TIPS FOR ADOPTION TRAVEL WITH
OLDER SIBLINGS IN TOW

By Gwen Shuster-Haynes (d-base member and mom to one bio and three adopted children)

We did not take our 8-year-old daughter to Nepal when we adopted her brother Bobby. Nepal’s adoptions, at that time, did not run on any set timetable, and our initial referral for Bobby began with “First you fly from Kathmandu to Jomoson where you rent ponies...” But I always wondered if they might have “clicked” as siblings faster if Alexis had not felt left out when we flew halfway around the globe to bring her brother home.

When we sent our dossier to Bangkok we had three children: Alexis (12), Bobby (5), and Sarah (3), and I wanted more than anything to take them to Bangkok for the beginning of their new brother Andy’s adoption. I had different reasons for taking each child. Alexis is a birth child who often commented that adopted kids are the luckiest kids in the world. I wanted her to see the bittersweet aspects of an adopted child’s world. I wanted Bobby to see another Asian country before he returned to Nepal. I thought he could appreciate the beauty of Thailand and the diversity of its people before witnessing the greater contrast between rich and poor in Nepal. Sarah (adopted domestically) craves a birthmother who has disappeared from our lives. I wanted her to realize that not all adopted children meet their birthmothers. 

Should you take your kids?  As a parent it’s dangerous to have so many expectations, but the reasons listed above were a driving motivator for me as I contemplated financing a trip with five going to Thailand and six coming home. Before you plan the trip as a family, consider your own motivations, as well as the age of your children and their innate temperaments. Some children travel well—it’s one of the few common characteristics of my four—others don’t like a cross-town drive. Even with a wonderful kid’s backpack filled with diversions, traffic in Bangkok moves at a glacial pace. You will spend hours in traffic; can your kids handle it?

Think about your children’s personalities. Will envy be a big deal for the child(ren) being dethroned? Would you rather face that battle on home turf? Not all siblings fall in love with each other at first sight. No matter how much you say “mom’s heart grows bigger so she can love everyone,” the reality is that mom doesn’t sprout an extra set of arms for hugs or have her lap automatically increase enough to nestle everyone.

Would you like extra bonding time with your Thai child, without the responsibility of caring for other child(ren) at the same time? With both of my Asian sons, I’ve had to stay behind in their home countries to finish paperwork while the rest of the family returned to the U.S. Each time I’ve experienced a few bouts of loneliness, but as their mother I would not trade that one-on-one time for anything in the world. I look on each of those unplanned beginnings as gifts from God. I was in a far away country with no dinners to cook, soccer team practices, violin lessons, church committees, etc. Andy did not pick me as his favorite parent when we met. He bonded with both Mark and Alexis first, but then he had a week with just Mom. By not taking your other children you gain this experience. Taking everyone along automatically involves a tradeoff, and only you can determine how the equation will work best for your family. In our case we determined that the family trip was the way to go, but this doesn’t mean it will be the correct solution for every family.

Tips for choosing companions  Our dossier for a special needs son sat in Bangkok for over two years before we were matched. Mark and I knew we would need help on the trip. During the long wait, we placed a glass jar in the kitchen and began saving our change for a plane ticket for poppa, because my mother would only consider coming along if my dad were with her. Unfortunately health concerns ultimately prevented my parents from traveling with us, but we asked Kara, a high school senior and our children’s favorite babysitter, if she would come along to help with Alexis, Bobby, and Sarah while we worked to incorporate Andy into our family.

Since Alexis’s arrival we have taken different teenagers along as helpers on five different trips. I cannot stress enough how much more enjoyable our Thai trip was with Kara along. We also hired Kwan and Miss Oh (two adoption guides recommended by families from the thailandadopt listserv), and we had a good friend who lived in Bangkok. It took this entire quartet of helpers to make everything happen. 

When you start thinking about a helper in Thailand, don’t accept the first person that volunteers. Consider what you are offering and what you expect before you make your choice. Do you want someone to play with the existing sibs while you get to meet your new child? Are you thinking in terms of an extra set of hands while everyone is out as a group? Do you want someone who can take kids to the pool while you finish up paperwork?

We had many adults volunteer to travel with us, but we like seeing the world through the eyes of a teenager. Who else notices what color of laces are in tennis shoes? Each teen has had wonderful strengths. (My college athlete niece schlepped  suitcases like they were marshmallows and led endless rounds of singing “Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer.”) For teens, we offer the plane trip, lodging, and meals along with all the sightseeing they can handle. We are specific about what we expect. 

