DESTINATION

GOOD MORNING, VIETNAM!

WITH JUNGLES, MOUNTAINS AND TROPICAL ISLANDS, VIETNAM IS BLESSED WITH
INCREDIBLE NATURAL DIVERSITY, NOT TO MENTION A FASCINATING HISTORY, A PROUD
CULINARY TRADITION, AND TWO MEGA CITIES THAT COULDN’T BE MORE DIFFERENT

By Nick Dall

F

or most people, Vietnam is defined by its war, but these days
it’s a peace-loving nation that is growing more prosperous
by the day. It has everything a tourist could wish for and it
is one of the few places in the world where your rands will
actually go somewhere. Follow our foolproof recipe for the holiday
of a lifetime.

Days 1 & 2 Ho Chi Minh City

Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC), aka Saigon, is a fast-paced business hub
with friendly people, terrific food and terrible traffic. More than four
million scooter drivers navigate HCMC’s streets, breaking every traffic
law known to man in the process.
The soul-numbing War Remnants Museum is so abrasive you can
almost feel the napalm on your skin, while the Reunification Palace
is one of the world’s most gloriously over-the-top examples of Sixties
government architecture. Nestled between high-rise buildings, the
evocative Jade Emperor Pagoda will take you back a thousand years.

But for me, a visit to HCMC is less about
sightseeing than it is about experiencing the
hopes and dreams of the 12 million people
who call it their home. About eating street
pho (a delicious beef- or chicken-noodle soup)
for breakfast, authentic South Indian curry for
lunch and a delectable 10-course French
degustation menu for supper. About allowing
the exhilarating summer downpour to drench
you completely and marvelling at luxurious
Bentleys parked outside basic, corrugated
iron shacks.
STAY HERE Beautiful Saigon Hotel 3 (beautiful
saigonhotel.com) is pristine, affordable and
located in a quiet alley in the invitingly vibrant
Ph m Ng Lão area.
Doubles from R400 on agoda.com.
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Clockwise from top
A rice farmer heads home
from the paddies; the streets of
Sa Pa are almost alpine; you
can get anything in H i An’s
market; the grand entrance
to one of Hue’s mausoleums;
Vietnamese cuisine is all
about fresh ingredients
and bold flavours

Days 2 & 3 H i An
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The coastal village of H i An is the real jewel
in Vietnam’s crown. Founded by the Chinese
in the 15th century, it was at one point the most
important trading port in the whole of South East
Asia. These days, it‘s become a living, breathing
museum on the banks of the vast, languorous
Thu B n River.
The narrow, cobbled streets are closed to
motorised traffic during the day, so it’s easy
to imagine what it must have been like in its
heyday. Traditional ‘tube houses’ dominate
the scene, but you’ll also spot the odd ornately
decorated temple or bridge. Old ladies in
conical hats vend peeled pineapples from
bamboo baskets, while goateed men sell
dumplings from their bicycles. What’s more,
H i An has the best food in Vietnam (the fresh
spring rolls are incredible) and the beach at
An Bang is paradise found.
STAY HERE The idyllic Coco River Resort
(cocoriverresort.com) is on a secluded bend
in the river, just downstream of town. Doubles
from R700 pn if you book through agoda.com.
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Days 4 & 5 Hanoi

Hanoi, the seat of the communist government
and Vietnam’s capital, is what you may imagine
ancient Asia to be. At its heart is the willowfringed Hoàn Kiêm Lake, the place where,
legend has it, more than a thousand years
ago, a giant-sized turtle swallowed Emperor
Lê Loi’s magic sword. Neither the turtle nor
the sword has been seen since, but that’s not
to say you shouldn’t look for it.
Hanoi radiates from Hoàn Kiêm Lake: the
Old Quarter is chaotic and colourful; the chic
French Quarter is all about sedate Parisian
boulevards, hotels and global fashion brands;
and the area around the city’s gothic cathedral
is a medium between these two extremes.

BEER AND BURGER INDEX
VND

RANDS

Burger at Lotteria, Vietnam’s biggest fast-food chain

50 000 VND R33

Bowl of pho from a street vendor

35 000 VND R25

Beer at Al Fresco’s, an upmarket dining chain

50 000 VND R33

Draught beer at a bia hoi (beer garden) in Hanoi

9 000 VND

OTHER

HIGHLIGHTS
The mountain
retreat of Sa Pa
offers cool respite,
great views and a
chance to connect
with minority tribes.
The tropical
island paradise of
Phu Quoc is great for
swimming, snorkelling
and scuba diving.
Vietnam’s ancient
imperial capital
of Hue has loads
of history and a
riverside location.
Some magnificent
caves, including the
world’s largest, are
found near Dong Ha.
Add them to your
itinerary if you can.

R6

At the H Chí Minh Mausoleum, you can
glimpse the great leader’s embalmed body
(but don’t bother in October and November,
when it’s flown to Moscow for maintenance)
and the 950-year-old Temple of Literature,
Vietnam’s first university. After checking out the
temple, follow the scent of grilled pork to Bun
Cha Van Mieu across the street for a bowl of
sweet, fatty, tangy goodness that will change
your life forever.
STAY HERE The Holiday Gold Hotel
(hanoiholidayhotel.com), a stone’s throw from
Hoàn Kiêm Lake, has great rooms, wonderful
staff and excellent breakfast. Doubles from
R300 pn on agoda.com.

Days 6 & 7 H Long Bay

Northern Vietnam is littered with limestone
karsts, and their random scattering achieves
haphazard perfection at the Unesco World
Heritage site of H Long Bay, where 2 000
islets provide a photographer’s dream shot at
every turn. To get the most from the experience,
it’s best to explore the bay on an overnight
boat trip. The longer you go for, the more it
allows you to get further and visit less-populated
parts of the bay, where the sand is whiter
and the snorkelling is better.
STAY HERE A double cabin on the Imperial
Classic Cruise (halongimperialcruise.com)
costs about R3 480. All meals included.

