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Having survived the 14-hour Korean Airline flight from Las Vegas to Seoul, Diane 

and I were revived to homeostasis by our angelic Korean flight attendants, dressed 

in fitted, azure attire, who prepared us for landing with hot face towels followed by 

a light breakfast of assorted Korean bakery confections and beverages.   

Receiving a reprieve from Seats 48 F and 48 G, we left the safety of our 777 luxury 

liner with a headlong rush into the chaos of Incheon’s lavish International Terminal, 

where previous visitations to this Asian hub demonstrated an acceptance of the 

continuous paradigm toward modernization. In its present reincarnation, Incheon 

again challenges the senses for every indulgence known to corporeal men and 

women. It has lived up to its image as the International Maison de haute couture.  

 

For Diane and me, the only prescription after such an arduous flight would be a 

body massage offered by several therapeutic massage establishments on the prom-

enade.  

With a three-hour layover until our next flight, we engaged the Spa on Air services 

located on the second level of the main terminal. We were greeted by a diminutive 

masseuse therapist, coiffed with a deep sapphire black pageboy cut and whose Eng-

lish was without an accent. She began with a Seoulistic bow and concomitantly in-

toned her name as Song Park. She started our orientation with the myriad of an-

cient healing modalities offered by the spa service. We chose the Thai Massage with 

its Ayurvedic and yoga posturing therapy to restore balance and mobility to our ag-

ing bodies and prepare us for our next 6-hour flight to Bangkok, Thailand, with our 

final destination Yangon, Myanmar (Burma).  
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With our life forces (chi) fully restored and our bodies energized with various Korean tap-

as, including Dolsot Bibimbap at the Sanuki Bore Eatery, Diane and I boarded without in-

cident for our 6-hour flight to Bangkok in our new Seats 39 G and H.  

 

Unlike every major port of call, deplaning at Bangkok’s  International Suvarnabhumi 

Airport was orderly, an assemblage of porters and hotel hustlers inveigling the throng of 

visitors of their services, but luckily for us, a chauffeur in a well-appointed black Armani 

knock-off suit held a whiteboard with a Hotel logo and our names verdantly printed on it. 

We took it as a sign from God that our Kiplian journey would begin without a kerfuffle, 

and the Hotel Shangri-La, with its world-renowned Thai amenities and its spirit of hospi-

tality, would soon be an oasis on the celestial serai.  

 

With our luggage attended to without request by awaiting smartly dressed hotel staff, we 

entered the world appositely known as Shangri-La. Floral creations and fountains adorned 

the entrance with gold leaf-trimmed doorways leading to Registration. We were greeted 

there with formality afforded to attachés without portfolio, a welcome appreciated after a 

20-hours of flight. 

Our designated room on the 17th floor served as our Thai sanctuary, with its décor reso-

nating with the classic Thai design of silk and teak.  

With a room view overlooking the Chao Phraya River and the City, the 20-hour flight was 

well worth the time. 
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Following the sun west from Bangkok, we embark on our week-long river vessel pas-

sage on the Irrawaddy River to the colorful city of Mandalay from Yangon, Myanmar 

(Rangoon, Burma). Yangon, a city with a dense population of temples, shrines, and 

stupas, has endured the impermanence of time since our reprise in 1973. Still, the hu-

midity and unique scent of the city has remained unaffected by those who experienced 

its character 42 years past.  In a country steeped with the extraordinary profession of 

Buddhist sanctity, we find achieving Nirvana a steeper learning curve than we first 

thought. Still, like a siren’s call to the Irrawaddy River, we find ourselves drawn to a 

world closed for almost 50 years and to what Rudyard Kipling called “On Road to Man-

dalay.”  

From the Yangon Airport, we are chauffeured to the departure port, where our crew 

and guide ready themselves for the challenges of a one-week river cruise and daily 

cultural village excursions.  Once on board the RV Indochina Pandaw, a luxury flat-

bottom, teak wood boat, the team makes its final check before casting off and ac-

knowledging the throng of well-wishers on the pier who wave their salutatory valedic-

tions to those who accept the challenge offered by a river passage. 
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With our baggage safely stored in Suite 200 and the anxiety of hotel departures and 

riverboat boarding schedules lifted, we find solace on the boat deck in the form of 

morning tea and deck chairs located at the aft of the boat.  With the diesel engine voic-

ing a Chuck Berry 12-bar blues rhythmic pattern, we launch our journey heading north 

on the Irrawaddy River to the exotic city of Mandalay. As we leave Yangon in the dis-

tance, we are witness to the clouds at the river horizon, appearing as an entertaining 

Rorschach display with characters morphing on the Myanmar celestial stage and images 

limited only to the extent of our imaginations. Just as a Sanskrit Mandala returns to its 

five Elements of Nature: Earth, Water, Fire, Air, and Space, the beauty of the river sky-

line transcends imagination returning to the graphic elements that will again be appreci-

ated as an apparition of Nirvana. 
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“Stuck in Mandalay with the Yangon Blues again” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Captain Kyaw Tint, a veteran Captain in Myanmar’s Navy, exuded a command pres-

ence as his booming voice over the ship’s sound system shouted out the cautionary 

orders for staff to check the water depth. It’s winter here in Myanmar, and running 

the vessel aground on ever-changing sandbars would be disastrous, resulting in pas-

senger delays and possible costly repairs. From both sides of the bow, the ship’s crew 

members armed with 6 meters poles and, with deliberation, stabbed the muddy wa-

ters yelling out the river depth readings to the Executive Officer, who relayed the 

numbers to the Bridge. The ship’s pilot craft which was attached to the Ship’s star-

board side in port was immediately dispatched to serve as another navigation tool in 

the impermanent channels of the Irrawaddy River.  

Unfortunately, the ship was hijacked by an unforgiving sand troll, and after several 

attempts to loosen its grip by local Tug Boat operators, talk from the crew corroborat-

ed what everyone was thinking. Burmese loosely translated: “Stuck in Mandalay 

with the Yangon Blues again.”  

