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			HOW TO USE THIS ROUGH GUIDES SNAPSHOT

			
				
					This Rough Guides Snapshot is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide ebooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit. An essential tool for pre-trip planning, it also makes a great travel companion when you’re on the road.
				

				
					Introduction to Ho Chi Minh City is a good place to start, with an overview of the city’s big attractions and a list of highlights. From the table of contents, you can click straight to the main sections of the guide, which includes features on all the major sights and attractions. You’ll find practical information on the country as a whole, including details on flights, in  Vietnam Basics. Shorter contents lists appear at the start of every section in the guide to make chapter navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by tapping the links that sit with an arrow icon.

				
					Detailed area maps can be found in the guide and in the dedicated map section, which also includes full country maps, accessible from the table of contents. Depending on your hardware, you can double-tap on the maps to see larger-scale versions, or select different scales. There are also thumbnails below more detailed maps – in these cases, you can opt to “zoom left/top” or “zoom right/bottom” or view the full map. The screen-lock function on your device is recommended when viewing enlarged maps. Make sure you have the latest software updates, too.
				

				
					Throughout the guide, we’ve flagged up our favourite places
- a perfectly sited hotel, an atmospheric café, a special restaurant -  with [image: Author pick]. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything you’ll need for your time away.
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INTRODUCTION TO HO CHI MINH CITY
Highlights
Brief history

Reverberating to the whirr of a million motorbikes, Ho Chi Minh City
				– or Thanh Pho Ho Chi Minh, to give it its full Vietnamese title – is a metropolis
				on the move. By turns chaotic, elegant, exotic and zestful, this has long been one
				of Asia’s more interesting cities; more than eight million souls live here, making
				it more populous than the national capital, Hanoi. As a result of the sweeping
				economic changes wrought by doi moi in 1986, this
				effervescent city has changed its image from that of a war-torn wreck to one of a
				thriving metropolis, challenging Singapore, Bangkok and the other Southeast Asian
				powerhouses. All the accoutrements of economic success are here – fine restaurants,
				flashy hotels, glitzy bars and clubs, and shops selling imported luxury goods –
				adding a glossy veneer to the city’s hotchpotch landscape of French colonial
				architecture, venerable pagodas and austere, Soviet-style housing blocks.
Sadly, however, Ho Chi Minh City (often abbreviated to HCMC) is still full of people for whom economic progress has not yet
				translated into food, housing and jobs. Vendors roam the tourist enclaves hawking
				books, postcards, lottery tickets and cigarette lighters; limbless mendicants haul
				themselves about on crude trolleys; and watchful pickpockets prowl crowded streets
				on the lookout for unguarded wallets. Though the number of beggars is gradually
				declining, tourists must quickly come to accept them as a hassle that goes with the
				territory. In addition, the arrival, en masse, of wealthy Westerners has lured many
				women into prostitution, for which the go-go bars of Dong Khoi became famous during
				the American War.
  If Hanoi is a city of romance and mellow charms, then Ho Chi Minh City is its
				antithesis, a fury of sights and sounds, and the crucible in which Vietnam’s
				rallying fortunes are boiling. Few corners of the city afford respite from the
				cacophony of construction work casting up new office
				blocks and hotels with logic-defying speed. An increasing number of cars and
				minibuses jostle with an organic mass of state-of-the-art Honda SUVs, choking the
				tree-lined streets and boulevards. Amid this melee, the local people go about their
				daily life: smartly dressed schoolkids wander past streetside baguette-sellers;
				women shoppers ride motorbikes clad in gangster-style bandanas to protect their skin
				from the sun and dust; while teenagers in designer jeans chirrup into mobile phones.
				Much of the fun of being in Ho Chi Minh City derives from the simple pleasure of
				absorbing its flurry of activity – something best done from the seat of a cyclo or a
				roadside café. To blink is to miss some new and singular sight, be it a motorbike
				stacked high with piglets bound for the market, or a boy on a bicycle rapping out a
				staccato tattoo on pieces of bamboo to advertise noodles for sale.
  For some visitors, the American war is their primary frame of reference and such
				historical hot spots as the Reunification Palace
				rank highly on their itineraries. In addition, ostentatious reminders of French rule
				abound, among them such memorable buildings as Notre Dame
					Cathedral and the grandiose Hotel de
					Ville – but even these look spanking-new when compared to gloriously
				musty edifices like Quan Am Pagoda and the Jade Emperor Pagoda, just a couple of the many
				captivating places of worship across the city. And if the chaos becomes too much,
				you can escape to the relative calm of the Botanical
					Gardens – also home to the city’s History
					Museum and zoo.
  It’s one of Ho Chi Minh City’s many charms that once you’ve exhausted, or been
				exhausted by, all it has to offer, paddy fields, beaches and wide-open countryside
				are not far away. The most popular trip out of the city is
				to the Cu Chi tunnels, where villagers dug
				themselves out of the range of American shelling. The tunnels are often twinned with
				a tour around the fanciful Great Temple of the indigenous Cao Dai religion at
					Tay Ninh. A brief taster of the Mekong Delta at My Tho
				or a dip in the South China Sea at Ho Coc are also
				eminently possible in a long day’s excursion.
  The best time to visit tropical Ho Chi Minh City is in
				the dry season, which runs from December through to April. During the wet season,
				May to November, there are frequent tropical storms, though these won’t disrupt your
				travels too much. Average temperatures, year-round, hover between 26°C and 29°C,
				though March, April and May are the hottest months.
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Highlights

1 Bitexco Tower Enjoy the superlative views from the upper levels of the city’s tallest
						building, and newest icon.


2 Ben Thanh Market A teeming Vietnamese market par excellence…
						check the city’s pulse here on an early morning stroll.


3 War Remnants Museum The city’s most moving museum, a stark reminder of man’s inhumanity to
							man.


4 Jade Emperor Pagoda Beautifully carved woodwork, an eclectic collection of deities and a
						constant fog of incense, all combine to make this the city’s most
						fascinating temple.


5 Cho Lon Take an improvised wander around the streets of “big market” – the city’s
						occasionally manic Chinatown.


6 HCMC cafés Linger over a latte and watch the world roll by at one of the city’s hip
						cafés, such as the Napoli or La Fenetre Soleil.


7 Dong Khoi shops The boutiques on and around this famous street specialize in silks and
							paintings.


8 A day-trip north Two of the biggest draws for travellers to HCMC – the Cu Chi tunnels and
						Cao Dai temple – are actually outside the city itself, and best tackled on a
							day-tour.



Highlights are marked on the following maps: Ho Chi Minh City and around, 
						Ho Chi Minh City, and Cho Lon and around
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THE STREET OF MANY NAMES
Slender Dong Khoi, running for just over 1km
					from Le Duan to the Saigon River, has long mirrored Ho Chi Minh City’s changing
					fortunes. The French knew the road as Rue
						Catinat, a tamarind-shaded thoroughfare that constituted the heart
					of French colonial life. Here the colons would
					promenade, stopping at chic boutiques and perfumeries, and gathering at noon and
					dusk at cafés such as the Rotonde and Taverne Alsacienne for a Vermouth or Dubonnet, before hailing a
						pousse-pousse (a hand-pulled variation on the
					cyclo) to run them home. With the departure of the French in 1954, President
					Diem saw fit to change the street’s name to Tu
						Do, “Freedom”, and it was under this guise that a generation of
					young American GIs came to know it, as they toured the glut of bars – Wild West, Uncle Sam’s, Playboy – that sprang up to pander to their more
					lascivious needs. After Saigon fell in 1975, the more politically correct
					monicker of Dong Khoi, or “Uprising”, was
					adopted, but the street quickly went to seed in the dark, pre-doi moi years, and by the Seventies had gone, in the words of Le
					Ly Hayslip, from “bejewelled, jaded dowager to shabby, grasping bag
					lady”.

Brief history
Knowledge of Ho Chi Minh City’s early history is sketchy at best. Between the
					first and sixth centuries, the territory on which it lies fell under the nominal
					rule of the Funan Empire to the west. Funan was
					subsequently absorbed by the Kambuja peoples of the pre-Angkor Chen La Empire, but it is unlikely that these
					Imperial machinations had much bearing on the sleepy fishing backwater that
					would later develop into Ho Chi Minh City.
  Khmer fishermen eked out a living here, building their huts on the stable
					ground just north of the delta wetlands, which made it ideal for human
					settlement. Originally named Prei Nokor, it
					flourished as an entrepôt for Cambodian boats pushing down the Mekong River, and
					by the seventeenth century it boasted a garrison and a mercantile community that
					embraced Malay, Indian and Chinese traders.
  Such a dynamic settlement was bound to draw attention from the north. By the
					eighteenth century, the Viets had subdued the
					kingdom of Champa, and this area was swallowed up by Hue’s Nguyen Dynasty. With new ownership came a new name,
						Saigon, thought to be derived from the
					Vietnamese word for the kapok tree. On the outbreak of the Tay Son Rebellion, in 1772, Nguyen Anh bricked the
					whole settlement into a walled fortress, the eight-sided Gia Dinh Citadel. The army that put down the Tay Son brothers
					included an assisting French military force, who
					grappled for several decades to undermine Vietnamese control in the region and
					develop a trading post in Asia. Finally, in 1861, they seized Saigon, using
					Emperor Tu Duc’s persecution of French missionaries as a pretext. The 1862
						Treaty of Saigon declared the city the
					capital of French Cochinchina.
Colonial-era Saigon
Ho Chi Minh City owes much of its form and character to the French
						colonists: channels were filled in, marshlands drained and steam tramways
						set to work along its regimental grid of tamarind-shaded boulevards, which
						by the 1930s sported names like Boulevard de la Somme and Rue Rousseau.
						Flashy examples of European architecture were erected, cafés and boutiques
						sprang up to cater for its new Vermouth-sipping, baguette-munching citizens
						and the city was imbued with such an all-round Gallic air that Somerset
						Maugham, visiting in the 1930s, found it reminiscent of “a little provincial
						town in the south of France, a blithe and smiling little place”. The French
						colonials bankrolled improvements to Saigon with the vast profits they were
						able to cream from exporting Vietnam’s rubber and
							rice out of the city’s rapidly expanding
						seaport.
  On a human level, however, French rule was invariably harsh; dissent
						crystallized in the form of strikes through the 1920s and 1930s, but the
						nationalist movement hadn’t gathered any real head of steam before World War II’s tendrils spread to Southeast
						Asia. At its close, the Potsdam Conference
						of 1945 set the British Army the task of disarming Japanese troops in
						southern Vietnam. Arriving in Saigon two months later, they promptly
						returned power to the French; so began thirty years of war, though Saigon
						itself saw little action during this conflict.

Saigon in the American War
Following the partition of Vietnam in 1954, Saigon was
						designated the capital of the Republic of South
							Vietnam by President Diem. In the mid-1960s, the city became
						the nerve centre of the American war effort – as well as its R&R
						capital, with a slough of sleazy bars along Dong Khoi (known then as Tu Do)
						catering to GIs on leave from duty. Despite the Communist bomb attacks and
						demonstrations by students and monks that periodically disturbed the peace,
						local entrepreneurs prospered on the back of the tens of thousands of
						Americans posted here. The gravy train ran out of steam with the withdrawal
						of American troops in 1973, and two years later the Ho Chi Minh Campaign rolled into the city and through the
						gates of the presidential palace and the Communists were in control. Within
						a year, Saigon had been renamed Ho Chi Minh
							City.

