time we were settled back in the hotel; since Trudy felt a little leery about going out after dark, Justin and I volunteered to walk to an Italian restaurant we had seen to order pizza and bring it back to the hotel.  We decided to take a short cut through a dark alley which cut across town, rather than taking the U-shaped main road.  The people that we passed who lived along the alley didn’t frighten us, but we did stumble upon a large pig in the dark which was tied up in the alleyway which snorted at us as we passed by- startling us greatly.

Back on the main road, we were also surprised by a firecracker that went off right in front of us.  It appeared that the main form of entertainment for grade school kids in Nyaung-oo was lighting firecrackers and throwing them into the street after dark.  We learned to look for the tell-tale signs of a wick being lit in order to avoid being startled again.  

The restaurant was deserted, which we soon discovered was the typical state of any eating establishment we would visit in that town.  Strangely, however, the service at every restaurant we went to was exceedingly slow.  It took about an hour to get the pizza we ordered, during which time we wandered the streets of Nyaung-oo, trying to avoid the firecrackers.  We came to the conclusion later that restaurants didn’t actually keep the ingredients for their various dishes lying around their kitchens, but actually sent someone to buy them from the market the moment we ordered something.  However, we never discovered whether this was actually true or not.

We had taken so long to get the pizza that we decided to take a bicycle taxi back to the hotel.  Plenty of men on bicycles were waiting at corners; each with a side car attached which contained two seats- one facing forward and one facing backwards.  For 40 cents, we could buy a relatively quick ride across town for the two of us.  We finally arrived back at the hotel around 8 pm and had to wake Trudy up so that she could have some pizza.  After we all had eaten our fill, we went to bed.

September 2- Mount Popa

We had decided to break up our time in Bagan by sandwiching tours of temples around a trip to Mount Popa.  The mountain rose from the plains surrounding Bagan as a solitary monolith which could be seen on the horizon.  Popa was revered as holy in Myanmar; it consisted of a dormant volcano with a plateau on top of it where a variety of stupa had been built.  We had arranged for a car to take us to the mountain and back, leaving at 10 am from the hotel.

After driving for about 30 minutes, our driver pulled over and wanted us to see a factory.  I figured that there must be some catch to our little outing, but was curious, so I decided to take a look.  The “factory” consisted of an extended hut with a small straw-covered pavilion attached to it, along with an ox outside which was hitched to a wooden contraption.  The ox, we found out, was grinding peanuts into peanut oil, the man who was tending it let the two boys and I take turns riding on the back of the contraption to drive the ox.  He also pointed out buckets that had been hung in the nearby palm trees in order to collect the pulp from them.  The activities going on inside the hut all involved this pulp.

Inside, a lady was stirring a big pot where she was cooking the pulp to get sugar.  In the corner, a man was tending a still that was making the palm sugar into alcohol.  He gave Trudy and me a drink of the alcohol- it was very strong but had a pleasant taste.  We then all sat down in the pavilion to have tea.  Our driver showed us how to eat sesame seeds, mixed with tablets of palm sugar, as a snack to have with our tea.  When we were ready to leave, the workers gave us little baskets filled with sesame seeds and palm sugar.  They didn’t ask for any money, but I gave them some anyway- it was worth it for the education, the tea, as well as for the little gifts.

It took us another hour to reach the mountain, the last 20 minutes or so involving a steady climb up twisting roads, similar to the bus ride in Lantau Island.  Finally, we reached a little town at the foot of the mountain.  Our driver parked the car and said that he would wait in a nearby restaurant for us, he told us to turn right and we would find the way up the mountain, he even motioned in the “correct” direction to show us where we should go.  We would later find that this direction was far from correct.

As we walked out of town, we caught our first glimpse of the monkeys.  I had read about their presence and was excited about seeing them.  I also figured that Brennan would really like to see more monkeys.  We had brought the hard boiled eggs which had been left over from our breakfast in Yangon, as well as some bananas we had collected from breakfasts in the Eden Hotel. The monkeys were watching us with interest as we walked out of town.  Then, they all began to follow us, as if they were in some kind of simian gang.  One monkey snuck up behind Brennan and tore the plastic bag which contained the food we had brought, spilling about half of it.  We high-tailed it out of town with the rest of the food as the gang stopped to devour what had spilled.

As we walked up the path we were on, it didn’t seem like it was leading to the top of the mountain.  We stopped and asked some people if the trail led to the top, but they just smiled at us.  Soon, we had entered a dense jungle, while the path had deteriorated into a tiny rocky trail, which led up and down through the hills.  We seriously doubted that we could still be going in the right direction so, since Trudy was having a hard time on the trail and I was helping her, the kids decided to run ahead to see if we were on the right track.  When they had not returned 15 minutes later, Trudy began to get really worried.  After all, we were in the jungle, miles from civilization, in one of the most reclusive countries in the world- and both kids were nowhere to be seen!

To console Trudy- I offered to run ahead and look for them, since she could not move very fast on the trail.  I even began to worry myself as I covered more and more ground without seeing them, but I finally heard them ahead of me on the trail.  They had entered a village, which was just up ahead, and had asked the natives which way we needed to go to get up the mountain, and were just on their way back to tell us.  We were soon reunited with Trudy and we all headed back to the village together, to take the way that the kids had found.