On the banks of the Irrawaddy with its heavily populated pagodas, stupas, and tem-

ples, we retired for the night with our 2,000-ton transport stuck on a sand bar, hope-

ful to be free from the clutches of the sand troll by morning and only to be comforted 

by the constant flow of Buddhist Chants, not on my top 40 chants for 2016.  



18 



19 



20 



21 



22 



23 



24 



25 

 

 

Unlike the Islamic call to prayer in the morning, the hills of the Irrawaddy were alive 

with the sound of music as the monks competed throughout the night at the Woodstock 

of Bagan, with the winner of the Battle Bands qualifying as a candidate for Myanmar Idol 

Show. 

Heading north on the Irrawaddy River, Diane and I enjoy the view of our last sunrise in 

Myanmar on the bow of our ship, the RV Indochina Pandaw.  Feeling the warmth of the 

rising sun on our faces and with a westerly breeze blowing across the boat, reducing the 

incessant 90% dew point to a livable 23 degrees Celsius, the river comes to life with 

fishermen firing up their narrowed power vessels and barges enjoined by tug boats blar-

ing warning shots in quiet dawn to announce their domination on the channels.  It’s a 

scene played out every day on the Irrawaddy, irrespective of our presence as guests to 

witness this timeless event.  Unfortunately, like all journeys, the circle closes on this 

photographic voyage with memories permanently stored in the Dizon Family Cloud, my 

64 GB Flash Drive, and my SD camera memory chip.  This morning we board Bangkok 

Airways from Mandalay to our Thai sanctuary, the Shangri-La Hotel. 
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Our experience in Myanmar (Burma) advanced our decision to visit this destination 

because Bhutan is deeply steeped in its unique Buddhist heritage and, like Myanmar, 

has remained intact because of its isolation from the rest of the world until the mid-

20th century. It’s only a matter of time before this kingdom rivals other major desti-

nations in Asia.  Here in the Land of the Thunder Dragon and sacred home of Guru 

Rinpoche, Bhutanese tradition adheres to the fundamental philosophical tenets estab-

lished by their present King. It’s our impression that the monarchy is continually mov-

ing to preserve and sustain the current culture and traditions of the country through 

its secular and spiritual principles based on its Royal concept of “Gross National Happi-

ness” GNH. In keeping with this national order, Bhutan has become known as the 1st 

of The Last Shangri-La. 
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As we began the year 2016 with our photographic odyssey into Myanmar (Burma), and 

Thailand, Diane and I are ending the year dancing across the Pacific at 720 mph in our 

usual seats (Seat 48 A and 48 B) on Korean Flight 6 to Incheon, South Korea with our fi-

nal destination the mystical and magical kingdoms of Bhutan and the Sikkim.  

We begin our passage in Seoul for a week with friends, two (2) days in Bangkok, and a 

Flight on DrukAir (Bhutan’s National Airlines) to Paro, Bhutan.  

This photographic trek with a private guide deep into the hidden edges of the eastern 

Himalayas will hopefully secure more images for our 2017 Photographic Exhibition, “A 

Suitcase Full of Memories.”  

We boarded our Royal Bhutan Airlines’ Druk Air flight 651 from Bangkok, Thailand, with a 

whistle-stop in Baghdogra, India.  We experienced an incredible approach and landing at 

Paro, Kingdom of Bhutan airport. 

In our brief conversation with our Druk Air Captain in the terminal building, we learned 

that Paro, Bhutan is an “Extreme Airport” –VQPR- and only eight pilots worldwide are cur-

rently certified to land here.  Towering peaks of the Himalayas surround Paro.  Landing at 

Paro Airport, located in a deep valley, involved weaving through a series of closely-spaced 

18,000-foot mountain peaks, frequent banking of the wings to avoid contact with trees 

and mountainside houses just a few feet away, steep descents, and then a very steep 

bank to the left immediately before the much-longed-for landing on a runway a mere 

7,400 feet long on the bank of the river Paro Chhu .  This approach and landing was un-

commonly thrilling.  But then, any safe landing is noteworthy.  



28 



29 

Established by their previous king, the Royal concept of “Gross National Happi-

ness” (GNH) was established to ensure the preservation of Bhutanese culture and tradi-

tions of the country through its secular and spiritual tantric principles. This metaphysical 

concept has been in place since 1970s and is probably the reason Bhutan has become 

known as the Xanadu of the eastern Himalayas. 

The Road to Nirvana takes a circuitous tangent through the Eastern Himalayas to the 

Land of the Thunder Dragon whose philosophy of “Gross National Happiness" is congruent 

to its practice of the Tantric Buddhism.  

 

From our balcony room at the Rusti Padmasambhava Lodge, dawn burst through the 

night at the Gangtey Summit with an unmistakable quietude that permeated the Black 

Mountain Range of Bhutan.  Here, one can fully understand what peace there is in soli-

tude.  

The early morning silence was deafening with only the “mourning” cries from the thou-

sands of fluttering prayer flags communicating their messages to the pantheon of gods 

willing to listen. Diane and I attached our Prayer Flag wishing all our family and friends 

good health and happiness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our Hosts @Rusti Padmasambhava Lodge
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After a 12-hour SUV ride over the roughest road imaginable, Diane and I entered the 

Province of Bumthang to attend the five-day Jambay Lhakhang Drub Festival, also 

known as the Naked Man Dance Festival. The festival is held in Jakar in central Bhu-

tan at the Jambay Lhakhang Monastery, one of the oldest monasteries in the country, 

built in the 7th century. As such, this monastery/temple holds special significance in 

Bhutan and is considered one of the most important monuments in the country. The 

festival's main highlight and attraction is a “Naked Dance” performed by 16 masked 

nude male dancers around midnight under almost freezing conditions in November, 

when the festival is held. This ritual, along with the Fire Dance, is to bless infertile cou-

ples, hoping that this will help them to bear children and bring good luck to Bhutanese 

families. No photographs allowed. 