Our chat with Kara and her parents went like this: “We don’t know completely what to expect. But Kara’s main job will be to help the oldest three kids feel comfortable and special while we get to know Andy. This means little things like being in charge of the ‘kid’s backpack’ which we’ll help you stock with games, toys, or surprises. Each day you’ll need to make sure there are snacks and juice boxes or water bottles.” That makes Kara sound like a packhorse! And in some ways she was. She enjoyed using the 7-11 type store in the Centre Point apartment building to find snacks. 

We also made it clear before Kara came along that we would want her to sometimes watch the children on her own while Mark and I got away for a quiet dinner together, and that each person would be able to pick out one or two preferred tourist sites or activities that we would all visit together. 

Your helper will also have questions about sleeping arrangements. Before you go, think about how much privacy you and your helper will need. The Centre Point Apartments gave us plenty of space; when we took side trips to Hua Hin, we used two connecting rooms. Kara shared a bedroom with Alexis, and as they grew more comfortable with our Bangkok location, we were able to give them the freedom to visit the Central Department store four or five blocks down the street to pick up groceries and indulge in window-shopping.

Finally, if you’re bringing more than one existing child, make sure your helper doesn’t play favorites. That had always been Kara’s greatest strength. Alexis and Kara bought Japanese magazines in the Tokyo airport and had a blast looking at the fashions. Kara played Power Rangers and a hundred variations of fantasy games with Bobby, and did Sarah’s hair in pigtails and ponytails to keep her thick mop off her shoulders. The converse of this statement is, don’t bring someone who will spend too much time going ga-ga over your new addition. If they do, pull them aside and say, “I’m so thrilled that you are as enchanted with xxxx as we are, but for the time in Thailand what I really need is xxxxxx.”

What to pack with kids  Use your waiting time for a referral/approval to think about packing lists and activities. Doodle separate lists of what to bring, categorized by “plane time,” “office time,” etc. The biggest hit on our plane rides were pads of black paper and gel pens. 

Thailand is a kid-friendly place and the weather is temperate, so you won’t need to lug much warm clothing. If you travel in winter from a cold climate, see if someone will take your coats from you at your departure airport and return them when you come home. We left Denver during a below-freezing night. Kara’s parents insisted that they “store” our coats, gloves, etc. You can’t believe how wonderful it was to not have to deal with those extras while in Bangkok.

Pack one sweatshirt or sweater for each child for the plane (and know that your child probably won’t need it). If you’re taking girls, explain why bare shoulders and short shorts are inappropriate. Sarah wore dresses every day, but she’s the youngest in a long line of girl cousins and I was able to pack all summer dresses that covered her shoulders. The teens wore solid-colored T-shirts. (On the beach they eagerly showed off their shoulders!) I dressed the boys in shorts and polo/T shirt tops. Everyone brought one “church” outfit for the DPW interview.

To make packing and dressing easy, pack an entire “kid outfit” in a gallon food bag. With the top, shorts, underwear and socks in a gallon food bag, you can squeeze all of the air out of it and gain extra packing space while allowing the kids to dress themselves. This technique also makes packing and unpacking a snap. If your itinerary includes overnights, see if you can use backpacks for those and store your suitcases at your main hotel or apartment. 

Plan to pack light and do laundry. Our Centre Point apartment kitchen had an appliance that could wash and dry a small load of clothes. We kept the machine fairly busy with kids’ clothes. I took over some laundry supplies, but bought more in the 7-11 off the lobby. I also used the apartments’ laundry/pressing service for good grownup clothing.

Pack some comfort foods and basic medicines. We always bring peanut butter, etc., for our oldest who is a picky eater. Since we’d be gone over Christmas I also bubble-wrapped some candy canes etc. You can easily buy prescription drugs and supplies in Bangkok, but it is often easier to bring the basics from home. Purchasing diaper rash ointment took quite awhile. Oh, how I’d wished I’d just bought some here in Denver!

Finally, give some thought to how you will carry donations. Airlines have changed their baggage rules so that some large suitcases that were once free now incur an extra fee. Call your carrier and know how much space you have to work with. We took two bags per individual, BUT most of them were filled with sandals, shoes, sheets, toothbrushes, etc. for the orphanage. On the way home we nested the empty bags inside the largest case. Many of the bags we took for free in 2001 would now require an extra fee of $80 per segment traveled! Don’t be afraid to ask people if you can borrow suitcases. And try and find out what your orphanage needs most. I was amazed at the outpouring that occurred at our church, a former preschool, and current school in those short weeks we had to get ready once our approval finally came.