By the time we had reached the cement staircase that obviously headed up the mountain, we were all worn out from the hike we had just taken.  We had started to walk up the staircase, when we noticed the gang of monkeys who lived there and were now slowly stalking us.  I threw the rest of the food on the stairs and we hurried to reach the top.  

Trudy was almost ready to give up a few times, but didn’t want to be left behind with the crazed monkeys, so she pushed herself to climb higher and higher.  At last, we joined the main route up the mountain, and were treated to the sight of even more stairs!  Luckily, there were a number of people on this route, which kept most of the monkeys away, so we allowed ourselves to rest some and to get some water from those who were selling it along the main route.  I took a picture of Trudy while we rested- her face was all red and her hair was dripping with sweat, but she was happy.

The side staircase we had ascended had taken us one third of the way up the mountain, we spent the other two thirds climbing stairs and trying to avoid the monkeys, who didn’t seem to understand that we were out of food, even though I told them this fact repeatedly.  We finally made our way out onto the top of the mountain, which gave us a spectacular view of the surrounding countryside.  Brennan was a little freaked out that there were no guard railings keeping us from falling off the shear cliffs which fell back towards the jungle through which we had come, so he did not get particularly close to the edge.

The temple and the stupas at the top of the mountain were a bit of an anticlimax, after climbing for so long.  They were really no different from those which had surrounded the Shwedagon Paya or which dotted the plain of Bagan.  I tried to explain to the family that what was most important was that we had completed the journey to top of Mount Popa, and that it really didn't matter what was on top, but I'm not sure if they bought it.

The trip down the mountain was much easier than going up it.  One exception was when a lady tried to sell us some monkey food (as if we would want to attract the monkeys even more), and when we refused to buy some- she threw some onto the stairs, causing the monkeys to go wild.  The monkeys of Mount Popa were definitely not our favorite wild life on the trip!  We realized when we reached the bottom of the main set of stairs that we were just a short walk to the left of where the car was parked, not the right.  The whole journey had taken us about 90 minutes.

When we got back to the hotel, we all took showers and then decided to walk to a restaurant which our horse cart driver had recommended to us to have a late lunch/early dinner.  The place was deserted and slow, just like the pizza place, but the food ended up being good- just what we needed after our busy day.  After dinner, we returned to the hotel and took it easy for the rest of the evening.

September 3- Catacombs and Climbing

We arranged for our horse cart driver to be ready at 10 am and, after another breakfast on the roof- we were off to see the sights.  The first stop was a monastery in Nyaung-oo itself which contained no pyramids or stupa.  Instead, we found ourselves in a portico which was painted with murals of an ancient legend.  In it, beautiful women were sacrificed to a giant bird ogre which lived in the catacombs until a king was able to slay the ogre with an arrow.  Brennan didn’t feel like exploring the grounds of the monastery, so he stayed behind at this point, reading his book.  A short distance away from the portico was the catacombs themselves, which the three of us explored.  From our inspection, we confirmed that no giant bird ogres seemed to be in habitation at that time.  

Then, we were off to one of the better known paya in the area, the Shwezigon Paya, which was also in Nyaung-oo proper.  It reminded me of the similar sounding Shwedagon Paya in Yangon, but on a smaller scale.  Its fame as one of the top four temples in the Bagan area also meant that the hawkers were out in full force.  Our driver warned us not to buy anything there, since the prices were higher than in other locations.  I ended up buying George Orwell’s “Burmese Days” from a girl there anyway, since I was able to talk her down to $2, and I figured it would be an interesting read after our experience in Myanmar.

We then travelled just outside of town to another set of catacombs.  Unlike the previous one, these were so dark inside that there was a lady sitting at the entrance, handing out flashlights.  After seeing them, we convinced Brennan, who was going to stay behind in the horse cart, that they were definitely worth his time.  The kids had a great time running around in the dark and trying to hide from each other.  Nearby was another temple that we could climb onto, Justin and I headed to the roof, while Trudy and Brennan, who were tired of touring temples by this point, stayed with the horse cart. 

We returned to town and went to a restaurant which was listed in our guidebook, with the understanding that, after lunch Trudy and Brennan would return to the hotel, while Justin and I continued the tour.  The restaurant, like all the others we had been to, was completely deserted.  It was also quite warm inside, since the temperature had climbed back into the 90s once again.  We asked if they could turn on the air conditioner which was mounted on the wall near our table, but instead they moved us to a table under the one air conditioner that was already on.  As usual, it took about 40 minutes to get our food- but in the end we enjoyed it.

It was around 1 pm by the time we had finished with lunch and dropped off Trudy and Brennan at the hotel.  Justin and I left for the afternoon tour single-minded in our mission to climb on as many temples as possible.  We told our driver about our wish and showed him some of the locations listed in our guidebook which had been noted for their “climbability”.  