Another notable symbol painted on many Bhutanese houses is the symbolic phallus 

portrait. It was popularized that Bhutanese saint Drukpa Kunley  Kunley migrated from 

Tibet, was trained in Ralung Monastery in Tibet, and belonged to the period of Pema 

Lingpa and was his disciple. He was a crazy saint who extensively traveled in Bhutan, 

was fond of women and wine, and adopted wicked and unorthodox ways of teaching 

Buddhism. His sexual exploits included his hosts and promoters. He was utterly devoid 

of all social conventions and called himself the "Madman from Kyishodruk." 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drukpa Kunley intended to shock the clergy and their teachings of Buddhism. His lay 

disciples propagated the legend of painting phalluses on walls and flying hanging phal-

luses from rooftops of houses to drive away evil spirits and subdue demonesses. He is 

called the "fertility saint” but known to most Bhutanese youth as the ‘Big Dick.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drukpa_Kunley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ralung_Monastery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tibet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pema_Lingpa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pema_Lingpa
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Another 12 hours back over the same road to Punakha, Diane and I arrived in the for-

mer capital of Bhutan, Punakha.  It is autumn in Bhutan, and the town’s landscape has 

embraced the fall colors of impermanence in nature’s life cycle.  From the castle 

bridge of Trongsa Dzong, the dying leaves are falling rapidly, and the wind gently es-

corts their bodies to the Mo River (Mother), where they will again reprise the process 

of rebirth.  Bearing witness to this irreversible change gives one an understanding of 

our brief journey, and what we perceive in the natural order of things remains the 

same: Life, Death, Life.  After absorbing the spiritual milieu of Trongsa Dzong, I some-

times doubt all the certainties I once held as true.  An identical spiritual sensation of 

presence can also be distinguished in the Ghats of Varanasi in India and at Kathman-

du’s Pashupatinath, Nepal's holiest Hindu Temple on the Bagmati River. Long rides al-

low one to reflect, and at our age, reflection is all that’s left us. Let the good times 

roll. 
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On our visit to  Paro, in the Kingdom of 

Bhutan, Diane and I thought we were 

prepared for this grueling hike from the 

base of the Paro Valley to Taktsang 

Monastery, famously known as Tiger’s 

Nest Monastery. The monastery is one 

of the most venerated places of pilgrim-

age in the Eastern Himalayas.  

The legend of Taktsang (Tiger's Nest) 

advanced in 747 AD when Guru Pad-

masambhava, aka Rinpoche, chose a 

cave on a sheer rock face to meditate. 

After assuming a wrathful form (Guru 

Dorji Drolo), he rode a flying tigress to 

the shelter and subdued the evil spirits 

in the locality of the cave. Since that 

time, Taktsang has become one of the 

most significant Buddhist monuments in 

the Himalayan Buddhist world.  

Taktsang cleaves to the sheer rock face 

towering 10,000 feet above the valley 

floor with only a boulder-strewn moun-

tain goat trail as its only access to the 

top. We started our hike with an elevation gain of 3,000 feet and countless switchbacks 

to ease the climb. I was amazed to see several seniors undertaking this punishing trip. 

Many had to turn back due to a lack of the essential element called oxygen. It was as if  

the other hikers on the path were sucking up more than their share of air at 6,500 ft. 

We continued hiking without looking up. It was better to take one step at a time than 

to see the remaining distance to the top. When we finally reached Tiger’s Nest, it was 

somewhat of a victory until the thought of going back down over the same steep, rocky 

trail diminished our accomplishment.  

But what the hell? At our age, we made it to the top. With our shoes off, we listened to 

the classic Tibetan Buddhist Scriptures chanting with rhythmic drums timed to the La-

ma brass symbols and Duchen horns and the conch shell trumpets sounding a haunting 

wail that transcends one beyond his sensory perception of time.  
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When the observance ended, the reality of our exploit surfaced its ugly head, forcing us to 

focus on our steep journey back down to the valley. Descending the mountainside re-

quired muscles we never knew we had. Our thigh muscles cramped, and our toes 

smashed against the inside of the toe boxes of our shoes. We descended the mountain 

with self-esteem undamaged, knowing this hike was not to be missed.  

With our legs seemingly separated from the rest of our bodies, our Tashi Namgay Re-

sort Concierge recommended the “Taktsang Hiker Massage” at the resort spa with sup-

plemental foot reflexology to cure the Taktsang Trek. His prescriptive recommendation 

was spot-on. We were now ready for our journey to the Kingdom of Sikkim in India.  

 

 

 

 

Today it’s an Indian holiday and to our disappointment, the Indian Embassy in Bhutan 

was closed for Visa issuance. Diane and I needed a 30-day extension to continue our 

journey to the State of Sikkim, India but with a few phones calls to the Consular General 

of India from our friends at Windhhorse Tours of Bhutan, the Indian visa department gra-

ciously opened its doors on a day off to process our visa to India. It was a 6-hour drive 

from Paro to Phuentsholing in the Kingdom of Bhutan. Phuentsholing is the gateway from 

Bhutan to India’s State of West Bengal. Descending from the peaks of Bhutan’s mountain 

passes hugging the narrow blacktop roads with unguarded 4,000 ft. overhangs and armed 

with our mp3 player attached the car stereo and an arsenal of our favorite 60’s songs, we 

all caroled along with Dylan’s classic refrains from “Like a Rolling Stone”. It’s amazing 

that the even in Bhutan, isolated for so many years, the X Generation understood Dylan 

and knew the words to his songs. Music has to be the universal ingredient for a great 

road trip. As the shroud of fog completely lifted at 3,000 ft, the Crown Jewel of the Mau-

ryan Empire of Ashok unfolded as the vastness of the Indian subcontinent revealed our 

passage to India. Turning to look back from the foothills, the Kingdom of Bhutan ap-

peared to be floating as a Citadel in the clouds where visitors fortunate to experience its 

transcendent traditions leave a portion of their souls in the revered sanctuaries of the 

Dzongs of the realm. 
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In the town of Phuentsholing, Kingdom of Bhutan, the Indian border is blatantly flaunted 

by a 14ft high wall along the town and manned under the watchful eye of Indian senti-

nels. Bhutanese and Indian citizens can move freely between Bhutan and India at various 

checkpoint gate openings without passports or entry certifications. The trick to entering 

