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Ideas for quick 
family getaways

BY LYNN O’ROURKE HAYES

THE DALLAS MORNING NEWS

Take a weekend or a few days 
to explore a new city or the coun-
tryside. A break from routine can 
be just what your family needs. 
Here are a few ideas.

1. RIDE THE RAILS
IN CALIFORNIA

Capture views of the beautiful 
California coast from the com-
fort of a seat aboard the Pacific 
Surfliner. The train’s travel time 
between San Luis Obispo and San 
Diego is about nine hours. Ride the 
route in a day, or take a long week-
end and pop on and off the train 
to explore sites on foot. Bring a 
bike on board, then cycle at stops 
to nearby attractions. Consider 
taking a shuttle connection to Dis-
neyland when the Surfliner rolls 
into Anaheim. Kids will love the 
train experience and the views of 
beaches, farm fields, cliffs and cit-
ies. Children ages 2 to 15 ride for 
half price when traveling with an 
adult paying a regular fare.

Contact :  (800)  872-7245; 
www.amtrakcalifornia.com.

2. VISIT ST. LOUIS
The iconic Gateway Arch is the 

nation’s tallest, man-made monu-
ment and is the centerpiece of a riv-
erfront recreation area. Take a tram 
ride to the top for a panoramic view, 
then visit the Museum of Westward 
Expansion on site. Don’t miss Magic 
House, the city’s 30-year-old chil-
dren’s museum with its hands-on 
creative and educational exhibits. 
Visit the St. Louis Art Museum, zoo, 
Ulysses S. Grant Farm and Missouri 
History Museum for free.

Contact :  (800)  325-7962; 
www.explorestlouis.com.

3. CAMP AT 
LAKE POWELL

This visually stunning lake at 
Page, Ariz., on the Arizona-Utah 
border, was created in 1963 when 
the Glen Canyon Dam was built to 
hold back the waters of the Colo-
rado River. Today, Powell is the 
nation’s second-largest man-made 
lake, and its beauty and potential 
for adventures delight visitors of all 
ages. Along its 2,000-mile shoreline 
are sandstone cliffs, more than 90 
canyons, and rock outcroppings that 
offer hiking and climbing opportuni-
ties. Rent a kayak or power boat 
and explore the hundreds of nooks 
and crannies that make the lake a 
favorite for family vacations.

Contact:  (888)  486- 4665;
www.lakepowell.com.

4. VISIT BOSTON
Get the big picture aboard the 

city’s Duck Tour during warm 
months. Kids will love hearing about 
local history from the “conDUCK-
tor” and will enjoy the grand finale: 
The amphibious-landing vehicle 
plunks into the Charles River. Don’t 
miss the Freedom Trail, which pro-
vides a 2.5-mile, red-brick pathway 
to 16 historic sites, including Paul 
Revere’s house and the warship 
USS Constitution. Grab lunch from 
food stalls in Faneuil Marketplace 
and enjoy street performers. Young 
sports fans won’t want to miss 
Fenway Park.

Contact :  (888)  733-2678; 
www.bostonusa.com.

5. SEE THE STATE 
NEXT DOOR

Pull out the map, find a city, 
town or recreation area you’ve 
always wanted to explore and plan 
a family getaway. Weekends are 
likely to offer festivals, art shows, 
theater performances and other 
events nearby. Check your state’s 
tourism website for ideas, an events 
calendar and even last-minute 
deals at resorts, hotels and parks. 
Many states offer scenic driving 
tour routes and free travel guides.

Contact: www.usa.gov/Citizen/
Topics/Travel_Tourism/State_
Tourism.shtml.
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VIETNAM • “Why would 
you choose to go there?” 
my great-aunt said, eyes 
filling with tears, when she 
heard my college friends 
and I were going to spend 
a summer in Vietnam. She 
had too many memories of 
those who went and never 
returned. To my aunt and 
many other Americans, 
going to Vietnam still can’t 
mean visiting a nation of 
idyllic beauty frozen in time 
because it still means draft 
cards, fighting the impos-
sible fight and saying good-
bye and meaning it.