This time we headed out of Nyaung-oo, to the town of Old Bagan, near the area we had ended our tour two days prior.  Here, we saw a temple which could hardly contain the three huge Buddhas which occupied it.  It had been built by a king who had been imprisoned for a long time who wanted to convey the claustrophobic feeling he had felt in prison.  There was so little room inside that a person had to literally squeeze themselves around the corner in order to see the other Buddhas. 

After this, we visited the only remaining Hindu temple in the area, which one could tell was different from the elaborate wall paintings of various Hindu gods, as well as the conspicuous absence of a Buddha statue.  In the temple courtyard, a little girl with a husky voice that could have been mistaken for a grandmother’s had we not seen her first, had asked us to come to her “store”.  When we came out from the temple, we relented to her pleas, and ended up buying a neat bronze statue of a rooster that we thought Brennan would like.

Next, we visited a very large temple, the insides of which were closed for renovation, but fit our bill nicely since it had a side building that one could climb onto the roof of.  There, we met an 18 year old boy from America who was just starting to tour Bagan on bicycle and had come to the rooftop in order to take in some of the sights.  We liked the peacefulness of this temple since, because of its closed state; no one was selling anything on its grounds.

Our driver next insisted that he take us to a monastery, which at first didn’t sound that interesting to us.  It ended up being worth the visit- it was built entirely of intricately carved black wood and was raised up off the ground on stilts.  We wandered around the inside of the monastery which, although it was in current use, was deserted.  Seeing the monks’ quarters as well as some of the treasures they had stored away was intriguing, but felt like we were intruding in some way.  As we readied ourselves to leave, we found a little black kitten that we played with and soon many more were following us back to the steps as we left the building.

The last thing we visited in Old Bagan was three large stupa, two white cement ones, with a gold one in the middle.  Although not officially designated as a place to climb, the area in which we found ourselves was completely deserted- even our driver was hidden from sight behind some trees- so we decided to climb out to the third stupa and back.  We had great fun hopping between the stupa on our somewhat unauthorized tour.

Since it was starting to get late in the afternoon, our driver wanted to take us to a temple that was famous for watching the sunset from its roof.  To get there, we drove off into the plain- away from Old Bagan as well as from the paved road that we had not yet strayed too far from.  There, we found yet another temple that we could climb to the roof of.  A man inside pointed out the stairway that he said was the easiest to climb, which by now I understood was code for “let me be your guide so I can show you around some and then expect money for my services”, so I ignored him and headed for the opposite stairs.  We think that he got the hint, because he did not join us on the roof, as every other would-be guide had done.  Instead, we explored in peace- just the way we preferred it.

Our next stop on the plain was the temple that was known for its views of the sunset.  Unlike all the others, it was not the type of temple that one entered and then made your way to the roof; it was one that you climbed the sheer sides of directly, all the way to a landing that was capped by a dome.  We climbed the stairs and were treated to a wonderful view of the temple-filled plain but did not feel like waiting until sunset, so we descended back to our driver, who seemed a little dismayed that we weren’t planning on staying.  Instead, we asked him to take us to a large pyramid-shaped temple that we had seen from the roof- the largest complex that we could remember seeing in Bagan.  He warned us that we couldn’t go on the roof of that particular one, but we told him that was ok- that we really wanted to see it anyway, and promised that this would be our last stop for the day.

We were amazed by the sheer size of that last temple we visited.  It was surrounded by a large wall with crumbling gates, and had a huge foyer inside which housed its Buddhas, including one reclining statue.  It must also have been a fairly popular one, judging by the number of people who were selling things.  A number of kids, including one 18 year old that looked like she was Justin’s age, followed us into the temple, as usual, telling us about their wares almost the entire time.  As we reached the far end of the temple and were surveying some art that a man was working on, a magic moment occurred- it was as if the kids had forgotten their role because they just talked to us for a few minutes, as if with friends.  However, as we made our way to leave, the spell was broken and the kids reverted back into their “business mode” with a newly found fervor.

On our way back to the hotel, Justin asked if he could drive the horse cart, as Brennan had done all the way back from our tour two days prior.  Our driver gave him the reins and then jumped out of the cart, ran ahead of us in his bare feet, and snapped a picture of Justin as he was riding past him.  It was 6 pm, and already quite dark when we arrived back at the hotel.  Trudy didn’t feel like going out for dinner, so the rest of us went and brought something back for her.  We found a restaurant that actually had some people eating at it, so we figured that it must be good.  It was edible, but neither Brennan nor Trudy (once we had returned) was very impressed with the food.  We watched a little T.V. (we were picking up a Thai station as far as we could tell) and then went to bed.

September 4- Leaving Bagan

We hadn’t made a lot of plans on this day, since we were flying back to Yangon in the afternoon.  After breakfast, I decided that I could use one more shave before leaving Bagan.  This time I walked to a different beauty shop that I had seen near where we had eaten and I got a much better shave from the lady who was running that shop.  When I returned, the family wanted to do some shopping, so we headed to the other end of town, which was home to a variety of wood-carving shops.  We bought some woodcarvings as gifts and then caught a horse cart out of town to a restaurant, Bagan Princess, that Justin had noticed halfway to Old Bagan. 