Post-reunification
The war years extracted a heavy toll: American
						carpet-bombing of the Vietnamese countryside forced millions of refugees
						into the relative safety of the city, and ill-advised, post-reunification
						policies triggered a social and economic stagnation whose ramifications
						still echo like ripples on a lake. Persecution of southerners with links to
						the Americans saw many thousands sent to re-education camps. Millions more
						fled the country by boat.
  Only in 1986, when the economic liberalization,
							doi moi, was established, and a market economy
						reintroduced, did the fortunes of the city show signs of taking an upturn.
						Today the city’s resurgence is well advanced, and its inhabitants are eyeing
						the future with unprecedented optimism – legions of new high-rise buildings
						sprouting up in the city centre, and other parts of town, hint at the size
						of a burgeoning middle class, while the culinary options, and the cultural
						make-up of the city itself, grow ever more cosmopolitan.
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HO CHI MINH CITY ORIENTATION
HCMC is divided into 24 districts, though
					tourists rarely travel beyond districts One, Three and Five. The city centre – which makes up much of District One
					– hugs the west bank of the Saigon River; traditionally the French
					Quarter of the city, this area is still widely known as Saigon. It’s
					filled to near bursting point with hotels (mostly mid- to upper-range),
					shops and restaurants, and boasts a fair few sights, including some
					delectable examples of colonial architecture.
  Just to the southwest is an area variously referred to by the names of
					its three main roads. Facing a pleasant
					stretch of quasi-parkland, Pham Ngu Lao
					is the largest of the three; Bui Vien is
					a small street which fills up with beer-guzzling backpackers and locals
					each evening; while connecting the two is De
						Tham, the drop-off point for most of those arriving in HCMC
					on an open-tour bus.
  North of the backpacker zone is the Reunification Palace, one of the city’s best sights and
					surrounded by other appealing places to visit. North of
						the centre you’ll find some great Buddhist monuments, as
					well as a good museum and zoo.
  Lastly, way out west across an uninspiring stretch of no-man’s-land is
					the district of Cho Lon, famed for its
					large Chinese population and the many colourful temples and shrines
					built by their ancestors.


For details on getting to Ho Chi Minh City and travelling across the rest of Vietnam,
					as well as information on entry requirements and currency, plus travelling with children,
					national holidays and sport, turn to the Vietnam Basics section.
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THE CITY CENTRE
Notre Dame Cathedral
The General Post Office
Hotel de Ville
Ho Chi Minh City Museum
Rex Hotel
The Hotel Continental
The Municipal Theatre
The Caravelle Hotel
The Saigon River
Sri Thenday Yutthapani Temple
Indian Jamia Mosque
Bitexco Financial Tower

Ho Chi Minh City’s de facto city centre is Lam Son
						Square, a road crossing flanked by prime specimens of colonial-era architecture. The square sits on Dong Khoi, one of the city’s main streets, which
					runs through the centre of District One. Though currently undergoing massive
					changes, with entire blocks being razed and towering monoliths transforming its
					image further still, the street still has some character in the form of chic
					boutiques with eye-catching window displays, and cute cafés in which to pause
					between shopping or sightseeing.
  One block west of Dong Khoi is Nguyen Hue,
					created when Saigon’s French administrators laid Charner Boulevard over a
					filled-in canal and down to the Saigon River. Their brief was to replicate the
					elegance of a tree-lined Parisian boulevard, and in its day this broad avenue
					was known as the Champs Elysées of the East; its contemporary incarnation,
					however, has little character except on Sundays and at festival time.
  The sights listed below follow a general route southwest from the cathedral at
					the top of Dong Khoi. From here, you can spend half a day mopping up sights –
					and the odd coffee or snack – on your way south to Me
						Linh Square, where a statue of Tran Hung Dao points across the
					river.
[image: RG]

Notre Dame Cathedral

Off top end of Dong Khoi • Sunrise to sunset • Free
Up at Dong Khoi’s northern end, the twin compass-point spires of Notre Dame Cathedral have, for decades, been one
						of Saigon’s handiest landmarks. An attractive redbrick building of late
						nineteenth-century vintage, its interior boasts only scant decoration bar
						the few stained-glass windows above and behind its altar, and its marble
						relief Stations of the Cross. There’s plenty of
						scope for people-watching, however, as a steady trickle of Catholics pass
						through in their best silk tunics and black pants, fingering rosary beads,
						their whispered prayers merging with the insistent murmur of the traffic
						outside. A statue of the Virgin Mary
						provides the centrepiece to the small park
						fronting the cathedral, where cyclo drivers loiter and kids hawk postcards
						and maps. Take a close look at Mary’s face, as on occasion locals swear they
						have seen her shed tears.

< Back to The city centre
The General Post Office

Off top end of Dong Khoi • Daily 6am–10pm • Free
Just off the cathedral’s southeastern corner is the General Post Office, a classic colonial edifice unchanged
						since its completion in the 1880s; it’s worth a peek inside for the
						nave-like foyer, lent character by two huge map-murals, one charting Saigon
						and its environs in 1892, the other the telegraphic lines of southern
						Vietnam and Cambodia in 1936. Further in, a huge portrait of Uncle Ho
						sporting a healthy tan and warm smile gazes down at the aged wooden benches
						and tables of the cavernous main hall.

< Back to The city centre
Hotel de Ville

Le Thanh Ton
The stately edifice that stands at Nguyen Hue’s northern extent is the
						former Hotel de Ville, the city’s most
						photographed icon and an ostentatious reminder of colonial Europe’s stubborn
						resolve to stamp its imprint on the countries it subjugated, no matter how
						incongruous. Built between 1902 and 1908 as the city’s administrative hub,
						this wedding cake of a building today houses the People’s Committee behind
						its showy jumble of Corinthian columns, classical figures and shuttered
						windows, and is not open to the public. A statue of Uncle
							Ho cradling a small child watches over the tiny park fronting
						the building, where flowerbeds add a splash of colour.
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Ho Chi Minh City Museum
The collection


65 Ly Tu Trong • Tues–Sun 8am–5pm • 15,000đ • [image: tel_icon]08
							3829 9741, [image: web_icon]hcmc-museum.edu.vn
Of all the buildings thrown up in Vietnam by the French, few are more
						eye-catching than the former Gia Long
						Palace, built a block west of the Hotel de Ville in 1886 as a
						splendid residence for the governor of Cochinchina. Homeless after the air
						attack that smashed his own palace, Diem decamped here in 1962, and it was
						in the tunnels beneath the building that he spent his last hours of office,
						before fleeing to Cha Tam
							Church in Cho Lon where he finally surrendered. It now houses the Ho Chi Minh
							City Museum, which makes use of photographs, documents and
						artefacts to trace the struggle of the Vietnamese people against France and
						America. Even if you’re not desperate to learn more about the country’s
						war-torn past, you’re likely to be enchanted by the grandeur of the
						building, and you might even witness couples posing for wedding photographs,
						as the regal structure and well-tended gardens are a favourite backdrop for
						photographers.
The collection
The downstairs area is a hotchpotch of
							ancient artefacts and antique collections, along with a section on
							nature and another featuring ethnic clothing and implements. The museum
							shifts into higher gear upstairs, where the
							focus turns to the American War. The best exhibits are those showcasing
							the ingenuity of the Vietnamese – bicycle parts made into mortars, a
							Suzuki motorbike in whose inner tubes documents were smuggled into
							Saigon, a false-floored boat in which guns were secreted, and so on.
							Look out, too, for sweaters knitted by female prisoners on Con Dao
							Island bearing the Vietnamese words for “peace” and “freedom”.
							Elsewhere, there’s a cross-sectional model of the Cu Chi tunnels, and a
							rewarding gallery of photographs of the Ho Chi Minh Campaign and the
							fall of Saigon.
  As with many of Vietnam’s museums, the hardware of war is on display
							in the gardens. Tucked away behind the
							frangipanis and well-groomed hedges out back are a Soviet tank, an
							American helicopter and an anti-aircraft gun, while out front are two
							sleek but idle jets.


< Back to The city centre
Rex Hotel

141 Nguyen Hue
Just south of the Hotel de Ville is the Rex Hotel, which despite its colonial-style charm has only existed
						in its current incarnation since 1976. Having started out as a garage for
						the Renaults and Peugeots of the city’s French expat community, during the
						1960s it billeted American officers, and hosted regular press briefing
						sessions that came to be known by jaded members of the press as the “Five
						O’Clock Follies”. From its fifth-floor Rooftop
							Garden bar, the hotel yields a superb view of the whirl of life
						on the street below, best enjoyed over a fruit juice or cool glass of beer.
						At night, the hotel’s emblem, a giant crown, lights up on the terrace,
						providing the city with one of its best-known landmarks.

< Back to The city centre
The Hotel Continental

132–134 Dong Khoi
Dong Khoi briefly widens where the smart, white walls of the Hotel Continental announce your arrival in
							Lam Son Square. Once a bastion of French
						high society, and still one of the city’s premier addresses, the hotel’s
						front terrace was the place to see and be seen earlier last century. Little
						wonder, then, that Somerset Maugham’s nose
						for a story led him here in the mid-1920s: “Outside the hotels are
						terraces,” he recounted, “and at the hour of the aperitif, they are crowded
						with bearded, gesticulating Frenchmen drinking the sweet and sickly
						beverages… which they drink in France and they talk nineteen to the dozen in
						the rolling accent of the Midi… It is very agreeable to sit under the awning
						on the terrace of the Hotel Continental, with an innocent drink before you,
						[and] read in the local newspaper heated controversies upon the affairs of
						the colony.” Sadly the terrace no longer exists; if you want to tap into the
						history of the place, the best you can do is to ensconce yourself in the
						hotel’s café.

< Back to The city centre
The Municipal Theatre

Lam Son Square
On the eastern side of Lam Son Square you’ll find the cyclopean, domed
						entrance of the century-old Municipal
							Theatre. The National Assembly was temporarily housed here in
						1955, but today, lovingly restored to its former glory, it once again
						presents fashion shows, drama and dance, though only occasionally.
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The Caravelle Hotel

19–23 Lam Son Square
Facing the theatre is the 1958-built, and now grandiosely revamped,
							Caravelle Hotel, which in a former
						incarnation found favour with Western journalists assigned to cover the war
						– its terrace bar saw many a report drafted over a stiff drink. A stroll to
						the river from here will take you past two of the city’s more venerable
						hotels, the lovingly restored Grand on the left, followed thirty metres later on the right by
						the lavish, riverfront Majestic.
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The Saigon River

Both Dong Khoi and Nguyen Hue end at the Saigon River. In colonial times,
						the quay hugging its confluence with the Ben Nghe
						Channel provided new arrivals with their first real glimpse of Indochina –
						scores of coolie-hatted dock-workers lugging sacks of rice off ships, shrimp
						farmers dredging the oozy shallows, and junks and sampans bobbing on the
						tide under the vigilant gaze of colons imbibing at
						nearby cafés. Arriving by steamer in 1910, Gabrielle Vassal felt as if “all
						Saigon had turned out” to welcome her ship, adding that “some expected
						friends, while others came in the hope of meeting acquaintances, or as mere
						spectators. One was reminded of a fashionable garden party, for the dresses
						and equipages were worthy of Paris itself.” These days the only river
						traffic consists of hydrofoils bound for Vung Tau, a few tourist boats and
						the odd barge.
HAVING FUN THE NGUYEN HUE WAY
Nguyen Hue isn’t the most beautiful
							thoroughfare in town, but each Sunday evening the city’s trendsetting
							youth converge here on their motorbikes to circle round and round,
							girlfriends riding pillion, in a strange ritual that recreates the
							traffic jams that they suffer through on weekdays. During Tet the street also bursts into life,
							hosting a vast, riotously colourful flower market which draws Vietnamese
							belles in their thousands to pose in their best ao
								dai among the roses, sunflowers, chrysanthemums and conical
							orange trees. Much the same thing happens at Christmas, albeit with flashy LEDs in place of most
							flowers, and festive costumes in place of the ao
								dai – the clement temperatures at this time mean that many
							girls choose to wear Santa hats, red tops and red miniskirts. The
							Vietnamese have newly discovered the pleasures of picture-taking, and
							during the evenings the perpetual necessity of avoiding camera
							sight-lines means that it takes ages to get around at this time.