“I remember when they 
would come and interrupt 
class,” my mother says. 
“We all knew what it meant 
and we would start to cry 
and pray before we even 
knew who they came for.” 
Only now, I had come for 
Vietnam.

TEA & ENGLISH
Sometimes I remem-

ber the story beginning 
as we stepped out of the 

airport, greeted by a wave 
of oppressive humidity and 
hundreds of Vietnamese 

holding signs for someone 
named “Nguyen.” Getting 
into a Vietnamese taxi that 
wove its way through a 
sea of cars and bikes and 
motorbikes that would’ve 
terrified us had we not been 
too tired to care after the 
17-hour flight. But in real-
ity, we spent our first two 
hours in Vietnam trying to 
leave the airport. Trying to 
convince the customs offi-
cers that, although we did 
attend a Baptist university, 

we weren’t there to convert 
the defenseless masses. Our 
first encounter with a com-
munist nation.

Most visitors to Viet-
nam have come to experi-
ence what they imagine is 
a culture about as foreign 
to their own as any still in 
existence. But what most 
Vietnamese are anxious to 
show visitors is how well 
they can speak English. As 
we walked into an English 
class at a university in Ho 
Chi Minh City, the topic for 
the day was the impending 
threat of helmet laws for 

motorbike riders. Riders 
who maneuver traffic every-
day that makes New York 
or even Rome look like the 
Disney’s Autotopia. Most 
Vietnamese couldn’t afford 
a helmet if they wanted to 
buy one, let alone pay the 
fines imposed if this law 
passed and they didn’t. 
Still, the conversation took 
a strange turn. “Helmets 
look funny,” one boy com-
plained. “Yes,” another girl 
chimed in, “When you get 
to your date, your hair not 

BEAUTIFUL COUNTRYSIDE: Crossing a small river outside of Dalat, Vietnam.

VIETNAMVIETNAM
A land of  beauty rises among memories of  war

DIFFERENT VIEWS: Ho Chi Minh City 
from the top of a hotel.

BUSY: The marketplace at Dalat is bustling with shoppers 
and vendors selling fish, chickens and more.
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FISHING: People on a boat in Nha Trang.
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look pretty.” Consensus 
was that the law shouldn’t 
pass.

After class, students 
migrate to the nearby “Tea 
& English.” If you appear 
foreign or let slip a word 
of English, expect to make 
new friends. For them, 
learning the language 
means they can get a job 
at a hotel or restaurant or 
shop — and maybe, one 
day, get to America.

A LAND OF 
CONTRADICTIONS

Throughout Ho Chi 
Minh City you can visit 
Little America where 
eager salesmen wearing 
shirts that read “Adidis 
Just do it” draw you to 
racks upon racks of west-
ern CDs and DVDs. You 
can buy a bootleg copy 
of “Braveheart” for $1, so 
long as you don’t mind 
watching the defender of 
Scotland’s independence 
dubbed in French with 
misspelled English sub-
titles. We each bought 
numerous copies, throw-
ing aside our usual scru-
ples about pirated media. 
Somehow, you feel you’re 
doing a good thing by 
supporting these street 
vendors, even if Mel will 
never get his share.

D ow n  t h e  s t re e t , 
you can hear a heav-
i ly accented version 
of Michael Jackson’s 
“Thriller” belted out as 
you pass the karaoke bar 
that sits on every corner 
of the nation’s largest city 
— one of the few times 
the Vietnamese are not 
soft-spoken. You can also 
visit a water park, which 
feels familiar until they 
ask you if you’d like to 
rent a bathing suit.

Every lodging in the 
city, including our friendly 
Peace Hotel, will gladly 
change your American 
dollars into Vietnamese 
dong. While the exchange 
rate is only sometimes 
posted, most moneychang-
ers round off anyway. It’s 
good to know that the big-
ger the bill you give, the 
better exchange rate you’ll 
receive. But it always 
seems like a good deal 
when you give them $20 
and get back 321,730 dong.