We were, of course, the only ones in the restaurant, which was slow but good.  It was connected to a nice hotel that had an outdoor pool in its courtyard, the first that we had seen around Nyaung-oo.  We had decided on living large that evening and staying in Yangon at a hotel with a pool.  At $50 per night, it cost more than twice as much as we had paid anywhere else in Myanmar, but it was the only hotel which was close to the airport, and we wanted to be as close as possible to catch yet another early flight the following day.  We walked down the street after lunch until we found a horse cart that would take us back to the Eden II to checkout.  

Soon, we had all our luggage stacked in the lobby of the hotel, awaiting our ride to the airport.  It was only then that the owner happened to mention that we owed him 8000 kyat, 3000 for the original ride from the airport and 5000 for the ride there we were about to take.  Even though this was less than $7, and therefore not a huge deal, I felt like this was a cheap parting shot.  When I had called the hotel from Yangon to make a reservation, they had said “we’ll pick you up at the airport”, which is different in my book from “we can arrange to pick you up at the airport for a small fee”.  I wondered why didn’t they hadn’t just charged me then, rather than waiting for three days?  Also, the fact that a trip to the airport was more expensive than a trip from the airport rubbed me the wrong way- I would have preferred him to tell me that the cost was 4000 kyat each way.  I really had enjoyed our three nights at the Eden II, but this last gesture left a bad taste in my mouth.

We later boarded our 4:40 pm flight to Yangon on the same propeller plane that we had taken into the area.  After it had lifted off, they handed us the “New Light of Myanmar”, a government-sponsored newspaper.  What was most striking to me was not the vilification of the U.S., whenever it was mentioned in news accounts, but a column of headlines somewhere in the middle of the paper.  They read “Plane crash kills family of six in California”, “Turbulence injures 16 on a flight to Hong Kong”, and “Airbus 380 collides with building in Bangkok airport”.  What a paper to hand out on an airplane!

By the time we landed at the airport at 6 pm, we had devised a plan.  Knowing that people were going to try to carry our luggage, unasked, we were determined to handle it ourselves.  Besides, I was almost out of kyat and hadn’t changed more lately, since I knew the hotel in Yangon would prefer U.S. dollars for the room as well as for any food that we would have there.  We had our luggage claim tags stapled onto our tickets and, as we entered the terminal, two men wearing orange vests asked for them so they could get our luggage for us.  “No thanks, we’ll take care of it”, we replied.  They pointed to their vests to make sure we knew they worked for the airport, but we still did not relent.  Finally, as the luggage cart was wheeled into the terminal area, but was just beyond our reach, I caved in and handed the man our claim tags.  They picked up our luggage off the cart and moved it maybe ten feet, to where we were standing and then reached their hands out for money.  I handed both of them the equivalent of 16 cents, to which they complained, “This is little money”.  “Little distance!”, I retorted, indicating with my hands the distance that they had actually travelled with out bags, thereby ending the conversation.

We managed to take out bags as far as the waiting car that the hotel had sent before two other people grabbed hold of them and helped us lift them into the trunk.  “Good job”, I said, somewhat sarcastically, handing them both 4 cents, the smallest bill that is printed in Myanmar (there were no coins, just bills).  The driver of the car laughed as we got into his car, perhaps he had seen other foreigners who were fed up with the airport “services” as well.

The hotel was literally across the street from the international terminal of the airport, it had formerly been a Ramada- but when I had called from Bagan, they answered the phone with a more generic name, such as Airport Inn.  It was still as nice as a Ramada would have been, with a first class restaurant as well as the aforementioned swimming pool.  We went to the former after we got settled and, after a nice meal, headed to the latter.  The pool was an outdoor one, and was a little chilly, but was the first one we had been to on our trip and was therefore a welcome luxury.  We swam together until the pool closed, at 10 pm, and then headed to bed to get ready for our early flight out of Myanmar.
September 5- Ayutthaya

We had breakfast at the hotel when the restaurant opened at 6 am.  They served a full buffet that was included in the price of the room.  We then took the hotel’s shuttle service on the one minute ride to the airport.  We really could have walked, if not for all the luggage that we were carrying.  We had developed another plan to wrangle our luggage from the would-be helpers, but none materialized that morning.  It was either too early for them, or perhaps the international terminal was better at preventing them from hanging around.  In celebration, I tipped the driver $1, just to prove that I really wasn’t that cheap.  We then caught our 8:35 flight out of Yangon, arriving in Bangkok at 10:20.  We left all our baggage at the "left luggage" department of the airport.  We had done this with a majority of our bags, both in Singapore as well as during our first trip to Bangkok, due to our short stays at both, but this time we left almost everything we had brought since we would not be staying in Bangkok that night.

There was only one thing that I really wanted to see in Thailand: the ancient ruins of Ayutthaya.  I obviously had an unquenchable thirst for ancient ruins, since that had been a reoccurring theme on this trip.  The first order of business was to catch a taxi to the main train station in Bangkok without being ripped off.  I had confirmed in my guidebook that the place to hail taxis was at the “departures” section of the airport.  There, metered taxis which have just dropped someone off would pick you up so that you can avoid the unmetered, flat rate, taxis which lined up near the “arrivals” area.  It took me a while to find this area, though, since the airport didn’t have many signs pointing to this location. I figured that this was another part of their scam, but then realized that, once you arrive at the airport, you are already at “departures”, by default, why would people need to be directed back there?