< Back to The city centre
Sri Thenday Yutthapani Temple

66 Ton That Thiep • Daily sunrise to sunset • Free
With its colourful sculpted gate tower (known as a gopuram), the peaceful Sri Thenday
							Yutthapani Temple looks out of place on Ton That Thiep, a
						trendy strip of boutiques and bars. The place manages a certain rag-tag
						charisma, the lavish murals normally associated with Hindu temples replaced
						by faded paintings of Jawaharlal Nehru, Mahatma Gandhi and various deities
						from the Hindu pantheon, plus a ceiling gaily studded with coloured baubles
						and lamps. Steps beyond the topiary to the right of the main sanctuary lead
						to a roof terrace that’s dominated by a weather-beaten tower of deities,
						whose ranks have been infiltrated by two incongruous characters dressed like
						public schoolboys in braces, shorts and striped ties.

< Back to The city centre
Indian Jamia Mosque

66 Dong Du • Daily sunrise to sunset • Free
Though glitzy boutiques predominate along Dong Khoi below the Caravelle, they haven’t yet managed entirely to
						eradicate the past and it’s still possible to winkle out relics of old
						Saigon. South of Lam Son and just off Dong Du lie the white and blue-washed
						walls of the 1930s Indian Jamia Mosque, now
						towered over by the Sheraton. The rounded curves of its arches and its slender
						minarets make a stark contrast to the utilitarian design of the hotel next
						door and there’s a reassuring sense of peace that’s enhanced by the
						slumbering worshippers lazing around the complex. If you’re feeling peckish,
						check out the simple restaurant that is tucked
						round the back of the mosque, serving cheap and tasty dishes, many of which
						are vegetarian.

< Back to The city centre
Bitexco Financial Tower

2 Hai Trieu • Daily 9.30am–9.30pm (Fri & Sat
						9.30am–10pm); last ticket 45min before closing • 200,000đ • Saigon Skydeck
							[image: tel_icon]083 915 6868, [image: web_icon]saigonskydeck.com
With its tapered shape and distinctive helipad protruding like a tongue
						near the top, the sleek, glass Bitexco Financial
							Tower is already one of Saigon’s most memorable icons, despite
						only having being completed in 2010. Its base is an uninteresting mix of
						mall space and offices, but visitors flock to take in the sweeping views
						from the Saigon Skydeck on the 49th floor,
						178m above the ground. Look upwards and you’ll see the lip of the helipad on
						the floor above; look down and you should spot a few familiar sights, such
						as Ben Thanh market, the Hotel de Ville, the Opera House and the tips of the
						spires of Notre Dame Cathedral far below you.
  A little money-saving tip for you: there’s a decent café on the floor above the Skydeck, where the coffee, drinks
						and ice cream are overpriced, but still cost less than tickets for the deck
						itself – it’s free to take the lift to this level, where you’ll essentially
						get the same view with a free latte, and some change to boot.

< Back to The city centre

AROUND PHAM NGU LAO
Fine Art Museum
Ben Thanh Market
Sri Mariamman Hindu Temple

Referred to by most backpackers as “the backpacker area”, the jumble of
					streets around Pham Ngu Lao do, indeed, contain
					the overwhelming majority of the city’s budget accommodation options. There are
					pricier places here, too, and the same goes for the area’s many places to eat –
					everything from trendy restaurants serving foreign nosh to streetside shacks
					serving exactly what you see in and on their various tubs and shelves. If you’ve
					been to Bangkok’s Khaosan Road, you may remark on a certain similarity – it’s
					most evident during the evening, when Bui Vien finds itself crammed with locals
					and not-so-locals drinking cheap beer on tiny chairs.
					During the daytime, it’s one of the city’s more pleasant places to shop; a little further afield you can visit some great
						markets, including hugely popular Ben Thanh and
					the lesser-visited Dan Sinh.
[image: RG]

Fine Art Museum

97a Pho Duc Chinh • Tues–Sun 9am–5pm • 10,000đ • [image: tel_icon]08
							3829 4441
Set in a grand colonial mansion, Ho Chi Minh City’s Fine Art Museum is worth a visit to view some of the country’s
						best Cham and Oc Eo relics. The first floor hosts temporary exhibitions, while the
						courtyard out back is given over to commerce in the form of artworks on sale
						by various city galleries. If you’re in the market for a piece of Vietnamese
						art, it’s worth checking these places out as standards are high and some
						prices are affordable. Revolutionary art dominates the second floor, relying
						heavily on hackneyed images of soldiers, war zones and Uncle Ho, though a
						few offerings capture the anguish and turmoil of the conflicts. Things get
						better on the third floor where there’s an impressive collection of Oc Eo
						and Cham statues, gilt Buddhas and other antiquities.

< Back to Around Pham Ngu Lao
Ben Thanh Market

Junction of Le Loi and Le Lai • Sunrise to sunset •
						Free
There’s much more beneath the pillbox-style clock tower of Ben Thanh Market than just the cattle and
						seafood pictured on its front wall. The city’s busiest market for almost a
						century, and known to the French as the Halles Centrales, Ben Thanh’s dense
						knot of trade has caused it to burst at the seams, disgorging stalls onto
						the surrounding pavements. Inside the main body of the market, a tight grid
						of aisles, demarcated according to produce, teems with shoppers; if it’s
						souvenirs you’re after, a reconnaissance here will reveal conical hats,
						basketware, bags, shoes, lacquerware, Da Lat coffee and Good Morning Vietnam
						T-shirts. Sadly, all stalls are now designated “fixed price”, so there’s no
						more good-natured bargaining, and prices are generally a bit higher than
						elsewhere.
  Walk through to the wet market along the back of the complex, and you’ll
						find buckets of eels, clutches of live frogs tied together at the legs,
						heaps of pigs’ ears and snouts and baskets wedged full of hens, among other
						gruesome sights. If you can countenance the thought of eating after seeing –
						and smelling – this patch of the market, com, pho and baguette stalls
						proliferate towards the back of the main hall. In the evenings, foodstalls
						specializing in seafood set up along the sides of the market, attracting a
						mixed crowd of locals and tourists.

< Back to Around Pham Ngu Lao
Sri Mariamman Hindu Temple

45 Truong Dinh • Sunrise to sunset • Free
A block northwest of Ben Thanh, the aroma of jasmine and incense replaces
						the stench of butchery at Truong Dinh’s Sri Mariamman
							Hindu Temple. Less engaging than Sri Thenday yutthapani, Sri Mariamman’s imposing walls are sometimes lined with
						vendors selling oil, incense and jasmine petals. The walls are topped by a
						colourful gopuram, or bank of sculpted gods.
						Inside, the gods Mariamman, Maduraiveeran and Pechiamman reside in stone
						sanctuaries reminiscent of the Cham towers upcountry, and there are more
						deities set into the walls around the courtyard.

< Back to Around Pham Ngu Lao

THE REUNIFICATION PALACE AND AROUND
The Reunification Palace
The War Remnants Museum
Cong Vien Van Hoa Park
Xa Loi Pagoda

One of Ho Chi Minh City’s most popular, and important, sights is the Reunification Palace, set in a patch of parkland
					just to the west of the city centre, and within walking distance. The area has
					enough to keep you occupied for at least half a day: poke east and you’ll find
					yourself at the hulking, red-brick Notre Dame
						Cathedral, head northwest and you’ll soon hit the War Remnants Museum, while a walk west will take you
					through Cong Vien Van Hoa Park towards Xa Loi Pagoda.
The Reunification Palace
The palace


135 Nam Ky Khoi Nghia • Daily 7.30–11am & 1–4pm •
						30,000đ, tours 200,000đ per group
Five minutes’ stroll north up Nam Ky Khoi Nghia from the Ho Chi Minh City
						Museum, a red flag billows proudly above the Reunification Palace. A whitewashed concrete edifice with all
						the charm of a municipal library, the complex occupies the site of the
						former Norodom Palace, a colonial mansion erected in 1871 to house the
						governor-general of Indochina. After the French departure in 1954, Ngo Dinh
						Diem commandeered this extravagant monument as his presidential residence,
						but after sustaining extensive damage in a February 1962 assassination
						attempt by two disaffected Southern pilots, the place was condemned and
						pulled down. The present building was named the Independence Palace on its
						completion in 1966, only to be retitled the Reunification Hall when the South fell in 1975. The reversion to the label “Palace” was
						doubtless made for its tourist appeal.
THE TAKING OF THE PRESIDENTIAL PALACE
The Reunification Palace is of
							enormous significance to the Vietnamese – on April 30, 1975, the
							storming of its gates by a tank belonging to the Northern Army became
							the defining moment of the fall of Saigon and
							the South. These days, two tanks stand in the grounds as a reminder of
							the incident.
  Of the many Western journalists on hand to witness the spectacle, none
							was better placed than English journalist and poet James Fenton, who conspired to hitch a ride
							on the tank that first crashed through the gates:
  “The tank speeded up, and rammed the left side of the
								palace gate. Wrought iron flew into the air, but the whole structure
								refused to give. I nearly fell off. The tank backed again, and I
								observed a man with a nervous smile opening the centre portion of
								the gate. We drove into the grounds of the palace, and fired a
								salute. An NLF soldier took the flag and, waving it above his head,
								ran into the palace. A few moments later, he emerged on the terrace,
								waving the flag round and round. Later still, there he was on the
								roof. The red and yellow stripes of the Saigon regime were lowered
								at last.”
  Inside the palace, Duong Van Minh
							(“Big Minh”), sworn in as president only two days before, readied to
							perform his last presidential duty. “I have been waiting since early
							this morning to transfer power to you,” he said to General Bui Tin, to
							which the general replied: “Your power has crumbled. You cannot give up
							what you do not have.”

The palace
Spookily unchanged from its working days, much of the building’s
								interior is a time capsule of Sixties and
							Seventies kitsch: pacing its airy banqueting rooms, conference halls and
							reception areas, it’s hard not to think you’ve strayed into the
							arch-criminal’s lair in a James Bond movie. Most interesting is the
								third floor, where, as well as the
							presidential library (with works by Laurens van der Post and Graham
							Greene alongside heavyweight political tomes), there’s a curtained
							projection room, and an entertainment lounge complete with tacky
							circular sofa and barrel-shaped bar. Nearby, a set of sawn-off
							elephant’s feet add an eerie touch to the decor. Perhaps the most
							atmospheric part of the building is the basement and former command centre, where wood-panelled
							combat staff quarters yield archaic radio equipment and vast wall
							maps.


< Back to The Reunification Palace and around
The War Remnants Museum
The collection


28 Vo Van Tan • Daily 7.30am–noon & 1.30–5pm • 15,000đ
						• [image: tel_icon]08 3930 6664
A block north of Cong Vien Van Hoa Park, the War
							Remnants Museum is a highly popular attraction, though not one
						for the faint-hearted. Unlike at the Ho Chi Minh City Museum, you are
						unlikely to be distracted here by the building that houses the heart-rending
						exhibits – a distressing compendium of the horrors of modern warfare. Some
						of the instruments of destruction are on display in the courtyard outside,
						including a 28-tonne howitzer and a ghoulish collection of bomb parts.
						There’s also a guillotine that harvested heads at the Central Prison on Ly
						Tu Trong, first for the French and later for Diem.
The collection
Inside, a series of halls present a grisly portfolio of photographs of mutilation, napalm burns and
							torture. Most shocking is the gallery detailing the effects of the 75
							million litres of defoliant sprays dumped across the country: beside the
							expected images of bald terrain, hideously malformed foetuses are
							preserved in pickling jars. A gallery that looks at international
							opposition to the war as well as the American peace movement adds a
							sense of balance, and makes a change from the self-glorifying tone of
							most Vietnamese museums. Accounts of servicemen – such as veteran B52
							pilot Michael Heck – who attempted to discharge themselves from the war
							on ethical grounds are also featured. Artefacts donated to the museum by
							returned US servicemen add to the reconciliatory tone.
  At the back of the museum is a grisly mock-up of the 
								tiger cages, the godless prison
							cells of Con Son Island, which
							could have been borrowed from the movie set of Papillon.