India from Bhutan without a passport is “no eye contact” with the sentinels. Diane and I 

passed through in both directions without notice. It was 5:30pm when we returned to the 

lobby of the Hotel Druk in Phuentsholing, Kingdom of Bhutan. There we met Nima 

Dhondup, our new Windhorse Tours guide for the Indian portion of our trip. Nima was a 

middle-aged man of medium stature with distinctive Tibetan features and a smile that 

warmed the room. His handshake was firm and confident and his English was without ac-

cent. He detailed his agenda for our journey to Sikkim and Darjeeling, India. From this 

briefing, Diane and I concluded that we were fortunate to secure Nima’s services as our 

guide in India, as his previous clients included the BBC, National Geographic, and actors 

Sir Peter Ustinov and Richard Gere. We said goodbye to Kinley and Kunzang, our Bhutan-

ese guide and driver. The drive to Sikkim, India would require a 7-hour road trip, a dis-

tance of 222 km. We looked forward to more photo-rich environments that will cover and 

towns and villages of the Indian states of Sikkim and West Bengal including the Dooars 

Region of India, home of the premium Asam Tea 
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Nima Dhondup, our guide and friend, was born in Darjeeling’s Tibetan Refugee Camp 

in 1960.  His parents followed the footsteps of the 14th Dalai Lama, along with 

150,000 Tibetan refugees who fled to Darjeeling, India.  Nima was gracious enough 

to share his life story at the Refugee Camp where his brother still resides.   

Refugee accommodations were minimal at best, 10x12 rooms per family, but Nima 

and his family survived.   

His story is one of the karma remunerations.  As the first baby to be born in the 

Camp, his photograph was publicized in newspapers worldwide, resulting in 

an educational fund from 2 women in England who supported him through his 

university years.  His benefactors never revealed themselves, and to this day, Nima 

passes that same kindness and support to the Tibetan Refugees at the Tibet Self-Help 

Center.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/14th_Dalai_Lama
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The Sun Also Rises  

Darjeeling, West Bengal, India 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was 4:00 am when Nima met us in the lobby of the Mayfair Hotel Darjeeling. He was 

bundled in a black down jacket and armed with flashlights for our sunrise observance on 

Tiger Hill, the highest point in Darjeeling where one can view the sunrise paint the sur-

rounding regal Himalayan summits a fluorescent orange giving life to the sleeping giants 

of Darjeeling. This is an everyday occurrence when 500 to 600 people march to Tiger Hill 

to celebrate the sunrise.   Walking to Tiger Hill is a challenging one’s breath away; it was 

the altitude. To ease the chilling temperature, Chai Vendors, carrying giant thermoses, 

moved effortlessly thru the crowd pouring their morning elixir in tiny bathroom Dixie cups 

while continuing their familiar chants “Chai, chai, chai”.  At 6:00 am, the sun rose in the 

east to the throng of observer’s cheers welcoming the day and, like a religious service, 

left with the sun’s blessing. 
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Leaving Darjeeling, India 

 After receiving the sun’s blessing on Tiger Hill and a beautiful buffet breakfast at the ex-

traordinary Mayfair Hotel, Nima and our driver prepared us for our 4-hour drive back to 

the valley and the city of Siliguri, India.  Road trips without music are like a day without 

sunshine, and Tom Petty’s song “Learning to Fly” offered a melody and composition that 

melded the ups and downs of highways in West Bengal, India Himalayan range. We were 

informed that leaving India immediately was necessary because of impending political 

party strikes and unrest in West Bengal that block roads, close businesses, and shut down 

the government. Arrangements at Baghdogra Airport with Airline escorts ensured our 

timely departure on DrukAir flight 131 to Bangkok, our Asia sanctuary. In India, where 

queues are not respected, one must push his way to the gate through the mob of hope-

fuls. There is no seniority or political correctness.  It’s a sign of respect to make it to the 

front and receive the acknowledgment of those left behind. onemust be an extreme ex-

trovert under the Meyers-Briggs standard to survive Gate Crashing 101.  
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‘Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia 

The Lands of the Rising Sun 

As we began the year 2017 cruising with our sons to Mexico, Diane and I are ending 

the year dancing on the jet stream across the Pacific at 655 mph in seats 57C and 57L 

on Air China flight 903 to Beijing with our final destination the Indochina nations of 

Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.   

It rained as we landed at 1:00 am at Ho Chi Minh City, aka Saigon, with a mugginess 

and heat that unrelentingly assaulted every sweat gland of our bodies, reducing the 

water content of our bodies to 75% and yearning for a new change of clothes. The de-

planing process with 300 passengers hurriedly asserting their positions but marched 

stoically into the customs/immigration terminal. We lost a day at the International 

Dateline, but what’s a day when your first destination is in the Land of the Ascending 

Dragon? With our San Francisco Vietnamese Consulate-issued Visa, we were cleared 

without incident and pushed headlong into the chaos of the main terminal with antici-

pation for our new photographic quest.  

We passed the throng of taxi drivers competing  for our attention for transportation 

into Ho Chi Minh City.  Our Asia Limousine Service chauffeur was conspicuously wav-

ing a sign with our names both in English and Vietnamese.  After confirming our iden-

tity and papers, he introduced himself as Gerry Nguyen and presented his credentials 

as our Asia Limousine Driver. Having a professional driver at 1:00 am was an indul-

gent expense to ease the rigors of 20 hours of flight that ravaged the spirits of our 

aging bodies. We had confirmed our accommodations at the New World Saigon Hotel 

the day before to ensure our room would be available at 2:00 am that morning.  
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We Came, We Saw, We conquered  

Venimus, vidimus, vicimus  

Battle of Zela, Turkey  

Julius Caesar  47BC 

 

After a grueling 12-hr flight, Diane and I woke up in Istanbul, Turkey to 

kick off our six-week Journey of Infinite Odyssey .   

Istanbul, like Paris, is a moveable feast, a cosmopolitan cornucopia of 

culture and adventure.   

 

Today we swim the Hellespont (Dardanelles), in spirit only, to remember 

the cynical Byronic exploits of Lord Byron. 

  

The Whole Essence of Life in Istanbul is the Turkish Bath.  

After a relaxing lunch, we decided to have the barnacles removed from 

our bodies and replaced with a new Egyptian Oil Clear Coat. We are now 

traveling under our new names, Diana and Ronaldino. 