I finally found a taxi, which took us the 40 minute trip to the train station for less than it had initially cost us for the 20 minute trip to the hotel when we had visited Bangkok before.  We were finally learning the travel secrets of Thailand!  Once we had arrived at the train station, I bought 12:30 tickets for the 90 minute trip to Ayutthaya for the whopping sum of 50 cents each, and then we all had lunch at the KFC that was located in the station while we waited for the train to leave.  We even had time for some dessert at Dairy Queen- I guess we had missed the Western chain restaurants during our time in Myanmar where we had not seen a single recognizable chain during our entire stay.

The train was an experience in itself.  It was a typical commuter train in Bangkok, complete with wooden seats as well as toilets that opened to the tracks below when flushed.  The train would lurch every time that it made a stop (and there were many) as well as make some terrible clanking noises, but it seemed to be holding together for the most part.  Our car was soon packed full of people, but we had found seats since we had gotten on at the first stop.  Our trip took us past the royal palace in Bangkok, one of the places we would have liked to stop if we had had more time.  It started to rain as we headed out into the countryside surrounding Bangkok, we had been very lucky so far that rain had not spoiled any of our travel plans.  After all, it was rainy season in Southeast Asia!  Nevertheless, I hoped that it would stop in time to see this final goal.  It was still drizzling when we got off the train- at the wrong stop.

We had been spoiled in Japan.  When a train says that it is going to arrive by a certain time there- they meant it.  We had an arrival time of 1:58 printed on our ticket and, at precisely that time, we pulled into a train station.  Besides the time, there were a number of other things that led me to believe we were in the right spot.  First, I saw that the only other Westerners on the train were gathering their bags and preparing to disembark.  Just to make sure, I turned to the person sitting next to us on the train and asked “Ayutthaya?”  They then nodded their head in affirmation.  Finally, outside the train window, I could see a map of our destination, almost an exact replica of the one that was found in my guidebook.  With all of those cues in mind, we stepped off the train at two minutes before 2 in the afternoon.

Going by our guidebook, there should have been a ferry which crossed the river that lay across the highway that ran parallel to the train tracks.  We walked in what should have been the right direction, along the river, but there was no ferry to be found.  We finally asked someone, and they indicated that we should return to where the river met the highway.  Sure enough, we could make out a dock among the lily pad-choked channel, but could find to schedule or evidence of a ferry.  We finally returned to the train station and asked when the ferry left.  “No ferry”, was the only reply we could get from the man behind the counter.  Trudy was of the opinion at this point that we should buy tickets back to Bangkok on the first train headed in that direction.

The other Westerners we had seen, a Lithuanian couple, were not having much luck either.  They were negotiating with two men driving a covered pickup truck, who wanted $25 to take them to the main tourist area.  As this seemed like an exorbitant amount, they were unwilling to part with this amount of money.  We decided to hook up with them at this point, since we were both trying to get to the same place.  Since the maps that we both had indicated that there was also a bridge which crossed the river, in addition to the non-existent ferry, we set off together, walking in the direction of this bridge.  After 5 minutes of walking, the pickup truck pulled up alongside us.  They agreed to $20 to take all of us to our destination, and we finally understood why they were charging so much- it was a 20 minute drive away!

It was then that we began to understand the comedy of errors which had led us to get off at the wrong stop.  First, it appears that the arrival time on Thai train schedules was just wishful thinking, by my calculations, the train had not arrived at the correct stop until at least 2:20.  Second, the Lithuanians admitted that they were going by the schedule as well, but seeing us preparing our things to disembark clinched it for them.  Third, maybe the person on the train thought I was asking “are you going to Ayutthaya?”, or maybe they just nod their heads “yes” when they don’t understand a question.  Finally, I have no idea why they had a map of Ayutthaya in the “Bang Pa-in” train station, except perhaps to say “you are definitely not anywhere on this map”.

We finally arrived in Ayutthaya around 3:15 in the back of a pickup truck.  We had a little over an hour before most of the sights closed for the day, but we had more pressing matters to attend to.  Justin was feeling sick and needed to find a bathroom right away.  We parted ways with our new-found friends and then asked some people where to find a bathroom.  After 15 minutes of walking through a market place- all the while asking more people where the bathroom was, we finally found it.  The bathroom ended up costing 10 cents to enter, with a little roll of toilet paper costing the same, both of which I gladly paid to the lady behind the little table that had been set up near the entrance. 

After accomplishing this task, we all visited the temple which housed the largest Buddha in Thailand and then Justin and I strolled through the main set of ruins, called Wat Phra Si Sanphet, while Trudy and Brennan, whose thirst for ancient ruins had apparently been quenched, waited for us near where the pickup had dropped us off.  The ruins in Thailand were interesting to me since they contained large domes that appeared to be made of concentric circles stacked one on top of one another.  Also, some of the ruins had a much more “Roman” appearance than any of the other sites that we had visited, complete with columns and buttresses.  As we reached the end of the walled compound and turned to rejoin the others, Justin paused for a second and took what would become my favorite picture on the entire trip:  a view of Wat Phra Si Sanphet from behind the crumbling walls, just as the sun was about to set.  It looked like it belonged on a postcard or on a Thai tourism website. 