< Back to The Reunification Palace and around
Cong Vien Van Hoa Park
Golden Dragon Water Puppet Theatre


Adjoining the western edge of the Reunification Palace’s grounds, Cong Vien Van Hoa Park, also known as Tau Dan
						Park, is a municipal space whose tree-shaded lawns are pleasant for a stroll
						and heave with life each Sunday. During the colonial era, the park’s
						northernmost corner was home to one of the lynchpins of French expat
						society, the Cercle Sportif, a
						Westerners-only sports club where the colons
						gathered to swim and play tennis before sinking an aperitif and discussing
						the day’s events. Today it functions as the Workers’ Sports Club and also
						houses the Golden Dragon Water Puppet Theatre.
Golden Dragon Water Puppet Theatre
55b Nguyen Thi Minh Khai • 50min shows daily at 5pm,
							6.30pm and sometimes 7.45pm • 240,000đ • Tickets on the door or book
							through [image: tel_icon]08 3840 4027
If you sink into the depths of depression on leaving the War Remnants’
							Museum, cheer yourself up at this water puppet
								theatre; few people fail to be enchanted at their first
							encounter with these waterborne buffoons. The tradition of water
							puppetry is much
							stronger in the north, but it’s
							such an appealing aspect of Vietnamese culture that there’s plenty of
							demand for shows in the south as well. The early evening timing of the
							shows make them a fun activity with the kids before bed or dinner; they
							consist of a dozen or so sketches on themes like rearing ducks and
							catching foxes, boat racing and unicorns playing with a ball.


< Back to The Reunification Palace and around
Xa Loi Pagoda

89 Ba Huyen Thanh Quan • Daily 6–11.30am & 2–9pm •
						Free
Vapid Xa Loi Pagoda, a short walk west of
						the War Remnants Museum, became a hotbed of Buddhist opposition to Diem in
						1963. The austere, 1956-built complex is unspectacular, its most striking
						component a tall tower whose unlovely beige blocks
						lend it a drabness that even six tiers of Oriental roofs can’t quite dispel.
						The main sanctuary, accessed by a dual staircase
						(men scale the left-hand flight, women the right), is similarly dull: beyond
						a vast joss-stick urn inventively decorated with marbles and shards of
						broken china, it’s a lofty hall featuring a huge gilt Buddha and fourteen
						murals that narrate his life. Turn left and around the back of the Buddha,
						and you’ll come across a shrine commemorating Thich Quang Duc and the other monks who set fire to themselves in Saigon in
							1963. Quang Duc’s is the ghostly figure holding a set of
						beads, to the left of the shrine.
THE SELF-IMMOLATION OF THICH QUANG DUC
In the early morning of June 11, 1963, a column of Buddhist monks left
							the Xa Loi Pagoda and processed to the
							intersection of Cach Mang Thang Tam and Nguyen Dinh Chieu. There,
								Thich Quang Duc, a 66-year-old monk
							from Hue, sat down in the lotus position and meditated as fellow monks
							doused him in petrol, and then set light to him in protest at the
							repression of Buddhists by President Diem, who was a Catholic. As flames
							engulfed the impassive monk and passers-by prostrated themselves before
							him, the cameras of the Western press corps rolled, and by the next
							morning the grisly event had grabbed the world’s headlines. More
							self-immolations followed, and Diem’s heavy-handed responses at Xa Loi –
							some four hundred monks and nuns were arrested and others cast from the
							top of the tower – led to massed popular demonstrations against the
							government. Diem, it was clear, had become a liability. On November 2,
							he and his brother were assassinated after taking refuge in Cho Lon’s
								Cha Tam Church, the victims of a military coup.


< Back to The Reunification Palace and around

NORTH OF THE CENTRE
The Botanical Gardens
The History Museum
Jade Emperor Pagoda
Le Van Duyet Temple

North of Notre Dame Cathedral, Le Duan
						Boulevard runs between the Botanical Gardens and the grounds of the
					Reunification Palace. Known as Norodom Boulevard to the French, who lined it
					with tamarind trees to imitate a Gallic thoroughfare, it soon became a
					residential and diplomatic enclave with a crop of fine pastel-hued colonial
					villas to boot. Its present name doffs a cap to Le Duan, the secretary-general
					of the Lao Dong, or Workers Party, from 1959 until his death in 1986. Turn
					northeast from the top of Dong Khoi and the sense of harmony created by Le
					Duan’s graceful colonial piles ends abruptly with a number of brand-new
					edifices. There’s ample sightseeing potential here, however: the Jade Emperor Pagoda and Le
						Van Duyet Temple are undervisited, if anything, while closer to the
					centre, the city’s Botanical Garden, zoo and History Museum all
					sit in the same swathe of land.
The Botanical Gardens
The zoo


Junction of Le Duan and Nguyen Binh Khiem • Daily 7am–6pm
						• 12,000đ
The pace of life slows down considerably – and the odours of cut grass and
						frangipani blooms replace the smell of exhaust fumes – when you duck into
						the city’s Botanical Gardens, accessed by a
						gate at the far eastern end of Le Duan, and bounded to the east by the Thi
						Nghe Channel. Established in 1864 by the Frenchmen Germain and Pierre
						(respectively a vet and a botanist), the gardens’ social function has
						remained unchanged in decades, and their tree-shaded paths still attract as
						many courting couples and promenaders as when Norman Lewis followed the
						“clusters of Vietnamese beauties on bicycles” and headed there one Sunday
						morning in 1950 to find the gardens “full of these ethereal creatures,
						gliding in decorous groups, sometimes accompanied by gallants”. In its day,
						the gardens harboured an impressive collection of tropical flora, including
						many species of orchid. Post-liberation, the place went to seed but nowadays
						a bevy of gardeners keep it reasonably well tended, and portrait
						photographers lurk to take snaps of you framed by flowers.
The zoo
Forming part of the gardens is the city zoo,
							home to camels, elephants, crocodiles and big cats, and also komodo
							dragons – the latter a gift from the government of Indonesia.
							Unfortunately, conditions are rather poor and some animals look
							half-crazed, so it could be a harrowing experience if you’re an animal
							lover. There’s also an amusement park that is
							sometimes open, and you can get an ice cream or a coconut from one of
							the several cafés sprinkled around the
							grounds.


< Back to North of the centre
OPERATION FREQUENT WIND
Located at 4 Le Duan, the current nondescript building that houses the US
						Consulate was built right on top of the site of the infamous former American Embassy, where a commemorative plaque
						is now the only reminder of its existence and significance in the American
						War. Two events immortalized the former building on this site, in operation
						from 1967 to 1975 and left standing half-derelict until 1999 as a sobering
						legacy. The first came in the pre-dawn hours of January 31, 1968, when a
						small band of Viet Cong commandos breached
						the embassy compound during the nationwide Tet Offensive. That the North
						could mount such an effective attack on the hub of US power in Vietnam was
						shocking to the American public. In the six hours of close-range fire that
						followed, five US guards died, and with them the popular misconception that
						the US Army had the Vietnam conflict under control.
  Worse followed seven years later, during “Operation
							Frequent Wind”, the chaotic helicopter evacuation that marked
						the US’ final undignified withdrawal from Vietnam. The embassy building was
						one of thirteen designated landing zones where all foreigners were to gather
						upon hearing the words, “It is 112 degrees and rising” on the radio followed
						by Bing Crosby singing White Christmas. At noon on
						April 29, 1975, the signal was broadcast, and for the next eighteen hours
						scores of helicopters shuttled passengers out to the US Navy’s Seventh Fleet
						off Vung Tau. Around two thousand evacuees were lifted from the roof of the
						embassy alone, before Ambassador Graham Martin finally left with the Stars
						and Stripes in the early hours of the following morning. In a tragic
						postscript to US involvement, as the last helicopter lifted off, many of the
						Vietnamese civilians who for hours had been clamouring at the gates were
						left to suffer the Communists’ reprisals.

The History Museum

2 Nguyen Binh Khiem • Tues–Sun 8–11am & 1.30–4.30pm •
						15,000đ • [image: tel_icon]08 3829 8146 • Water puppetry shows on the
						hour from 10am–4pm, except 1pm;
						40,000đ
A pleasing, pagoda-style roof crowns the city’s History Museum, next to the Botanical Gardens. It houses
						fifteen galleries illuminating Vietnam’s past from primitive times to the
						end of French rule by means of a decent if unastonishing array of artefacts
						and pictures. Dioramas of defining moments in Vietnamese military history –
						including Ngo Quyen’s 938 AD victory at Bach Dang – lend the collection some cohesion.
  Should you tire of Vietnamese history, try exploring other halls, focusing
						on such disparate subjects as Buddha images from around Asia; seventh- and
						eighth-century Champa art; and the customs and crafts of the ethnic
						minorities of Vietnam. There’s also a room jam-packed with exquisite
						ceramics from Japan, Thailand and Vietnam, and you could round off your
						visit at the water-puppetry theatre.

< Back to North of the centre
Jade Emperor Pagoda
The main buildings


73 Mai Thi Luu • Daily 5am–7pm • Free
A few blocks northwest of the Botanical Gardens, the Jade Emperor Pagoda, or Chua Phuoc Hai, was
						built by the city’s Cantonese community at the beginning of the twentieth
						century. If you visit just one temple in town, make it this one, with its
						exquisite panels of carved gilt woodwork, and its panoply of weird and
						wonderful deities, both Taoist and Buddhist, beneath a roof that groans
						under the weight of dragons, birds and animals.
The main buildings
To the right of the temple’s tree-lined front courtyard is a grubby pond whose occupants have earned the
							temple its alternative moniker of Tortoise Pagoda. Once over the
							threshold, look up and you’ll see Chinese characters announcing: “The
							Only Enlightenment is in Heaven” – though only after your eyes have
							adjusted to the fug of joss-stick smoke. A statue of the Jade Emperor lords it over the main hall’s
							central altar, sporting an impressive moustache, and he’s surrounded by
							a retinue of similarly moustached followers.
  A rickety flight of steps in the chamber to the right of the main hall
							runs up to a balcony looking out over the
							pagoda’s elaborate roof. Set behind the
							balcony, a neon-haloed statue of Quan Am stands on an altar. Left out of the main hall,
							meanwhile, you’re confronted by Kim Hua, to whom women pray for
							fertility; judging by the number of babies weighing down the female
							statues around her, her success rate is high. The Chief of Hell resides
							in the larger chamber behind Kim Hua’s niche. Given his job description,
							he doesn’t look particularly demonic, though his attendants, in sinister
							black garb, are certainly equipped to administer the sorts of
							punishments depicted in the ten dark-wood reliefs on the walls before
							them.


< Back to North of the centre
Le Van Duyet Temple

Dinh Tien Hoang • Sunrise to sunset • Free
A national hero is commemorated at the Temple of
							Marshal Le Van Duyet, known locally as Lang Ong and sited at
						the top of Dinh Tien Hoang, in the region of the city where the Gia Dinh Citadel once stood. A military mandarin
						and eunuch, Le Van Duyet (1764–1832) succeeded in putting down the Tay Son
						Rebellion, and later became military governor of Gia Dinh.
  The temple itself, which underwent extensive renovations in 2008,
						stretches through three halls behind a facade decorated with unicorns
						assembled from shards of chinaware. Inside, a bronze statue of the marshal
						sits in front of an altar, flanked by an ancient pair of tusks. A steady
						stream of visitors pay their respects by burning incense, while the ringing
						of a brass bell adds to the pious mood. On the first day of the eighth lunar
						month, to coincide with the marshal’s birthday, a theatre troupe dramatizes his life; and there’s more activity
						around Tet, when crowds of pilgrims gather to ask for safekeeping in the
						forthcoming year. Strolling around the grounds reveals the tombs in which the marshal and his wife are buried.