We had been thorough-
ly convinced that the pov-
erty of Vietnam was real; 
much more so than in 
New York, where beggars 
were dismissed because 
surely they could get jobs 
if they really tried. But 
this was different. This 
was the Third World. So 
I was taken aback when 
I put a loaf of fresh bread 
into the outstretched 
hand of a beggar and he 
mumbled in annoyance. 
Just like home.

THE OTHER SIDE 
OF THE WAR

Visiting the Cu Chi 
Tunnels is often on the 
list of things to do for the 
first-time visitor to Viet-
nam. Before going down 
into the tunnels, govern-
ment employees acting as 
tour guides lead you into 
a room where you sit in 
neat rows, staring at the 
ever-present close-up of 

Ho Chi Minh’s head float-
ing on a backdrop of red 
until the video begins. The 
video gives the history of 
the Trail, explaining how 
it was built and the deci-
sive role it played in the 
war. One clip of particular 
interest was when they 
discussed how the Ameri-
cans came “to destroy 
the simple tranquility of 
Cu Chi” and “to kill our 
women and children.”

After  exit ing this 
room, the tour begins. 
First on the list is a series 
of model booby traps, 
backed by a muraled 
wall showing blue-eyed, 
blond-haired young men 
getting their legs ripped 
off. While the tour guide 
brags about the traps’ 
effectiveness, visions of 
another wall bearing the 
names of these victims fill 
your eyes with tears and 
your heart with anger.

Next, visitors stop to 
pose for photos on top of 
a rusty American tank; 
meanwhile,  the tour 
guide explains how the 
Vietnamese stopped this 
tank in its tracks, killing 
the soldiers inside. Add-
ing to the feeling of being 
in a war zone is the con-
stant gunfire from the 
nearby shooting range 
— open to tourists for 
an additional fee — and 
the sound of mock land 
mines detonating if your 
foot trips one of the wires 
strung across the path. 
You then get a taste of 
travel down in the tun-
nels, which were clearly 
not sized for American 
frames. As you bend and 
squat and scrape your 
elbows on the jagged rock 
walls, you imagine Viet-
cong plots being hatched 
in the underground meet-
ing room. Be sure to visit 
the souvenir/snack shop 
that finishes off the tour.

CHANCE 
ENCOUNTER IN A 
COLLEGE TOWN

Two lakes, a famous 
pagoda and one large 
waterfall  draw many 
tourists to Dalat, six 
hours northeast of Ho 
Chi Minh City. There, 
in spite of its renown as 
the honeymoon Mecca of 
the nation, one feels a bit 
more as though they’re in 
their imagined Vietnam. 
Tiny women with brown, 
wrinkled skin waddle 
down the dirt roads bal-
ancing a stick with bas-
kets of bread and vegeta-
bles on either side. Coni-
cal hats are everywhere 
and fewer people speak 
English, though enough 
to help the steady stream 
of tourists get by.

The street market in 
Dalat is an experience 
unlike any other. Thou-
sands of people pack the 
street so tightly that, 
when looking down on 
the scene from the balco-
ny of a nearby restaurant, 
the ground is hardly vis-
ible. When you are in the 
middle of the throng, you 
are being called in every 
direction: “Flowers!” 
“Pigs’ feet!” “Baskets!” 
“Fish!” The vendors line 
the road, further excit-
ed by the sight of what 
they can only assume are 

wealthy foreigners. The 
meat market can be a 
bit overwhelming for the 
faint of heart. Neverthe-
less, this singular experi-
ence is worth getting up 
at 6 a.m. to witness (and 
hear and smell...).