Trudy and Brennan were ready to go back to Bangkok, but I talked them into one more stop on the way to the train station.  One of the most famous sights in Ayutthaya was Wat Mahatat, which contained a statue of Buddha which had been toppled by the ravages of time so long ago that a fig tree had grown around it, with only its face peaking out from among the roots.  It was similar to something we had seen at Ta Prohm in Cambodia, but unique enough that I was interested in seeing it.  We walked over to where some bicycle rickshaws were parked and hired two of them, for $1 each, to take us on the 15 minute ride to this site.  On the way, we saw one of the more interesting specimens of wildlife we had seen on the trip: a water monitor lizard, which was at least four feet long, ran across the road in front of us and dove into a nearby pond.

When we reached Wat Mahatat, it was almost time for the area to close.  This, coupled with the fact that the rest of the family was ready to call it a day, meant that we didn’t spend much time there at all.  I felt like the stereotypical Japanese tourists that we would joke about on the trip- pausing to take their picture next to some famous sight while making the victory sign with their fingers, and then rushing off to see the next attraction.  But seeing it this way was better than not seeing it at all in my book.  We paused to take a few pictures, sans victory sign, and then headed back towards the entrance.

We did a little shopping at some area stands that were set up outside Wat Mahatat so that we would have at least a few souvenirs from Thailand.  Justin bought a collection of chopsticks so that he would have something to bring back to his Japanese friends at school.  We then found a pickup, like the one we had arrived to Ayutthaya in, that agreed to take us to the train station.  We arrived at the station around 5:30 to find that the next train out wasn’t for another hour, so we hung around there until it was time to leave.  

Justin, who was still feeling ill, was interested in visiting yet another pay bathroom, while Brennan took a liking to the half dozen stray dogs that made their home around the train station.  Soon, our Lithuanian friends showed up to wait for the train as well, they shared some Thai beer with us that they had picked up in town before heading to the station.  At 6 pm, they played the Thai national anthem over the loud speakers and we all stood up, hands at our sides, as we now knew was expected of us.

The train ride back to Bangkok was fairly uneventful, as was the taxi ride to the airport.  We ate dinner at a family restaurant in the airport, where I had pad Thai, my last taste of authentic Thai food.  Since the family wanted to use the internet after we ate, I handed the waiter a 100 Baht bill (about $3) and asked if he could give me some change, since the internet computers only used 10 Baht coins.  He bowed his head in thanks and stuck the bill in his front pocket, evidently thinking it was a tip.  Luckily, another waiter, who apparently spoke some English, witnessed the whole exchange and explained to him what we wanted.  

After we had all checked our email, we went through the immigration procedures to leave the country, in which we had to stand in an unexpectedly long line, since it was about 11:30 pm at that point.  I had outdone myself this time with the early flights- the cheapest flight back to Japan that I could find was the red eye that left at 1 am.  Everything else, like almost all flights into and out of Japan, was exorbitantly expensive.  The day officially ended as we shopped in an airport shop for omiyagi, the nearly compulsory gift that one brings back to one’s coworkers after you have been on a trip.  Although I was running out of Baht by that point, this wasn’t a problem, the store must have been used to Japanese visitors- they were happy to accept yen for purchases as well. 
September 6- Return to Japan

We boarded our flight about 12:30 am and were soon off on our 4 hour flight to Japan.  Bangkok Airways flew two cut-rate flights to Japan from Bangkok, one to Hiroshima and one to Fukuoka, on the island of Kyushu.  It was this latter destination that I had chosen, figuring that it might be our only chance to visit Kyushu during our stay in Japan.  It wasn’t Fukuoka, per se, which interested me the most, but a city which was located on the tip of the island, 100 miles to its south, Nagasaki.  We had visited Hiroshima earlier; I figured that a trip to Nagasaki was an appropriate way to bring our journey to completion.

The trip on Bangkok Airways was one of the nicer flights that we had taken, since they were not technically a budget airline, like the rest of our flights on the trip had involved.  I, however, did not take full advantage of the services, since I was asleep for most of the time.  The family did not sleep quite as well, and ended up watching most of the in-flight movies.  We arrived in Fukuoka about 8:30, since there was a 4 hour time difference between Bangkok and Japan.  A classic picture I took of the kids is of them sitting on a bench outside of Fukuoka Airport, hunched over and sound asleep.  It speaks volumes about the general state of the family after 3 weeks on the road!

My original plan was to use our discount train tickets to get to Nagasaki.  I had bought 10 tickets, only 6 of which we used on the trip to Hiroshima.  However, in the confusion that followed our delay in Kobe that evening, Trudy had stuck the remaining tickets into her pants pocket and had subsequently washed them, destroying them completely.  While I had not been happy about the loss of the tickets then (and Trudy had regretted even more the fact that tiny fragments of them could be found on our laundry for weeks), it ended up being a blessing in disguise.  Instead of a 5 hour train ride using the discount trains, we ended up on a 2 hour bus ride to Nagasaki.  I suspect that the former arrangement would have led to full mutiny by the other travellers, which we had already gotten dangerously close to in Ayutthaya.