Turkey  (Asia Minor) 
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 India 2014 
The Land of Mysticism  

 

 

 

 

 

Created from the cascading tears of the Himalayan Pantheon, we drift with our guide 

on the currents of sacred River Ganges only to hear the silence that exists between life 

and death.  One can only appreciate the philosophy of Alpha and Omega as an infinite 

progression to a never-ending story.  

Many visit India seeing only the human facet of change and the world within their 

worlds, overlooking the dynamic fabric of interdependence and harmony as a gift India 

offers its itinerants.  
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The rush hour begins early in Las Vegas as we start a 12-day Alaskan Adventure. It’s 

5:30 am, and within five minutes of using the Uber app, Jamal, in his white Nissan Versa, 

appears at the doorstep of our home address. Entering the car's back seat, Jamal’s Sam-

sung phone lit up the car interior, displaying Waze, his GPS program of choice to ensure 

we avoid any freeway delays to the Airport. 

With a short break in the VegasDrift Race Season, Diane and I thought it would be an ex-

cellent business respite to share this northwest passage photographic journey with our 

sons Nick and Wes.  All of our schedules melded, and with our priority boarding passes in 

hand, we moved through security with our Pre-Check TSA passes, meeting them at the 

Centurion Lounge to await our 7:30 am boarding on Delta Airlines  to Anchorage with a 

stop in Seattle. 

It’s a 6-hour flight to Anchorage, a shorter flight time than our previous overseas voyag-

es, but having our sons share this adventure made the expedition all the more enjoyable. 
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The Face of Denali 

Today we pay tribute to the mountaineers who challenged the “Great One,” Mt. Denali. 

At 20,310 feet high, it is the highest mountain in the United States. With our youthful 

prowess only in our mind’s eye, we were determined to face the summit head-on with 

our twin-engine Navajo Piper and our Bush pilot Bob (spelled with one “O”, he said).  

The day began with rainy mist covering our pick-up shuttle windows and heavy cloud 

covering the Alaskan Spinal Range of Denali National Park.  Our shuttle driver Amy as-

sured us that such conditions would not deter us from meeting the North and South 

Face of Denali, formerly known to those in the lower 48 as Mt McKinley. It was Presi-

dent Obama who, by Executive Order, granted the name change requested by the Na-

tive Alaskans and the State of Alaska. 

The Denali Airport is located 10 miles south of our Grand Denali Hotel on an unmarked 

dirt road off Alaska Highway 3. According to the Anchorage Air Museum docent, Alas-

kans can fly without a pilot license because of the distances between towns and cities. 

Fortunately, we teamed up with Bob, a former Air Force Pilot, to face the Denali Sum-

mit challenge.  

To balance the weight requirements for his flight, I was chosen to be Big Bob’s Co-pilot, 

with Nick and Diane occupying the two window seats of the twin-engine Piper. With a 

full tank of gas and wind sock pointed in the right direction, we screamed down the 

graded runway strip, lifting effortlessly into and through the low cloud banks. Within 

minutes as we continued our upward ascent through the lower strata, blue skies and a 

panoramic view of Denali National Park burst on the windshield of our magical carpet. 

This 200-mile air adventure carried us through all the mountain passes high enough to 

view the existing glaciers carving the acreage of this national treasure. 

With Denali in our sites, Bob pointed out to us the climbers at the Base Camp of Denali 

at 5500 ft, giving us an actual perspective of their challenge to reach the Summit at 

20,310 ft. We flew quickly to the summit of both the North Face and South Face of De-

nali, flying sideways at 200 mph along the peaks. After an hour and a half flight, we 

headed back to the Denali Airport, giving thanks to the gods of the mountain, to Bob 

with one “O”, and to the physics principles that made this exhilarating adventure worth 

experiencing. 
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Brief family visit in San Francisco and a quick Southwest flight to LAX to board our 

Emirates Airbus A-380 Magic Carpet to Dubai with the final destination Cairo, Egypt. 

Diane and I have learned from experience that flights 21 hours in duration require 

suitable accommodations for our physical endurance.  We have secured our regular 

seating in Business Class to meet our senior needs. 

In Egypt, to facilitate the photographic aspect of this odyssey, we have engaged a 

Coptic Guide for a private tour of the antiquities with cultural visits to villages on 

the Nile.  

The humidity, along with the unrelenting temperature of the Cairo night, assaulted 

our 11:00 pm arrival at Cairo Airport International.  After 21hrs, the 150 passengers 

from our Dubai to Cairo flight stoically endured the deplaning process, marching 

quietly into the silent terminal dragging their carry-on baggage as their "Red Badge 

of Courage." We were fortunate to have Hussien Abu El Ella, our Coptic Tour Coordi-

nator, arrange for an escort to facilitate the bureaucratic immigration/customs pro-

cedures.  We lost a day, but what's a lost day when your first destination is in the 

Land of the Pharaohs? 

Absent the scrutiny and delays, we were cleared without incident and guided into 

the waiting Van by Mohamed Ali, our escort.  Our driver, Magdi, welcomed us in Ara-

bic with the formality reserved for cultural attaches without a portfolio.  

Only twenty minutes from Cairo Airport International, Hussien Abu El Ella booked us 

into the Four Seasons Hotel on the Nile, located in Giza.  Major street construction 

for Cairo's underground detoured our van to a reception corridor for hotel guests, 

where an elegantly dressed bellman greeted us, apologized for the construction de-

lay, and immediately directed his staff to attend to our luggage.  He escorted us to 

the Foyer, where a guest server host offered a variety of refreshments.  At the same 

time, Mohamed Ali facilitated the Registration Desk protocols, which only required a 

compliance signature for the room keys for Suite 1016.   

We were in Cairo/Giza.  

A Photographic Odyssey of Coptic Discoveries Egypt 
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It's 6:00 am, and there's a quiet peace that permeates the second-floor dining lounge 

of the Four Seasons.  As an early morning witness to the hotel's daily preparation for 

its guests, staff members gathered in the hall outside the main dining area, exchanging 

morning pleasantries before starting their shift.  