< Back to North of the centre

CHO LON
Binh Tay Market
Tran Chanh Chieu
Cha Tam Church
Nguyen Trai

The dense cluster of streets comprising the Chinese ghetto of Cho Lon was once distinct from Saigon, though it
					blends seamlessly into present-day HCMC and is linked to the centre by the
					five-kilometre-long umbilical cord of Tran Hung Dao. The distinction was already
					somewhat blurred by 1950, when Norman Lewis found the city’s Chinatown “swollen
					so enormously as to become its grotesque Siamese twin”, and the steady influx of
					refugees into the city during the war years saw to it that the two districts
					eventually became joined by a swathe of urban development.
  A short stroll around Cho Lon (whose name, meaning “big
						market”, couldn’t be more apposite) will make clear that, even by
					this city’s standards, the mercantile mania here is breathtaking. The largest of
					Cho Lon’s many covered markets are Tran Phu’s An Dong, built in 1991, and the
					more recent but equally vast An Dong II. If you’re looking to sightsee rather
					than shop, then historic Binh Tay is of far more
					interest. You’ll get most out of Cho Lon simply by losing yourself in its
					amorphous mass of life: amid the melee, streetside barbers clip away briskly,
					bird-sellers squat outside tumbledown pagodas and
						temples, heaving markets ring to fishwives’ chatter and stores
					display mushrooms, dried shrimps and rice paper.
[image: RG]


THE HISTORY OF CHO LON
The ethnic Chinese, or Hoa, first began to settle at Cho Lon around 1900; many came
						from existing enclaves in My Tho and Bien Hoa. The area soon became the
						largest Hoa community in the country, a title it still holds, with a
						population of over half a million. Residents gravitated towards others from
						their region of China, with each congregation commissioning its own places
						of worship and clawing out its own commercial niche – thus the Cantonese
						handled retailing and groceries, the Teochew dealt in tea and fish, the
						Fukien were in charge of rice, and so on.
  The great wealth that Cho Lon generated had to be spent somewhere. By the
						early twentieth century, sassy restaurants, casinos and brothels existed to
						facilitate this. Also prevalent were fumeries,
						where nuggets of opium were quietly smoked from the cool comfort of a wooden
						opium bed. Among the expats and wealthy Asians who frequented them was
						Graham Greene, and he recorded his experiences in Ways of
							Escape. By the 1950s, Cho Lon was a potentially dangerous place
						to be, its vice industries controlled by the Binh
							Xuyen gang. First the French and then the Americans trod
						carefully here, while Viet Minh and Viet Cong activists hid out in its cramped backstreets – as Frank Palmos
						found to his cost, when the jeep he and four other correspondents were
						riding in was ambushed in 1968.
  Post-reunification, Cho Lon saw hard times. As Hanoi aligned itself
						increasingly with the Soviet Union, Sino–Vietnamese tensions became
						strained. Economic persecution of the Hoa made
						matters worse, and, when Vietnam invaded Chinese-backed Cambodia, Beijing
						launched a punitive border war. Hundreds of
						thousands of ethnic Chinese, many of them from Cho Lon, fled the country in
						unseaworthy vessels, fearing recriminations. Today, the business acumen of
						the Chinese is valued by the local authorities, and the distemper that
						gripped Cho Lon for over a decade is a memory.

Binh Tay Market

Hau Giang • Sunrise to sunset
First impressions of Binh Tay Market, with
						its multi-tiered, mustard-coloured roofs stalked by serpentine dragons, are
						of a huge temple complex. Once inside, however, it quickly becomes obvious
						that only mammon is deified here. If any one place epitomizes Cho Lon’s
						vibrant commercialism, it’s Binh Tay, its well-regimented corridors abuzz
						with stalls offering products of all kinds, from dried fish, pickled
						vegetables and chilli paste to pottery piled up to the rafters, and the
						colourful bonnets that Vietnamese women so favour. Beyond Binh Tay’s south
						side, stalls provide cheap snacks for shoppers and traders.

< Back to Cho Lon
Tran Chanh Chieu

A few steps north of Binh Tay market, Tran Chanh
							Chieu is a street clogged by a poultry
							market full of chickens, geese and ducks tied together in
						bundles. Cereals and pulses are the
						speciality at the street’s east end, with weighty sacks of rice, lentils and
						beans forming a sort of obstacle course for the cyclo that try to negotiate
						the narrow strip of roadway still visible.

< Back to Cho Lon
Cha Tam Church

25 Hoc Lac • Sunrise to sunset • Free, but small tip
						expected
The slender spire of Cha Tam Church peers
						down from above the eastern end of cramped Tran Chanh Chieu, but you’ll have
						to walk round to Tran Hung Dao to find the entrance. It was in this
						unprepossessing little church, with its Oriental outer gate and cheery
						yellow walls, that President Ngo Dinh Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu
						holed up on November 1, 1963, during the coup that saw them chased out of
						the Gia Long Palace. Early the next morning, Diem phoned the leaders of the
						coup and surrendered. An M-113 armoured car duly picked them up, but they
						were shot dead by ARVN soldiers before the vehicle reached central
						Saigon.
  With clearance from the janitor (who’s usually somewhere around hoping for
						a tip) you can clamber up into the belfry and
						under the bells, Quasimodo-style, to join the statue of St Francis Xavier
						for the fine views he enjoys of Cho Lon. The janitor can also point out the
						pew where Diem and his brother sat praying as they awaited their
						fate.

< Back to Cho Lon
SHOPS ON HAI THUONG LAN ONG
Five minutes’ walk towards the river from the Cha Tam Church, along Tran
						Hung Dao, through the cloth market, brings you out at the eastern end of the
						street. Shops specializing in Chinese and
						Vietnamese traditional medicine have long
						proliferated here, identifiable by the sickly sweet aroma that hangs over
						them. Named after a famous herbalist who practised and studied in Hanoi two
						centuries ago, the street is lined by dingy shophouses banked with cabinets
						whose wooden drawers are crammed full of herbs. Step over the sliced roots
						laid out to dry along the pavement and peer inside any one of the shops, and
						you’ll see rheumy men and women weighing out prescriptions on ancient
						balances. Steepled around them are boxes, jars and paper bags containing
						anything from dried bark to antler fur and tortoise glue. Predictably
						popular is ginseng, the Oriental cure-all said to
						combat everything from heart disease to acne. Also available are monkey-,
						tiger- and rhino-based medicines – despite a government ban on these
						products.

Nguyen Trai
Quan Am Pagoda
Phuoc An Hoi Pagoda
Thien Hau Pagoda


Cho Lon’s greatest architectural treasures are its temples and pagodas,
						many of which stand on or around Nguyen
						Trai, whose four-kilometre sweep northeast to Pham Ngu Lao starts
						just north of Cha Tam Church.
Quan Am Pagoda
12 Lao Tu • Sunrise to sunset • Free
North of Nguyen Trai’s junction with Chau Van Liem, on tiny Lao Tu,
								Quan Am Pagoda is the pick of the
							bunch in this part of town. Set back from the bustle of Cho Lon, it has
							an almost tangible air of antiquity, enhanced by the film of dust left
							by the incense spirals hanging from its rafters. Don’t be too quick to
							dive inside, though: the pagoda’s ridged roofs are impressive enough
							from the outside, their colourful crust of “glove-puppet” figurines,
							teetering houses and temples from a distance creating the illusion of a
							gingerbread house. Framing the two door gods and the pair of stone lions
							assigned to keeping out evil spirits are gilt panels depicting petrified
							scenes from traditional Chinese court life – dancers, musicians,
							noblemen in sedan chairs, a game of chequers being played.
  When Cho Lon’s Fukien congregation established this pagoda well over a
							century ago, they dedicated it to the Goddess of Mercy, but it’s A Pho, the Queen of Heaven, who stands in the
							centre of the main hall, beyond an altar tiled like a mortuary slab. A
							pantheon of deities throngs the open courtyard behind her, decked out in
							sumptuous apparel and attracting a steady traffic of worshippers. Twin
							ovens, flanking the main chamber, burn a steady supply of fake money
							offerings and incense sticks.

Phuoc An Hoi Pagoda
Hung Vuong • Sunrise to sunset • Free
Three minutes’ walk north of the Quan Am Pagoda, Phuoc An Hoi Quan Pagoda (aka Minh Huong
							Pagoda) is a disarming place. Beyond the menacing dragons and sea
							monsters patrolling its roof, and the superb wood carving depicting a
							king being entertained by jousters and minstrels hanging over the
							entrance, is the temple’s sanctuary, in which
							stately Quan Cong sits, instantly recognizable by his blood-red face,
							and fronted by two storks standing on top of turtles fashioned from
							countless plectrum-shaped ceramic shards.

Thien Hau Pagoda
Nguyen Trai • Sunrise to sunset • Free
Thien Hua Pagoda is popular with women
							making offerings to Me Sanh, Goddess of Fertility, and to Long Mau,
							Goddess of Mothers and Newborn Babies. When Cantonese immigrants
							established the temple towards the middle of the nineteenth century,
							they named it after Thien Hau, Goddess of Seafarers. New arrivals from
							China would have hastened here to express their gratitude for a safe
							passage across the South China Sea. Three statues of her stand on the
							altar, one behind the other, while a large mural on the inside of the
							front wall depicts her guiding wildly pitching ships across a
							storm-tossed sea. The temple’s most attractive aspect is its roof,
							bristling with so many figurines you wonder how those at the edge can
							keep their balance.
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NORTH OF CHO LON
Giac Lam Pagoda
Giac Vien Pagoda

Two of Ho Chi Minh City’s oldest and most atmospheric places of worship, the
						Giac Lam and Giac
						Vien Pagodas, are tucked away in the hinterland to the north of
					Cho. The best way to get to these destinations is by xe om or cyclo, as they are hidden
					away in the backstreets.
Giac Lam Pagoda
The funerary chamber
The classroom
The main sanctuary


118 Lac Long Quan • Sunrise to sunset • Free
You’ll see the gate leading up to Giac Lam
							Pagoda on Lac Long Quan, a couple of hundred metres northeast
						of its intersection with Le Dai Hanh. From the gate, a short track passes a
						newish tower (its seven levels are scaleable and afford good city views) and
						a cluster of monks’ tombs on its way to the actual pagoda. Built in 1744,
						rambling Giac Lam is draped over 98 hardwood pillars, each inscribed with
						traditional chu nom characters (Vietnamese script,
						based on Chinese ideograms). From its terracotta floor-tiles and extravagant
						chandeliers to the antique tables at which monks sit to take tea, Giac Lam
						is characterized by a clutter that imbues it with an appealingly fusty feel,
						and a reassuring sense of age.
The funerary chamber
The entrance to the temple is at the back right of the building, which
							takes you through to the funerary chamber, flanked by row upon row of
							gilt tablets above photos of the deceased. The many-armed goddess that
							stands in the centre of the chamber is Chuan
								De, a manifestation of Quan Am. A right turn leads to a
								courtyard-garden around which runs a roof
							studded with blue and white porcelain saucers.

The classroom
Monks occasionally sit studying on the huge wooden benches in the
							peaceful old classroom at the back of the
							complex. The panels in this chamber depict the ten Buddhist hells; study
							them carefully, and you’ll see sinners being variously minced, fed to
							dogs, dismembered and disembowelled by fanged demons.

The main sanctuary
To the left of the funerary chamber as you enter the pagoda is the
								main sanctuary, whose multi-tiered altar
							dais groans under the weight of the many Buddhist and Taoist statues it
							supports (remember to take off your shoes before entering). Elsewhere in
							this chamber you’ll spot an ensemble of oil lamps balanced on a
							Christmas-tree-shaped wooden frame. Worshippers pen prayers on pieces of
							paper, which they affix to the tree and then feed the lamps with an
							offering of oil. A similar ritual is attached to the bell across the
							chamber, though in this case people believe that their prayers are
							hastened to the gods by the ringing of the bell.
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Giac Vien Pagoda

Lac Long Quan • Sunrise to sunset • Free
Hidden away in a maze of backstreets, Giac Vien
							Pagoda was founded in the late eighteenth century, and is said
						to have been frequented by Emperor Gia Long. On entering its red doors
						daubed with yellow chu nom characters, visitors
						are confronted by banks of old photos and funerary tablets flanking long
						refectory-style tables. The two rows of black pillars lend an arresting
						sense of depth to this first chamber, which is dominated by a panel
						depicting a ferocious-looking red lion. Continue around the stone walls
						(crafted, incongruously, in classical Greek style) and into the main sanctuary, and you’ll find a sizeable
						congregation of deities, as well as a tree of lamps similar to the one at
						Giac Lam. The monks residing in Giac Vien are hospitable to a fault, and
						you’ll probably be invited for a cup of tea before you leave.
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ARRIVAL AND DEPARTURE: HO CHI MINH CITY
By plane
By train
By bus
By tour bus
By boat

The lion’s share of new arrivals to Vietnam fly
						into Ho Chi Minh City’s Tan Son Nhat Airport, which is also, of course, a
						major hub for internal flights. Arriving overland, you’ll end up either at
						the train station, a short distance north of the downtown area, at one of a
						handful of bus terminals inconveniently scattered across the city, or right
						in the centre on De Tham at the end of an open-tour bus ride.
BY PLANE
Tan Son Nhat Airport is 7km northwest of the city centre. Facilities include duty-free;
								foreign exchange and plenty of ATMs; taxi, limo and hotel booking
								desks; a post office (daily 9am–10pm); and left-luggage facilities
								(daily 7.30am–10pm; 60,000đ per bag per day, 100,000đ for larger
								items).