As it was, the bus picked us up directly from the airport and deposited us at Nagasaki station in two hours time, during which time the family mostly slept.  Once in Nagasaki, we put most of our luggage in lockers in the train station and took an overnight bag with us to the hotel, a Comfort Inn that I had booked over the internet.  We took a trolley car, which was strangely reminiscent of the ones we rode in Hiroshima, to the stop nearest the hotel and walked the rest of the way.  We arrived at 11:30 and I asked if there was a chance that our room was ready, since check in was not officially until 1 pm.  They informed us that it wasn’t, so we replied that we would wait in the lobby until it was.

While we waited, Justin and I decided to walk over and see one of the sights that I wanted to see in Nagasaki, which happened to be just a few blocks from the hotel.  Dejima was an artificial island off the shore of Nagasaki that the Japanese forced Dutch traders to live on in order to have the privilege of trading with them during the 200 year period of isolation when Japan had no other contact with the outside world.  Due to subsequent land reclamation projects, the island was now surrounded by the city, but the period buildings had recently been restored to display the history of that time.  We spent the next 45 minutes walking around Dejima and looking at the displays there.

By the time we returned, everyone was very hungry, so Justin and I walked to the food court of a mall which was on the harbor and picked up food from McDonalds for lunch.  We ate at tables in the lobby in the area where the hotel served breakfast.  During lunch, it occurred to me that the hotel was not going to check us in early, even if the room was completely empty as well as sparkling clean.  We had been spoiled by checking into hotels at early as 8:30 am in Myanmar.  This was Japan, and I knew without a doubt that they were not going to bend the rules one iota.  Sure enough, at 1:01, they said that our room was finally ready.

We all went right to bed- we had two twin beds as well as a couch that folded out into a bed, for Brennan.  I only slept for about two hours, though, since I had gotten a decent amount of sleep on the plane.   Since I was still in the mood for touring, , I decided to set off on my own while the family was fast asleep.  I started by taking a trolley to the Oura Catholic Church, the oldest church in Japan.  Even before Dejima, Nagasaki had historically been the principle city for trade with the outside world.  Portuguese missionaries had brought Catholicism to Japan for the first time in Nagasaki.  After this, I traveled back to Nagasaki station and walked a few blocks to the monument of the 26 martyrs.  Once the shogun had grown to regret allowing foreign influence, including religion, into the country, he ordered that a number of Christians, 20 of which were Japanese lay people, be crucified in Nagasaki, in order to make an example of them.  I surveyed their likenesses, which were carved into a wall, and took a picture of the church which stood on the site.

Instead of taking the trolley back, I walked south along the harbor, until I reached the mall that we had visited earlier.  There, I bought myself a “baseball crunch” flavored ice cream cone from Baskin Robbins.  Most of the 31 flavors in Japan had names that didn’t give a person any clue what was actually in them.  I had ordered “popping shower” on a previous trip to the chain.  I then continued to walk along the harbor, scoping out places that I thought the family might want to go for dinner.

When I returned to the hotel room, around 5 pm, the family was still fast asleep.  While I waited for them to wake up, I decided to check my email using the wireless connection in the room.  I was pleasantly surprised to see an email from Mitch, since I had heard he had not feeling well, and had emailed him from Beijing to wish him a speedy recovery.  The email was actually from Bruce, a mutual friend of ours, who was using Mitch’s computer to email all of his contacts.  He wrote that Mitch had died of pneumonia about 1 am that morning, and that a wake would be held the following evening, followed by a private funeral on Saturday.

I was shocked as well as saddened- we had planned to get together with Mitch again as soon as we returned from our trip.  I was glad that the family had at least been able to meet this great man before we had left the country.  I broke the news to them after they awoke, around 6 pm.  Since Trudy didn’t really feel like leaving the hotel to eat, the boys and I returned yet again to the mall on the harbor and picked up take-out from KFC, as well as ice cream for the boys.  Soon after we had eaten, the family went back to bed.

September 7- The Wake

The family woke up just in time to enjoy the hotel’s continental breakfast before it closed at 9 am as well as to check out by 10.  I was pretty sure what the hotel’s attitude would be about late check out without even asking.  We walked to Nagasaki Station to stash our overnight bags in a locker as well, and then boarded the trolley for Nagasaki’s Peace Park.

We saw the stairs which led up to the Peace Park as we rounded the corner from the trolley stop, but decided to first walk to the bomb’s epicenter, which was a short distance to the south of the park.  There, they had erected black stone monolith to mark the spot over which the atomic bomb had exploded on August 9th, 1945.  “Hypocenter Park” also contained a surviving column from Urakami Cathedral, an Eastern Orthodox church that was completely destroyed by the blast.  The column contained carvings of Jesus and his disciples, looking eerily sad as they looked down upon the site of the explosion.  Another feature of the park was a large statue of a woman comforting her infant.  However, instead of being a representation of something that happened that terrible day, the statue was meant to convey Japan as the child and the nations which came to her aid as the mother.  It was a surprising depiction of a country which had been known throughout history for its seclusion from foreigners.