A 15-minute drive and 
20-minute boat ride from 
Dalat, you can climb into 
a makeshift seat atop 
an elephant and begin a 
bumpy and pleasant ride 
into the jungle, guided by 
a tiny, barefooted man 
who straddles the ele-
phant’s head with ease. 
Plastic sheets are pro-
vided to protect you from 
the rain that comes with-
out warning and exposes 
the surrounding jungle 
for its most vibrant of 
greens. After a 45-min-
ute ride, with only a brief 
interruption to adjust the 
seat that’s begun to slide 
around to the belly of 
the beast, you’ll arrive at 
scattered bamboo homes 
lining a creek that swells 
by the minute with the 
falling rains. There, you 
may choose from one of 
several one-room “cab-
ins” planted firmly on the 
ground, or you can brave-
ly venture into the “tree 
house” towering 30 feet 
in the air.

A smile at a waitress 
in one of Dalat’s finer 
restaurants sparked an 
unexpected friendship. 

Kim Anh had been watch-
ing us under the guise 
of being at our beck and 
call. We were laughing 
hysterically at another 
of Alex’s antics when I 
glanced back and smiled 
at her. She gathered the 
nerve to come over and 
ask, “Excuse me, but 
why are you laughing?” 
Soon we were discussing 
our futures, American 
pop culture and plan-
ning where we’d meet for 
a tour of her university. 
Before that day was over 
she told me, “You are my 
happiness.” It may have 
been partially the result 
of mistaken grammar, but 
I’ll take it.

We were alarmed when 
we came to see Kim Anh 
before we left Dalat and 
found her with bruise 
marks all over her neck. 
When we asked her 
what had happened, she 
gave her shy giggle and 
explained they were Viet-
namese “cure” marks to 
help her get rid of her flu. 
This process, called Cao-
Gio, or “coining,” involves 
forcibly rubbing the skin 
with a coin or spoon to 
remove their “evil wind.” 
Coining is still the most 
popular form of treat-
ment for colds and flues 
in Southern Vietnam. Kim 
Anh was still sick when we 
said goodbye forever.

SAYING GOODBYE
Throughout the trip, 

the fact that you are in a 
Communist country is dif-
ficult to forget. In Dalat, 
we were questioned by a 
man posing as another 
local longing to practice 
his English who later 
turned out to be a plain-
clothes police officer. Two 
of the girls in our group 
were followed through 
the market by another of 
the same. In Nha Trang, 
one tried, unsuccessfully, 
to sell us pot.

We were told our 
greatest threat was to be 
deported back to Amer-
ica, so our fears were 
somewhat assuaged dur-
ing these incidents. But 
for the people of Vietnam, 
they face far greater risks 
everyday.

My most blatant con-
frontation with the men 
in uniform happened 
on the border between 
Vietnam and Cambodia. 
After nine dusty hours 
on an air condition-free 
bus along unmaintained 
roads  from Ho Chi 
Minh City, we gratefully 
stepped on solid ground 

and were instantly struck 
by the beauty of where 
we were. Against a back-
drop of the most vivid 
green and spanning the 
clay road that would take 
us from a Communist 
nation to one that is near-
ly Communist, there was 
an intricately carved red 
sign with bright yellow 
writing announcing this 
change. As I reached for 
my camera to “capture 
the moment,” there was 
instant, indecipherable 
yelling as a man rushed 
toward me and pointed 
his automatic weapon 
in my face. I was able to 
gather that he did not 
want me to take a picture 
of the border. 

Fortunately, he chose 
not to confiscate my 
camera and we hurried 
across to the “safety” 
of Cambodia. From the 
other side, I snapped my 
picture with no recourse 
from Cambodian officials. 
And with that farewell, I 
said a regretful goodbye 
to the nation of Vietnam.

Brooke Edwards may be reached 

at (760) 955-5358 or at 

bedwards@VVDailyPress.com.
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VIETNAM: An experience in this fascinating country will not be soon forgotten  
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THE SIGHTS: A view of Ho Chi Minh City and the Saigon River.

SWEET FACES: The Co Ho children in Lat Village, also 
known as the Chicken Village, is not far from Dalat. The 
village is famous for weaving silk and a statue of a giant 
chicken. The Co Ho are an indigenous tribe to Vietnam.

INTO THE JUNGLE: Tourists take an elephant ride 
outside of Dalat.