Taxi The journey downtown takes about 30–45min. The easiest way into
								the city centre is by metered taxi (140,000–210,000đ) from outside
								the terminal. Make sure the driver switches on the meter, since many
								still ask for $25, claiming it’ll be the same in the end; as ever,
								Mai Linh and Vinasun are the best companies to go with. Note that
								most drivers insist on your paying the 10,000đ entrance fee both on
								their way in and out of the airport, even though they only have to
								stump up the cash once, on exit. If you’re set on a particular
								hotel, ensure that your driver knows exactly where you want to go
								(show him in writing if possible). Alternatively, many hotels offer
								a pick-up service for advance bookings, typically in the 420,000đ
								range.

Bus If you don’t have much baggage, you can get the #152 a/c bus
								(every 15min; 5000đ) from the domestic terminal, 200m to the right
								of the international terminal, to Dong Khoi and Pham Ngu Lao. A xe
								om will run you into town for about 100,000đ, but you’ll have to
								bargain hard: to find one, walk outside the airport gates (only a
								hundred metres or so).

Domestic flights Vietnam’s constantly growing network of domestic flights connects
								Ho Chi Minh City with every other major town in the country, which
								is good news for visitors with limited time. Fares are very
								reasonable, and flying to places like Hanoi, Hue, Nha Trang and Da
								Lat can save both bags of time and a very sore backside.

Airlines Air France, 130 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3829 0981; British
								Airways, 114 Nguyen Hue [image: tel_icon]08 3930 2933; Cathay Pacific,
								5f Centec Tower 72–74 Nguyen Thi Minh Khai [image: tel_icon]08 3822
									3203; China Airlines, 37 Ton Duc Thang [image: tel_icon]08 3911
									1591; Emirates, 115 Nguyen Hue [image: tel_icon]08 3911
									3099; Japan Airlines, 4f Hotel Nikko, 235 Nguyen Van Cu
									[image: tel_icon]08 3925 7808; Jetstar Pacific, 117 Vo Thi Sau
									[image: tel_icon]08 6290 7349; Lufthansa Airport, T2 [image: tel_icon]09
									0661 6102; Malaysia Airlines, 37 Ton Duc Thang [image: tel_icon]08
									3829 2529; Singapore Airlines, 29 Le Duan [image: tel_icon]08 3823
									1588; Thai Airways, 29 Le Duan [image: tel_icon]08 3822
									3365; United Airlines, 115 Nguyen Hue [image: tel_icon]08 3823
									4755; VietJet Air, 35 Nguyen Kiem [image: tel_icon]08 3551
									6220; Vietnam Airlines, 126 Hung Vuong [image: tel_icon]08 3844
									6667.
Destinations Buon Ma Thuot (5–6 daily; 1hr); Ca Mau (1–2 daily; 1hr); Can
									Tho (1–2 daily; 1hr); Con Dao (5–6 daily; 1hr); Da Lat (3 daily;
									50min); Da Nang (10–16 daily; 1hr 10min); Haiphong (5–7 daily;
									2hr); Hanoi (1–2 hourly; 2hr); Hue (4–5 daily; 1hr 20min); Nha
									Trang (8 daily; 1hr 10min); Phu Quoc (7–18 daily; 1hr); Pleiku
									(4–5 daily; 1hr 15min); Quy Nhon (2–3 daily; 1hr 10min).
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BY TRAIN
Train station Trains from the north pull in at the Ga Saigon ([image: tel_icon]08 3843
									6528), 3km northwest of town, on Nguyen Thong. Since
								it’s a few kilometres from the centre, it’s best to take a taxi
								(about 60,000–70,000đ), though you might save a dollar if you
								bargain furiously with a xe om driver.

Tickets Vietnamese trains are oversubscribed, so book as far ahead as
								possible – particularly for a sleeping berth. Most tour operators, as well as some guesthouses
								and hotels, can reserve tickets for a small fee. The official agent
								for the railways is Saigon Railways Tourist Service Company, 275c
								Pham Ngu Lao ([image: tel_icon]08 3836 7640), which has computerized
								reservations and doesn’t charge any extra commission.
Destinations Da Nang (5 daily; 15–20hr); Dieu Tri (6 daily; 11–13hr); Hanoi
									(5 daily; 30–41hr); Hue (5 daily; 21–23hr); Muong Man (5 daily;
									3–4hr); Nha Trang (6 daily; 6–7hr); Ninh Binh (4 daily;
									34–37hr); Quang Ngai (5 daily; 13–16hr); Thap Cham (6 daily;
									5–6hr); Vinh (5 daily; 29–33hr).



< Back to Arrival and departure
BY BUS
Regular buses stop at a clutch of different terminals, while most
							arrivals from Phnom Penh in Cambodia usually terminate on De Tham, in
							the heart of the budget accommodation area.
Mien Dong bus station Buses to and from the north arrive at this sprawling station 5km
								northeast of the city on Xo Viet Nghe Tinh; the #26 bus shuttles
								between here and Ben Thanh bus station.

Ben Thanh bus station Centrally located, the bus station is a five-minute walk from the
								budget hotel district.

Mien Tay bus station Buses to and from the southwest terminate here, 10km west of the
								city centre in An Lac District; take a taxi or a #2 bus to Ben Thanh
								bus station.

Shuttle buses Well-signposted shuttle buses between Mien Tay (#2) and Mien Dong
								(#26) terminals make it possible to bypass central Ho Chi Minh City
								altogether in the event that you want to travel direct from the
								Mekong Delta to the north, or vice versa.
Destinations Buon Ma Thuot (7hr); Ca Mau (8hr 30min); Can Tho (4hr); Chau
									Doc (6hr); Da Lat (7hr); Da Nang (21hr); Hanoi (41hr); Ha Tien
									(9hr); Hue (25hr); My Tho (2hr); Nha Trang (10hr); Phan Thiet
									(4–5hr); Qui Nhon (13hr); Vung Tau (2hr).
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BY TOUR BUS
Many of the tour operators concentrated around De Tham sell tickets
							for open-tour buses that crisscross the country. Tickets, information
							and departing buses, which leave daily in the early morning or evening,
							can be found at the various companies’ offices around De Tham and Pham
							Ngu Lao. Sample fares from Ho Chi Minh City are as follows, often
							including stops in intervening destinations: Da Lat $13, Hanoi $39–50,
							Hoi An $23, Hue $30, Mui Ne $8, Nha Trang $10 and Phnom Penh $11.
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BY BOAT
Boat trips One of the most popular boat trips from Ho Chi Minh City is to
								Phnom Penh, with a stopover in Chau Doc in the delta. Visas can be
								organized by tour agents, and if you book with a company like Delta Adventure Travel, you won’t have to change boats halfway. Prices
								start at around $30 per person. It’s also possible to take a boat
								trip to the Cu Chi tunnels or the Mekong Delta. These trips leave from various docks along the
								river, but your fee will include transport to and from the hotel or
								booking office.

Hydrofoils to and from Vung Tau make approximately hourly departures from the
								Passenger Quay of Ho Chi Minh City (Bach Dang Wharf), opposite the
								end of Ham Nghi at 2 Ton Duc Thang. For tickets (200,000đ, or
								250,000đ on weekends) and further information, contact the Vina
								Express booth at the jetty (daily 6.30–11am & 1.30–4.30pm;
									[image: tel_icon]08 3829 7892); services often sell out on
								weekends.
Destinations Vung Tau (about 8 daily; 1hr 15min).
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GETTING AROUND
Faint-hearted visitors to Ho Chi Minh City will blanch on first
						encountering the chaos that passes for its traffic
							system. Thousands of motorcycles, bicycles and cyclo fill the
						city’s streets and boulevards in an insectile swarm that is now supplemented
						by a burgeoning number of cars and minibuses, most with their horns
						constantly blaring. A new metro system is set to be up and running by 2018,
						though the initial line will not be of much use to travellers.
By cyclo For many visitors a leisurely cyclo ride around HCMC adds a uniquely
							Vietnamese touch to the experience. They are a dying breed here, since
							the local government is in the process of phasing them out – they are
							already forbidden to enter many key streets in the city centre, so if
							your rider seems to be taking a circuitous route, he may not be doing so
							to bump up the fare. Scams, however, are commonplace. Agree on a rate of
							70,000–100,000đ an hour (showing notes if possible, to avoid any
							zero-related misunderstandings); you’ll likely have to haggle. Though
							it’s feasible to ride two (very small) passengers to a cyclo, the
							corresponding rise in cost and lessening of comfort make this a false
							economy.

By taxi Taxis are inexpensive and worth considering if only to avoid
							interminable haggling over fares. They’re easy to flag down on the
							street, though it’s just as easy to call for a pick-up wherever you are.
							The flag fare is 12,000đ but you can still traverse a decent chunk of
							the city for 40,000đ, so they are well worth considering, especially
							given the horrifying pollution levels of the city’s streets. Stick with
							reliable companies like Mai Linh ([image: tel_icon]08 3838 3838) and
							Vinasun ([image: tel_icon]08 3827 2727), as many other drivers rig their
							meters to ratchet up the dong.

By xe om Expect to pay 25,000–30,000đ for a short ride around town.

On foot Despite the city’s massive sprawl, the majority of its attractions are
							conveniently clustered so that it is quite feasible to explore many of
							them on foot. But first you have to learn to cross the streets where the
							traffic never stops. There’s an art to crossing the street in Vietnam:
							besides nerves of steel, a steady pace is required – motorbike riders
							are used to dodging pedestrians, but you’ll confuse them if you stop in
							your tracks. Also note that during rush hour, motorbikes use certain
							pavements as temporary roads.

By bus Few visitors ever take a public bus, though it’s relatively easy to
							hop on one to Cho Lon from the backpacker district. When leaving the
							city, Ben Thanh bus station is a useful point of departure, linking
							other long-distance bus stations in Ho Chi Minh City, as well as
							offering direct services to Vung Tau and other places. It’ll cost 5,000đ
							per ride.

Motorbike and bicycle rental This is the cheapest way to get around HCMC – 130,000đ and 40,000đ per
							day respectively, though you’ll need bravery far beyond that necessary
							to cross the street to survive in the traffic. Most hotels and
							guesthouses can arrange a motorbike for you, though bicycles are a bit
							more difficult to track down. One place they have both is at 185b Pham
							Ngu Lao, a few steps east of the junction with De Tham.

By rental car Many tour operators and hotels offer car rental plus driver for
							$70–100 per day, depending on the vehicle and driver’s proficiency in
							English.

TOUR AGENTS
Tour agencies abound in Ho Chi Minh City
							and offer a range of itineraries, from one-day whistle-stop tours around
							the region to lengthy trips upcountry including accommodation. Most of
							the recommended operators below can lay on tailor-made
								itineraries, private cars and
							personal guides for you, but be aware that we
							receive numerous reports of inefficient and unscrupulous companies, so it’s worth choosing your agent
							carefully. Provisos and tips on signing up for a tour in Vietnam are listed
							in Basics.
Ann Tours 58 Ton That Tung [image: tel_icon]08 3925
									3636, [image: web_icon]anntours.com. Highly recommended, it offers
								good-value, tailor-made tours.