Physical and mental preparation  Allow time before you leave for vaccinations. All of our kids were good sports about this, although Sarah’s flu shot did not protect her from the strain of flu she caught in Bangkok.

In addition, take the time to read Thai stories, learn about Bangkok (or wherever you are going), peruse a city map, attempt to give your children a perspective to compare it to where they live (weather, political system, geography, etc.).

When preparing to travel, we always have our children prioritize their top three “must see” spots. This practice creates kids who love to travel, even if circumstances prevent you from seeing everything but the No. 1 pick for each child. Although we traveled to Hua Hin twice, most of our planned side trips within Thailand did not happen. Our children did not mind. For them Bangkok was an exotic and wondrous place. From our day trip to Ayutthya I am certain they will enjoy future trips to other regions in Thailand.

Transportation tips  If your existing children attend a preschool or school that has an annual auction, scan the items for airport transportation. We’d bid on and won a limo trip to the airport more than a year before we traveled. This meant we had a way to transport all of those suitcases and I didn’t have to worry about the costs of long-term parking or worry if the taxi would arrive when I wanted.

Once you’re in-country, think about the easiest mode of transportation with multiple children, not the cheapest.  If Mark and I had traveled alone we would have used more local transportation. With four children in tow, we began with a van (Kwan and Miss Oh’s driver and van cost less than our apartment’s). By the end of the trip we had spent a lot of time on Bangkok’s SkyTrain mass-transit system. 

Expect the unexpected  Realize that the “dream trip” may not be possible even with extra help. Our trip was not a typical “in and out with your child in one week.” Due to confusion with paperwork, we were in Thailand as a family for more than 15 days, and I was there an extra week finishing up Andy’s paperwork. 

Illness can also foul up your carefully laid plans. Andy was sick with an ear infection when we first got him. Our first night together (after a week of orphanage visits) went better than we hoped, but sometime before dawn Sarah came into our room and began throwing up. Suddenly two of our four kids were sick. By the end of that day, I was in a taxi taking Sarah to Bumrungrad Hospital, where she and I spent the next three days while she battled the flu. Mark mastered the intricacies of the outpatient pediatric area with Andy’s raging ear infection. I marveled at room service menus for non-patients and enjoyed slipping downstairs for tea at Starbucks when Sarah was asleep. Santa Claus, along with Thai elves, visited us on Christmas Day. When the unexpected occurs, “divide and conquer” is an easier strategy to implement with an extra set of hands –another reason to take a helper on your trip.

The ultimate benefit  Did the trip change our children? You bet! Alexis returned from Thailand an amazingly compassionate teen far more aware of the world. Bobby both liked and got tired of people wondering if he was Thai. (His Nepali hill tribe origins are Tibetan Burmese.) I am certain that his desire to learn more about Nepal was kindled during that trip. Kwan never tired of Bobby’s questions and willingly taught him Thai words and parts of the Thai alphabet. Kwan and Miss Oh also got us off the tourist circuit, which meant that Bobby’s brown skin fit in while the rest of us experienced the life that Bobby must feel on a regular basis. Sarah came to me while we were in Bangkok and said “Andy only has a little chance to see his birthmother.” She held up two fingers that were so close together they almost met. “Only this much.” Then she thought for a moment. “Not everyone gets to see their birthmother, do they?” And she seemed at peace with the discovery that not all adopted children get to meet their birthmothers.

As for Andy, he gained a family...and in a stroke of brilliance, forever gained the allegiance of his big sister Alexis. When he was on my lap at the orphanage with Bobby and Sarah eagerly crowding in wanting to get to know him, he got off my lap and walked over to Alexis and took her hand. He melted her heart. They are my bookend children...separated by a dozen years yet so alike.

For us it was worth the extra work, the extra money, the occasional squabbles, and the jet lag. Jet lag is a very real phenomenon. Mark and I used to always have an argument on day three of a big trip. We’ve since realized that that’s when we’re our most vulnerable because we think we should be 100% normal. We now schedule a silly argument before we go—then when we start to snap on day three, we laugh and say, “We’ve already had that argument.”

Gwen Shuster-Haynes is mother to Alexis (16), Bobby (9, adopted from Nepal when he was 21 months old), Sarah (7, adopted from Arizona two months before her due date) and Andrew Atthapon (4) from Thailand, who arrived home in Colorado in 2001.