 

White noise moved through the second-floor halls offering melodic calm to all it 

touched.  As the doors to the breakfast room opened, its early guests could select from 

a dazzling variety of epicurean patisserie.  I took my morning cup of dark roast joe, a 

Pain Aux Raisins, and Pain Au Chocolat for Diane from the buffet table to our room. 

 

As we sat on our balcony enjoying our pastries, the signs of sunrise rapidly 

approached the morning horizon.  Accentuated with the ritual melodic Call for 

Prayer by the Muezzin, whose voice reverberated, the thoroughfares of Giza 

reminded its listeners to come to mandatory prayer and leave worldly matters 

behind.  The faithful still follow the call and face southeast to mecca to begin 

their day of worship.  

For a city that never sleeps, the encyclopedic drone of buses and taxis popu-

late the city's already crowded avenues, displaying Cairo's true face of 10.3 

million.  As the sun rose higher in the morning sky, it focused on the firma-

ment of the western horizon and the residences of the Giza Plateau;  

the Pyramid of Menkaure, the Pyramid of Khafre, and the Great Pyramid of Khufu.  

An eternal panorama only the Egyptian Gods could create.   

 
Surfing the Sands of Giza 

 

As we prepared for the morning getaway, a 9:00 am call from the Front Desk 

informed us that our Coptic Guide, Hossam Ahmed, and his Driver, Magdi, 

were in the lobby.  They were casually dressed and spoke English with a noti-

fiable accent that added a British tone to this excursion.  Hossam Ahmed pref-

aced his introduction with his credentials as an Egyptologist Lecturer with a 

Master’s Degree in Egyptian Antiquities.  We started with a historical perspec-

tive of his agenda and instruction in classical hieroglyphics.  He was careful to 

point out that walking was a prerequisite in this tour covering the Pyramids of 

the Giza Plateau, the Steppe Pyramid @ Saqqara Necropolis, and the Alabaster 

Sphinx @ Memphis, the old Egyptian Capital and of course Lunch @ Heliopolis - 

SACHI Restaurant.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pyramid_of_Menkaure
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pyramid_of_Khafre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pyramid_of_Khufu
https://www.sachirestaurant.com/heliopolis
https://www.sachirestaurant.com/heliopolis
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Aswan, Egypt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To begin our odyssey following Agatha Christies’ “Death on the Nile” an excursion to 

Aswan and the “Old Cataract  Hotel required a morning flight to Aswan.  A 4:00 am 

wake-up call from the Front Desk notified us that our  Driver Magdi was ready and 

waiting to take us to the Cairo Airport International  to catch an domestic Egyptian 

Air flight.   

We arrived at Aswan International Airport at @10:00am greeted by our Local Coptic 

Guide, Mondee. With our bags loaded in the SUV, we were escorted to our ship the 

“The Sun Goddess” where Mondee quickly began the registration process for our State 

Room residence for the next 3 days. Unlike the “Old Cataract Hotel” where Death on 

the Nile was filmed,  this stateroom was a perfect vessel to visit Luxor and the Valley of 

the Kings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With that, our photographs describe our Coptic experience  
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The Images of Peace Corps Afghanistan’s 

 "War on Hunger 1971-1973". 

 
These photographs are a nostalgic retrospective of my time as a Peace 
Corps Volunteer in Afghanistan.  Traveling with the nomadic Afghan tribes 
in the deserts of Baluchistan, surviving the unearthly heat of the deserts, 
and surviving the subzero winters of the Himalayas’ Hindu Kush Mountain 
Range is a life experience I’ve tried to capture in my photos.  

 

I think fondly of the friendships forged by chance in Afghanistan and am 
thankful for sharing a common life purpose there with my four Peace Corps 
partners in the War on Hunger program.  These friends provided a balanced 
perspective on a tragic time in Afghan history.  These photographs are their 
stories as well. 
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The Gospel According to Timothy and James: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The summer heat of 1972 was the hottest in Ghor Province, Afghanistan. Combined 

with the three-year drought and famine, Chaghcharan was the last place on earth to 

which one wanted to be assigned as a Peace Corps Volunteer, but someone had to do 

it. It was there that I spent the summer with Tim McCormack and Jim Mathewson, aka 

the M&M Construction Company, known to the Afghan Department of Rural Develop-

ment as Daftari Peace Corps’ Fay Fay Wow Office (FFW – Food for Work).  

 

Flying the 350 miles to Chaghcharan from Kabul on Bakhtar Airline‘s Red and Black 

Streamline Twin propeller-driven plane was only a prologue to the expectation of an 

adventure I would experience with the M&M Construction Company (Mathewson & 

McCormack). Floating through the 14,000 ft. mountain passes of the Hindu Kush in the 

Himalayas at 10,000 ft invoked great respect for the laws of physics that kept the craft 

airborne. For most Afghan passengers, chanting the mantra of “Allah Akbar” (God is 

Great) was their reverential instrument if a stairway to heaven became an option.  

 

It was mid-afternoon when we landed at Chaghcharan ... four hours late, but late was 

better than never.  

From the air, the town of Chaghcharan was camouflaged on an alluvial plain with the 

Hari River’s D'Nealian signature defining the 

township boundaries. The city had, at most, 

forty adobe brick compounds, one whitewashed 

hotel and Government House, and assorted 

ducons (shops) in a desolate bazaar. As the 

twin-prop started its descent, nothing resem-

bling a runway manifested itself. The only hint 

of a landing strip at the Chaghcharan Interna-

tional Airport (CIA) came on our 11 with a pair 

of flying tambon (Afghan pants) serving as a 

windsock denoting a westerly headwind. 
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Goats and other assorted livestock were first to deplane, given that they were not as-

signed seats, and chose to corral themselves by the exits. I could see from my window/

aisle seat a blue International Peace Corps truck parking parallel to the ramp and hoped 

that my new partners, McCormack and Mathewson, would be there with a welcome wagon 

of local musicians and some local dignitaries for what I was carrying with me was a gift 

more precious than frankincense:  Mail from Home! I wasn’t expecting the unwanted 

greeter, the famous whirligig of the Hari River valley. Before I could take my first step off 

the plane, it slammed against me, swirling debris and dung and drying the sweat on my 

face into a Shiseido mask and coating my tusks with the sweet taste of Chagcharan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From my vantage point at the top of the stairs, I could see my two new partners sitting 

sheltered in the security of the blue International Peace Corp Truck, reveling in what must 

have made their day, but to them, I was the New Guy, an anointed Mr. Katchaloo from 

the East. 