Buffalo Tours 81 Mac Thi Buoi [image: tel_icon]08 3827 9170,
										[image: web_icon]buffalotours.com. This Western-managed
								set-up specializes in customized tours throughout Indochina.

Delta Adventure Tours 267 De Tham [image: tel_icon]08 3920 2112,
										[image: web_icon]deltaadventuretours.com. Highly recommended
								for its boat tours to the Cu Chi tunnels, the Mekong Delta or all
								the way to Phnom Penh.

Exotissimo Travel 80–82 Phan Xich Long [image: tel_icon]08 3995
										9898, [image: web_icon]exotissimo.com. Has an extensive tour
								programme that includes special interests, Laos and Cambodia
								add-ons.

Grandeur Journeys 225 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3823
									5331, [image: web_icon]grandeurjourneys.com. Organizes custom
								itineraries throughout Indochina and can deal with requests for
								specialized tours.

Innoviet 158 Bui Ven [image: tel_icon]08 2216 5303,
										[image: web_icon]innoviet.com. This company runs eco-friendly,
								small-group bike and boat tours of the Delta as well as half-day
								city tours.

Kim Travel 189 De Tham [image: tel_icon]08 3920 5552,
										[image: web_icon]kimtravel.com. A veteran of the independent
								travel scene, it offers open-tour buses, flight and rail bookings,
								car and minibus rental and guides.

The Sinh Tourist 246–248 De Tham [image: tel_icon]08 3838 9597,
										[image: web_icon]thesinhtourist.com. Offers cut-price
								organized tours of Vietnam, open-bus tours, guides, visa services,
								buses and boats to Cambodia and vehicle rental. Beware of copycat
								operators with similar names.

Sinhbalo Adventure Travel 283/20 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3837
										6766, [image: web_icon]sinhbalo.com. A super-efficient set-up that
								specializes in customized tours such as bicycle expeditions along
								the Ho Chi Minh trail (see [image: web_icon]cyclingvietnam.net), motorbike tours, long-distance boat
								cruises and kayaking in the Mekong Delta. It also has a wealth of
								reliable travel info.

TNK Travel 216 De Tham [image: tel_icon]08 3920 4766,
										[image: web_icon]tnktravelvietnam.com. Cheap tours to
								destinations countrywide from this operator, which gets good
								feedback from those who sign up for them.

XO Tours [image: tel_icon]09 3308 3727, [image: web_icon]xotours.vn. Xe om rides with a difference –
								this company uses ao dai-wearing girls for
								its interesting range of city tours, which include food, shopping
								and Saigon-by-night options.
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INFORMATION
Tourist information For practical information with no strings attached, enquire at your
							guesthouse or hotel. Your hosts should also be able to provide you with
							a basic map of the city centre, while a more detailed map is available
							from bookshops and street hawkers.

Listings For information about what’s on in Ho Chi Minh City, you’ll find in
							many hotels and restaurants the free magazines The
								Word ([image: web_icon]wordhcmc.com) or Asia Life ([image: web_icon]asialifemagazine.com), which are aimed at expats. Both are
							published monthly.
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ACCOMMODATION
Essentials
The city centre
Pham Ngu Lao and around

There are thousands of hotel rooms in Ho Chi
						Minh City, ranging from windowless cupboards to sumptuous suites, yet the
						city is so popular that rooms can be difficult to find, especially in
						December and January. The best hotels are located around Dong Khoi in the
						city centre, and there are some smart mini-hotels on nearby Mac Thi Buoi. Ho
						Chi Minh City’s budget enclave centres around Pham Ngu Lao, De Tham and Bui
						Vien, though there are some smarter options here too. The area sits roughly
						1km west of the city centre but is still convenient for visiting most city
						attractions; in addition, restaurants, bars and shops are significantly
						cheaper out here. If the De Tham region is too crowded for you, note that
						there’s a smaller clutch of budget hotels in an alley a few blocks south off
						Co Giang.
ESSENTIALS
Advance bookings will save you hauling your bags round the streets, and might even
								secure you a pick-up from the airport or station.

Breakfast Bar the budget flophouses, most hotels include breakfast in the
								price; exceptions, which are typically higher-end establishments,
								have been noted here. Note that if breakfast is included in the
								price, you may be able to lop a chunk from the rates if you choose
								to forgo it. You can also expect bread, spreads and juice at the
								city’s hostels.

Hostels Until recently, there were very few dorm beds to be found in Ho
								Chi Minh City, but a recent glut of guesthouses featuring such
								facilities has popped up in the De Tham area. Few of them exude a
								truly hostel-like vibe; also note that many are unofficial
								operations which do not pay tax, and therefore risk being closed
								down at any moment.

Prices are usually quoted in dollars, which is just as well since the
								dong equivalents can stretch into the tens of millions. You’ll be
								able to pay in either currency. Note that places at the upper end of
								the scale routinely quote without the 10% tax and 5% service which
								will be added on; prices listed here are all-inclusive rates for the
								cheapest double in high season.

Traffic noise This is a big issue in Ho Chi Minh City, and many hotels are
								fitting double glazing in an attempt to block it out; keep this in
								mind when choosing a room if you’re a light sleeper.
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THE CITY CENTRE
Asian Ruby 26 Thi Sach [image: tel_icon]08 3827 2839,
										[image: web_icon]asianrubyhotel.com; map. This centrally located mid-range
								hotel is the first of a growing chain with a winning combination of
								convenient locations, comfy rooms and helpful staff. Rooms are
								welcoming, with bedside control panels, thick mattresses and bright
								artwork. $70

[image: author_pick]Caravelle 19 Lam Son Square [image: tel_icon]08 3823
										4999, [image: web_icon]caravellehotel.com; map. The city’s most prestigious hotel is
								steeped in history, and since its opening in 1959 its fortunes have
								echoed those of the country. A new 24-storey wing was opened in
								1998, since when it has led the pack with its luxurious rooms and
								suites, impeccable service and fine dining options. Complimentary
								wi-fi in rooms is a real bonus, and a sundowner at the Saigon Saigon bar on the rooftop of the old building is an essential experience. Breakfast is not
								included in the rates; also note that prices go down a bit on
								weekends. $210

Catina 109 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3829 6296,
										[image: web_icon]hotelcatina.com.vn; map. A nice little option, right at the
								heart of Dong Khoi, though there’s nothing special about the decor,
								which is smart yet a little soulless – this place is all about
								location. Superior rooms are rather cramped and usually windowless,
								so it’s worth paying the $15 extra for a deluxe room. $85

Continental 132–134 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3829
										9201, [image: web_icon]continentalvietnam.com; map. The grandly carpeted staircases,
								marbled floors and dark-wood doors of this venerable address’s halls
								and corridors convey a colonial splendour that doesn’t quite extend
								to its rooms, though some boast commanding views down Dong Khoi. The
								rack rates are also ridiculous – expect to lop almost half off.
									$195

Dong Do 35 Mac Thi Buoi [image: tel_icon]08 3827 3637,
										[image: web_icon]dongdohotelvn.com; map. Nicely furnished mini-hotel
								bookended at the bottom by an extremely brown lobby, and at the top
								by a restaurant with a view of the bustle around Dong Khoi. Staff
								are friendly and helpful, and discounts are available for longer
								stays. $30

Duxton 63 Nguyen Hue [image: tel_icon]08 3822 2999,
										[image: web_icon]saigon.duxtonhotels.com; map. There are nearly two hundred
								spacious, coffee-colour-carpeted rooms in this classy hotel. Each is
								equipped with a big desk and a tub in the bathroom, and the hotel
								also boasts a restaurant and a great outdoor pool. You’ll save
								around $20 if you forgo breakfast. $125

Grand 8 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3823 0163,
										[image: web_icon]grandhotel.vn;
										map. This restored 1930s hotel boasts
								over two hundred rooms; the large, comfortable suites in the old
								wing are best, with comfortable furnishings and polished wooden
								floors. Modern facilities include a swimming pool and jacuzzi.
								Expect to take a nice big slice from the over-high rack rates.
									$220

[image: author_pick]Lavender 208–210 Le Thanh Ton [image: tel_icon]08 2222
										8888, [image: web_icon]lavenderhotel.com.vn; map. Situated in a prime shopping spot,
								just along the road from the Ben Thanh market, this friendly,
								professionally run hotel features smallish but cosy, carpeted rooms
								with full facilities, and purpley trims all over the place. Book
								online for the best prices. $65

[image: author_pick]Majestic 1 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3829 5517,
										[image: web_icon]majesticsaigon.com.vn; map. A historic 1920s riverfront hotel
								that oozes character. All the rooms are charming, especially those
								with a river view, and the staff fall over themselves to be helpful.
								There’s a first-floor pool and rooftop bar too. $250

May 28–30 Thi Sach [image: tel_icon]08 3823 4501,
										[image: web_icon]mayhotel.com.vn; map. With a good downtown location, this
								new place features a pool, spa and fitness centre. Rooms are bright
								with solid furnishings and ADSL connections. $80

[image: author_pick]Park Hyatt 2 Lam Son [image: tel_icon]08 3824 1234, [image: web_icon]saigon.park.hyatt.com; map. Enjoying a prime spot on Lam Son
								Square, and staring down over the Municipal Theatre, this simply
								oozes class, with over 250 classically elegant rooms, two stylish
								restaurants, and a pool and spa. $275

Renaissance Riverside 8–15 Ton Duc Thang [image: tel_icon]08 3822
										0033, [image: web_icon]marriott.com; map. This smart hotel in a modern
								building down by the river offers a challenge to other top-line
								hotels in the vicinity with its immaculate rooms and personalized,
								friendly service. It has a neat rooftop pool where barbecues are
								held at the weekend, as well as the relaxing Atrium
									Lounge with refreshments and free internet. Rates do
								not include breakfast. $225

Rex 141 Nguyen Hue [image: tel_icon]08 3829 2185,
										[image: web_icon]rexhotelvietnam.com; map. A series of recent makeovers have
								re-established this as one of the the city’s most appealing options,
								though the plush rooms and central location don’t quite justify the
								price-tag. A sundowner on the fifth-floor terrace is a memorable
								treat whether you’re staying here or not.
									$185

Saigon River Boutique 58 Mac Thi Buoi [image: tel_icon]08 3822 8558,
										[image: web_icon]saigonriverhotel.com; map. This mini-hotel has been through
								several recent incarnations; the present one is quite pleasing, with
								budget-boutiquey flourishes from top to toe. The rooms are large for
								the price, and some have balconies; also note that there’s a
								wonderful rooftop bar-restaurant area. $38

Sheraton 88 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3827 2828,
										[image: web_icon]sheratongrandtower.com; map. A towering monolith on Dong Khoi,
								ideally located for shopping and sights. Sumptuous rooms, but
								whether they justify the high prices is open to question. $230

[image: author_pick]Sofitel Plaza 17 Le Duan [image: tel_icon]08 3824 1555, [image: web_icon]sofitel.com; map. One of the jewels in Ho Chi Minh
								City’s crown, firmly established as a favourite with business
								travellers. The hi-tech, open-plan lobby is a masterpiece, the
								rooftop pool is simply stunning, and its rooms and facilities boast
								luxurious elegance with the most modern trimmings. $170

[image: author_pick]Spring 44–46 Le Thanh Ton [image: tel_icon]08 3829
										7362, [image: web_icon]springhotelvietnam.com; map. From the moment you step into the
								lobby, you can tell there’s something special about this place. With
								its spiral staircase, and Roman-style statuary and columns, it’s the
								epitome of budget-chic; throw in top-quality services, a convenient
								location, and carpeted rooms with cable TV and bathtubs. Rates are
								way below what you’d pay for comparable places elsewhere in town.
									$45

Tan Hai Long 14–16 Le Lai [image: tel_icon]08 3827 2738,
										[image: web_icon]tanhailonghotel.com.vn; map. One of a chain of mini-hotels
								offering comfortable, if cramped, mid-range rooms. This one is right
								next to the Ben Thanh market, ideal for shopping and well positioned
								to get to most sights; some rooms have great views, thanks to the
								wide open area in front of the hotel. $60