While Nagasaki’s Peace Museum lay a bit further to the south, we decided that we had seen enough misery at the corresponding museum in Hiroshima, and therefore headed back toward the Peace Park that we had passed.  There, we saw the most famous statue in Nagasaki, the pale blue Peace Statue of a seated man with one outstretched arm, which symbolized peace, as well as one raised arm- pointing to the continued threat of nuclear weapons.  There was also a beautiful fountain in the park, which we walked past as we headed to the stairs which we had seen from near the trolley stop.

Back at Nagasaki Station, we ate lunch at Saizeriya, the Italian chain that we had become acquainted with in Japan.  After collecting our luggage from the lockers, we walked across the street to the bus station and caught a 1:30 bus to Nagasaki Airport.  Even though our flight did not leave until 4:50, the family was done sightseeing and figured that, in this case, getting to the airport earlier than usual did not hurt.  The trip to the airport took about 45 minutes, since it was built on the far side of the bay from Nagasaki itself.  Like Kansai airport in Osaka, it was built on a small strip of land which had been reclaimed from the surrounding bay.

As I checked in for our flight, I noticed that an earlier flight to Osaka was leaving in 20 minutes, so I asked if it was too late to switch to this one.  They said that we still could, so we hurried to the gate as they began boarding our flight.  As the plane took off, we were treated to a pilot’s eye view of take off from Nagasaki on the large movie screen in the front of the plane, the first time that I had ever seen this done.  I morbidly wondered if they would suddenly cut the camera if the pilot made a mistake or if the plane suddenly plummeted to ground. Of course, neither of these things happened, and one hour later, on our approach to Osaka, the camera was switched on again and we were able to watch the plane land.  Since this was a domestic flight, we had flown into Osaka’s Itami airport, which was only a 10 minute monorail ride from our house, rather than a 90 minute bus or train ride to Kanku.  

We arrived home from our 9,000 mile trip at 4:30 pm on the 22nd day of our travels.  I promptly took a shower, changed into my best clothes, and left, around 5 pm, to walk to Ishibashi.  There, I boarded a train to go to Kyoto to attend Mitch’s wake.  In Kyoto, I switched to the subway and got off at the station that I imagined was closest to Mitch’s house.  I still had in my possession his business card, which contained his hand written directions of how to get to his house, which I had showed to a taxi driver the only other time I had visited there.  Since it was still early when I arrived at the subway station in northwest Kyoto, I started walking toward the hills which surrounded Kyoto, in the direction that I though that I remembered his house was located.

After 20 minutes of walking, I had still not reached the hills and I figured that it was now time to call a taxi to take me the rest of the way.  I was on a small street which was lined with shops, but there were no taxis to be seen anywhere.  I had originally thought it fitting to take one of the taxis which was owned by Mitch’s family, but was soon willing to settle for any taxi that I could find.  A couple eventually did drive by, but they were already filled with passengers.  Down the street, I saw a busier road and reasoned that it would be a better place to find a cab, so I walked in that direction- it was now 6:45, the wake was about to begin in 15 minutes.

Sure enough, upon reaching the street which I had seen, there was an empty cab and, as luck would have it- it happened to be one of Mitch’s Yasaka taxis.  It took me right to his house, which I had been walking in the direction of, although I was still a good distance away and would never have found by myself once I entered his residential neighborhood.  There was a long line of mourners; all dressed in nearly identical black suits, outside of his house.  I took my place in line, wearing my gold and navy shirt with navy dress pants- as if I was not already conspicuous enough as the only foreigner in line.  After a while, someone indicated that I needed to sign in at a tent first, so I got out of line and gave the people at the tent my own business card, which they seemed to prefer, in lieu of signing.  That is when Bruce saw me and came over to talk to me.

Bruce told me more about Mitch’s last hours and explained to me the procedure for going through the reception line.  He was about to escort me back to the end of the line, when a lady I had originally been standing next to indicated that she had saved my place.  When our turn came, the two of us entered the house together (for everyone entered two at a time), took a pinch of incense that was sitting in front of the closed casket, and tossed the pinch into a pile of burning incense.  We then bowed to the family in turn as we left what had earlier been Mitch’s living room, but was now converted into a chamber with all the trappings of a funeral parlor.

Bruce was waiting for me at the exit to the house, and took me to Mitch’s garage, which had been set up for people to sit in and to drink tea.  He urged me to stay for another hour, until the wake was over, so I could get a chance to talk with Mitch’s wife, since, in a Japanese wake, one doesn’t typically talk to the family- a simple bow is all that is allowed.  When the people had cleared out, the two of us reentered the house and I was able to talk to Mrs. Kumeda through Bruce, who acted as a translator.  She then asked that the casket be opened so I could say a final goodbye to Mitch- something else that never happened at a Japanese wake.

Soon, it was time for me to go.  I took a cab back to the subway station and retraced my steps until I arrived back at my house at 11 pm.  It had been quite a day!