 

As quickly as it hit, the whirligig was gone leaving only a damaged 

ego in its wake and a good story for the USAID Staff House in Kabul 

as told in McCormack’s fables. There was no local band or dignitar-

ies, only Tim & Jim’s Gentlemen’s Gentleman, Ibrahim, who picked 

up my sheet metal cargo box containing all my worldly belongings 

and heaved it into the truck's bed. I was glad my cameras were 

safely housed in my padded Sierra Design backpack next to the 

highly prized staple of provincial Peace Corps life...a jar of Pakistani 

peanut butter.  
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It had been four months since I last saw Tim McCormack. From what I understood, he 

spent two weeks in the U.S. Embassy Infirmary recuperating from a virulent bout of ba-

cillary dysentery and giardia. I didn’t know Jim Mathewson very well, only that his first 

assignment was Chaghcharan, and he was a geologist from Kansas State University in 

Manhattan, Kansas. Tim’s degree in history from Rockhurst College in Kansas City com-

plemented the brain trust, and both of their academic disciplines qualified them as Pro-

vincial Disaster Relief Directors. My credentials as an Education/Psychology graduate spe-

cializing in photography created the needed balance in the very slow-moving business of 

Food for Work. Tim’s linguistic “skill” in Dari, with his high-scale extrovert temperament 

and Jim’s prowess in the politics of Chaghcharan, left me with the only responsibility of 

the office: recording their exploits in writing and on film.  

Having roomed at the Sylvania Hotel with Mr. Tim during the Peace Corps Pre-Invitational 

Staging in Philadelphia, I was surprised to see that he’d lost considerable weight.  Ac-

cording to Tim, he was down 50 lbs. from his bout with dysentery, but the scarcity of 

food in Chaghcharan also served as a contributing factor to his lean physique.  

 

Jim, as I had come to learn, was a mild-manner geologist. Everything he did was 

planned, calculated, and measured, a quality of character that added significant value to 

the trio and one asset I wished I had possessed.  He was the group’s anchor, where Tim 

and I provided the nightly entertainment.  
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My orientation started with a cursory exploration of the town where the fallout of famine 

and drought was unmistakable: the expression of famine etched in the faces of its chil-

dren and inhabitants.  Other families who migrated from different villages around Ghor 

Province were relegated to living in the caves carved out by the currents of the Hari River. 

It was rudimentary living, but it did provide shelter from the unrelenting heat of the high 

Afghan desert and the threat of wolf attacks. 

 

Tim pointed out that 2 Belgian nuns were living at the Chaghcharan Hotel, buying bread 

in the local market and feeding and caring for those whose lives were betrayed by Mother 

Nature.  According to Jim, the nuns’ resources were limited, and soon they too would 

have to depart, leaving no safety net for those left behind. But as one opportunity faded, 

The M&M Construction Company of Mathewson & McCormack pitched another plan utiliz-

ing the wheat stored in the Provincial Warehouse, aka the Gudome.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Gudome was located across the road from the FFW Office/House, with the women of 

Chaghcharan surrounding the facility daily, hoping the Governor would sell them the 

stored wheat. The only problem was that wheat was trading at 85 Afghanis per seer, a 

price too dear even for those who afford the cost.  

But, by the grace of Allah, call it consequence, call it destiny; one of the letters I brought 

from Kabul was addressed to Jim from the U.S. Embassy in Kabul. In it was a note from 

the Charged Affairs regarding a story in the New York Times by James Sterba. Included in 

the envelope was $400 in Afghanis donated by the People of the United States to the Peo-

ple of Chagcharan.  
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It was an unbelievable detour in the chance that gave this new trinity of Peace Corps 

Volunteers a reason to believe. But as Jim read the Epistle from the Embassy, food riots 

began across the road at the Gudome. The police had already set up barricades and 

used their batons as a deterrent to storming the Gudome. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tim negotiated a temporary solution with the police that allowed us to buy wheat for the 

bakers in Chaghcharan Baazar and distribute the bread for free to the hungry. We solic-

ited the Belgian nuns to assist in the distribution, which answered their prayers. We all 

knew at the time that the solution was only transitory, and the thought of a Hindu Kush 

winter would be the messenger of a devastating consequence.  

 

That was my introduction to Chaghcharan, with only sixty days until the brutal winter 

would force our Food for Work office to be closed. 

The FFW Office was located in a compound on the central road east of town. It housed a 

two-story adobe structure with two main rooms on the first floor. The roof served as our 

central sleeping accommodation. The compound lacked vegetation, offering no shelter 

from the blistering 115, degree heat.  The outhouse was located adjacent to the first-

floor main dining room/office window serving as the main road to relief. Tim often re-

ferred to this corridor as the TashKnob (toilet) Road, one of his most notable Food for 

Work projects.  

 

Although the accommodation was more minor than Spartan, it was a home for the three 

of us for two months in the summer of 1972. The Peace Corps Post, known to USAID as 

“Alpha Alpha 1”, was also equipped with a USAID radio which we used to communicate 

to USAID the famine/drought conditions in Chagcharan, Mymina, and Qual-i-Now. 

Broadcasting Rolling Stones songs on the “Good Morning Afghanistan, Show” offered 

some comic relief to our depressing reports about the provinces. Although it drew the 

ire of USAID Communications Officers, they understood levity's respite with the result-

ing camaraderie consequence. 



144 

Very few Food for Work projects were started or completed in July due mainly to the de-

parture of the male population of Chaghcharan and outlying villages.  The release of the 

men was reminiscent of the Dirty Thirties in the United States, the only difference being 

that in Afghanistan, the Public Works Program was an unfunded mandate in the Great 

Afghan Depression.  The viability of The Food for Work Projects was directly proportional 

to the labor force in the area, a fact understood by the Afghan Rural Development De-

partment after their year-and-a-half demonstration period.  No men to work for food 

meant no Food for Work Projects. This epiphany recalled all the Peace Corps Food for 

Work Volunteers to Kabul in August of 1972, ending the FFW program and initiating The 

United States Agency for International Development’s new project, Operation Help. At 

that time, the Peace Corps Director was reluctant to use the seasoned FFW volunteers. 

Still, at the insistence of the U.S. Ambassador, with counsel from the Operation Help 

Project Manager and encouragement of the King of Afghanistan, the Operation Help pro-

ject moved expeditiously to feed the innocent victims of drought before the assault of 

the unforgiving winter of the Hindu Kush.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The jump-off distribution point for the Operation Help Program was Chaghcharan, which 

best hosts the first gathering of Peace Corps/Operation Help Volunteers, but Jim 

Mathewson and Tim McCormack.   Because the window of opportunity for food distribu-

tion was closing rapidly, volunteers were flown in from Kabul, Herat, and Kandahar. The 

only aircraft that could fly into Chaghcharan was Bakhtar’s Canadian DeHaviland 

Twin Otter. 

  

Because the flight schedules were so erratic due to weather and pilot issues, Peace 

Corps/Operation Help Volunteers would come in either on the morning flight or the af-

ternoon flight, and sometimes not at all that day, but always leaving Tim and Jim jilted 

at the airport altar.   Going from Chaghcharan to other distribution points was also an 

Either-Or situation. Tim McCormack and Jim Mathewson named the volunteers coming 

into Chaghcharan The Either-Or Otter Corps,  after the endangered Eurasian Otters of 

Afghanistan’s waterways. 

 

 

Chagcharan, Afghanistan  1973 



145 

 

 

 

 

 

Peace Corps/Operation Help Volunteers who worked in the Operation Help Program 

adopted the name at the Operation Help Party at Abe and Betty Ashcanase’s Kabul home 

in December of 1972.  What began as a Food for Work demonstration project ended in 

winning the War on Hunger in Afghanistan. For the Either-Or Otter Corps, knowing that 

their unselfish commitment saved countless lives and forged life-long bonds of friend-

ships was well worth the tour of duty in a country called Afghanistan.  

 

This is the Gospel according to Timothy and James. 

As Chronicled  by Ron Dizon 

Minaret at Jam, Afghanistan  

1973 
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Ordeal in the Galapagos Islands of Ecuador 

November 30, 2005 

On Saturday, I received a call from the U.S. Embassy that Diane was detained on a bogus 
drug charge where 3 grams of heroin were placed in her backpack at the Galapagos Is-
land Airport of Baltra. 

 

Arrested, Diane spent most of the night in the Police Station in Puerto Ayora, where she 
was detained in a cell by herself. Several male prisoners were moved to an adjacent cell 
to accommodate her as the only arrested female in the station. The cell was adequate, 
with a toilet and a shower. 

 

I caught the TAME Air “Milk Run” out of LAX, stopping in Guatemala, El Salvador, San Jo-
se, Costa Rica, Quito, Ecuador, and Guayaquil, Ecuador. 

 

It was 2:00 pm when I arrived at the Consulate, greeted by the U.S. General Consul Kev-
ing Herbert and his Vice Consul. Both had been briefed on Diane’s situation by my friend 
Abe Ashcanase of the State Department. In that meeting, it was pointed out that Diane 
was 4th American detained on bogus drug charges, the youngest being an American 16 
year old girl on a science tour. I was also advised to hire two attorneys, one from 
Guayaquil and one from Galapagos, and to stay in touch with Jack Nelson, U.S. Consular 
Agent in the Galapagos Islands, my island contact. Abe pointed out that should the need 
arise, a Western Union deposit of $15,000 has been sent to my account on the Island. 

In the morning, I boarded a flight to Galapagos Islands National Park and met with Jack 
Nelson and Comandante Aguirre of the Prison. The Comandante assured Jack and me that 
Diane would be treated well. He has already received daily calls from the U.S. Consulate 
on her status. 

 

The Consul General and Diane’s Attorneys have been talking with the Ministry of Justice 
to expedite the review process. She could be released. This could be this week. 

 

Regardless of her innocence Oswaldo Sierra (the Hanging Judge) and the District Attorney 
wanted Diane to serve the entire 90-day detention period. Their absence from the Island 
assured her detention.  

Diane’s case was presented to the Ecuadorian Supreme Court, which informed the U.S. 
Embassy and Consulate that she should have never been arrested. 
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On the positive, during her detention in Puerto Ayora, Diane provided nursing care to the 
Police Officers, saved a cellmate’s life from Suicide, taught English to street officers, and 
freed other foreign and local prisoners. On my part, I served on the Galapagos Island’s 
Miss Ecuador Pageant (Computer Organization), funded the Police Department’s Meals 
for the Month of January, and provided the Nativity Statues for the Police Department 
Christmas Celebration.  

 

On our exit from Ecuador, we did meet with the U. S Ambassador in Quito. It was only 
later that I discovered that she had an aircraft at the Baltra Airport should the need 
arise. 

 

Our 5:00 am departure from the Four Points Hotel to the Quito Airport ended in a major 
hi-speed traffic collision with the Vegetable Truck. Our Van driver was bleeding from a 
head wound, and with the doors to the crushed van shut, Diane and I had to kick out the 
rear entrance to exit. Both the Vegetable Truck driver and our driver were injured. A 
Marriot Van stopped to help as Diane triaged the drivers.  The Marriot Driver ordered us 
into his Van knowing accident witnesses, including himself, would be detained for a mini-
mum of a day at the Police Department. Without question, we left the scene with other 
Marriot Passengers and arrived at the airport without another incident.  

 

At the airport, we did call Abe Ashcanase and briefed him on our early morning accident. 
We assured him we were both okay, but he had a Houston Medical team meet us at the 
airport when we landed in Texas. They cleared us, and 
we boarded our final flight to Las Vegas. 
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Dedication 

Stories for My Children - Nicholas & Wesley 

To My Spouse Diane 

My Friends & Partners 

Tim McCormack, Jim Mathewson &  Jim Hicks 

The Dizon Family, Teresa, Florencio, Etta, Robert, Edward 