Vuong Tai 20 Luu Van Lang [image: tel_icon]08 3521 8597,
										[image: web_icon]vuongtaihotel.com; map. Small hotel set on a shoe-shop-lined
								street east of the market; you can’t miss its gleaming,
								gold-coloured lobby. Rooms are pretty, if simple, with nice
								bathrooms; some of the cheaper ones have smaller windows, but better
								views. $40
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PHAM NGU LAO AND AROUND
An An 40 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3837 8087,
										[image: web_icon]anan.vn; map. Though it doesn’t look like much
								from the lobby, rooms are bright and airy at this welcoming
								mini-hotel; all come with a/c, bathtubs and internet connections,
								though light sleepers should opt for one away from the front side.
									$40

Beautiful Saigon 62 Bui Vien & 40/19 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08
										3836 4852, [image: web_icon]beautifulsaigonhotel.com; map. These two mini-hotels in the heart
								of the budget district offer some of the best value around.
								Well-equipped rooms (most with computers), smartly dressed staff and
								free breakfasts come at budget prices. Number 2, tucked down an
								alley, is a bit quieter and has a good restaurant too. $30

Bich Duyen 283/4 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3837
										4588, [image: email_icon]bichduyenhotel@yahoo.com; map. Great-value rooms on a quiet
								sidestreet, with friendly, English-speaking staff – what more could
								you possibly need? Perhaps a window, for rooms with which you’ll
								have to pay a little more. $17

Cat Huy 353/28 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3920
										8716, [image: web_icon]cathuyhotelvn.com; map. One has to admire the chutzpah of a
								place billing itself “maybe the best one-star hotel you’ve ever
								stayed in”. And it really is good for the price, with nice rooms and
								attentive service. It’s signed off Pham Ngu Lao, down an alley that
								initially looks forbidding, but gets better as you go along. $30

Eco Backpackers 264 De Tham [image: tel_icon]08 3836 5836,
										[image: email_icon]ecobackpackershostel@gmail.com; map. New operation with capsule-style
								dorm beds – a little more privacy for a lower price – and a
								convenient location right next to the open-tour bus stops. Private
								rooms all feature double bunk beds, and so can sleep up to four.
								Dorm beds $6, room $16

Elios 231–235 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3838
										5584, [image: web_icon]elioshotel.vn; map. This swish place, with over ninety
								compact and snug rooms, is a good example of how things are changing
								in the city’s main budget district. Efficient, helpful staff, a
								rooftop restaurant and wi-fi in all rooms; the main drawback is the
								busy road outside. $65

Gia Vien 174/4 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3920
										9988, [image: web_icon]giavienhotel.com; map. The best venue on one of De Tham’s
								more gentrified streets – restaurants, bars and moto-pests galore,
								but it’s actually quite nice. Rooms here are comfy and fair value
								for the price; their bathrooms have been decorated with rare
								attention. $37

Hello 373/49 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3920
										9049, [image: email_icon]hello_hotel_vn@yahoo.com; map. Tucked away at the corner of a
								side-alley, this has some of the quietest rooms in the De Tham area.
								The pretty breakfast area by the lobby is another plus, and
								functions as a pleasant place to start your day. $65

Hong Han 238 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3836 1927,
										[image: email_icon]hotelhonghan@yahoo.com; map. Agreeable place on De Tham’s main
								nightlife thoroughfare; rooms at the front can be a bit noisy, but
								they’re all nicely decorated with artwork and the like. The
								balcony-style breakfast area is a nice bonus. $60

Lac Vien 28/12–14 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3920
										4899, [image: web_icon]lacvienhotel.com; map. Enjoying a quiet location in the
								middle of an alley, the superior and VIP rooms at Lac Vien are some of the best choices in the budget
								district. Standard rooms are not such a good deal as they lack
								windows, but the superior upgrade is just $4 more. $32

Liberty Parkview 265 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3836
									4556, [image: web_icon]libertyhotels.com.vn; map. One of the nicer venues on Pham Ngu
								Lao itself, this place offers stylish rooms with wi-fi, satellite TV
								and tea- and coffee-making facilities, plus a decent buffet
								breakfast served in its ninth-floor restaurant. Rooms with park view
								cost a bit more, but it’s certainly worth considering the splurge.
									$60

Long Hostel 373/10 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3836
										0184, [image: email_icon]longhomestay@yahoo.com; map. Friendly, family-style operation
								with a few slightly musty dorm rooms, good private rooms, and a
								lovely back-alley location. Dorm beds $8, rooms $20

[image: author_pick]Madam Cuc 127 Cong Quynh [image: tel_icon]08 3836 8761,
										[image: web_icon]madamcuchotels.com; map. The genial Madam Cuc pays more
								attention to detail than most, resulting in a range of wholesome
								rooms, some sleeping up to four. Staff are well informed and helpful
								and breakfast, fruit, tea and coffee are included in the price of
								the room. They will also collect from the airport. If this place is
								full, note they have three more branches where you’ll find a
								similarly warm welcome, efficient staff and good-value rooms.
									$25

Miss Loi 178/20 Co Giang [image: tel_icon]08 3837 9589,
										[image: email_icon]missloi@hcm.fpt.vn; map. Located out of sight of the De Tham
								activity, this spotlessly clean and cosy guesthouse has a range of
								rooms in a quiet backstreet community. $16

New World 76 Le Lai [image: tel_icon]08 3822 8888, [image: web_icon]saigon.newworldhotels.com; map. A benchmark on the Ho Chi Minh City
								hotel scene since its opening in 1993 – over five hundred luxurious
								rooms complemented by impressive sports and leisure facilities,
								cutting edge restaurants and a business centre. $250

Ngoc Minh 283/11–13 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3837
										6407, [image: web_icon]ngocminh-hotel.net; map. Located in a narrow alley and tucked
								away from the honking horns on Pham Ngu Lao, this place has a range
								of competitively priced rooms, all with a/c, cable TV and wi-fi.
									$25

Ngoc Thao 241/4 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3837
										0273, [image: email_icon]ngocthaohotel@yahoo.com; map. Super-friendly guesthouse with
								comfortable dorm rooms, all en suite, and a lovely location on one
								of the area’s most charming back-alleys. Dorm beds $7, rooms $18

[image: author_pick]Pink Tulip 40/11 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3837 3567,
										[image: web_icon]pinktuliphotel.com; map. This family-run establishment is
								almost certainly the cheapest place in town to feature a functional
								lift – a nice little surprise, as are the pleasantly decorated
								rooms, the amiable staff, and the wonderful breakfasts. A real find.
									$25

[image: author_pick]Pullman 148 Tran Hung Dao [image: tel_icon]08 3838
										8686, [image: web_icon]pullmanhotels.com; map. Visible from much of the Pham Ngu
								Lao area, this is a relatively new stab at luxury, and one that has
								really come off – the rooms have been lovingly designed with
								pleasing artwork and docks for audio devices, there’s an excellent
								on-site spa, and the views from the rooftop restaurant are quite
								superb. Very fair value for what you get. $90

Saigon Backpackers 373/27 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3837
										0230, [image: web_icon]saigonbackpackershostel.com; map. No relation to the more
								professionally run Backpackers operations
								in Hanoi and Hue, this is nonetheless a decent enough place, with a
								pool table down below and rooms that are comfy, if a little musty.
								Staff run free city tours twice a week. Dorm beds $8, doubles $22

[image: author_pick]Town House 50 50e Bui Thi Xuan [image: tel_icon]08 3925
									0210, [image: web_icon]townhousesaigon.com; map. Fantastic, secluded little venue at
								the end of a tiny sidestreet, a short walk north of the backpacker
								zone. Rooms don’t quite live up to the promise of the charming lobby
								and friendly staff, but they’re still good value; note that in some
								of the private rooms there’s only a curtain, rather than a door, to
								the toilets. Dorm beds $12, doubles
									$35
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EATING
Essentials
Vietnamese budget and mid-range
Vietnamese higher-end
Other Asian cuisine
Western cuisine
Cafes and ice-cream parlours

Ho Chi Minh City has more culinary sophistication than anywhere else in
						Vietnam, including Hanoi. A mouthwatering array of international cuisine
						awaits: the regular French, Italian and Indian options, mixed up with
						Korean, Japanese, German and far more. Most importantly, of course, there’s
						a gut-busting gamut of good local food, from budget to fine dining. Aside
						from lower-end street stalls (see Vietnam Basics, for tips on how
						to spot a good one), recent years have seen a crop of gentrified places
						selling similar food in greater comfort: some are cheap chain operations,
						others offer a more sophisticated experience. At the other end of the scale,
						some of the swankier restaurants lay on reasonably priced set menus, and also live traditional
							music, in order to lure diners. Finally, café
							culture, introduced by the French, is still very much alive in
						Ho Chi Minh City, and there are numerous places at which to round dinner off
						with an ice cream, crêpe or sundae. Earlier in the day, the same venues
						offer the chance to linger over a coffee and watch the world go by.
COOKING CLASSES AND TOURS
Why leave the food in Vietnam when you can take some cooking skills
							home with you? Try the classes at Hoa Tuc restaurant ([image: web_icon]saigoncookingclass.com), which cost $45 including a market
							visit, and allow you to whip up three dishes and a dessert (Tue–Sun,
							10am–1pm or 2–5pm); or Mai Home ([image: web_icon]vietnamsaigoncookingclass.com), which runs half-day courses
							for $33, and eight-day marathons for $160. It’s also possible to go on
								culinary tours of the city: Saigon
							Streeteats ([image: web_icon]saigonstreeteats.com) does half-day trips from $35 per
							person; and the all-female XO team ([image: web_icon]xotours.vn) offers evening motorbike tours, focusing on rare
							culinary treats, from $68.

ESSENTIALS
Where to eat The bulk of travellers eat in two main areas: the city centre,
								with its profusion of quality establishments; and the budget area,
								concentrated around De Tham, Pham Ngu Lao and Bui Vien, where many
								establishments cater exclusively to tourists.

Prices By Vietnamese standards, many of the restaurants listed here are
								incredibly expensive – eat at one and you’ll probably spend enough
								to feed a local family for a week or two. However, by Western
								standards many of them are low-priced, and the quality of cooking is
								consistently high. Tipping is not expected, though some restaurants
								do not quote tax or service charges on their price lists – the
								admission is usually made at the bottom of each menu page. These
								days you’re far more likely to see prices quoted in dong than
								dollars, though at some venues you can pay with either.

Information There are several sites and blogs on hand to guide you through
								Saigon’s maze of eating options, though being expat-focused, they
								tend to highlight places away from the main tourist areas. One of
								the better ones is [image: web_icon]eatingsaigon.com, while pan-Southeast Asian site [image: web_icon]travelfish.org also has
								decent restaurant lists.

Vegetarians As well as dedicated vegetarian establishments like Loving Hut and Dinh Y, places such as Com Tam Tac and Asian Kitchen have veggie components to their menus, as do
								Indian restaurants such as Ganesh.
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VIETNAMESE BUDGET AND MID-RANGE
3T Quan Nuong 29–31 Ton That Tiep [image: tel_icon]09 0835
										7530; map. This hugely popular rooftop spot
								serving Vietnamese barbecue is located right above Fanny’s. Order your choice of meat, seafood and veg, and
								cook it to your taste at the table. Best to go with a group, and
								best to book ahead at weekends (do it through a Vietnamese friend as
								little English is spoken). Most dishes 70,000–150,000đ. Daily 5–11pm.

Bamboo Garden 40/15 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3837 2677;
										map. It’s worth tracking down this place,
								which is hidden in a narrow alley east of De Tham, for Vietnamese
								staples including tasty banh xeo
								(40,000đ), and more adventurous meals such as tilapia in ginger
								(120,000đ). Daily 7am–11pm.

[image: author_pick]Banh Xeo 46a Dinh Cong Trang [image: tel_icon]08 3824
										1110; map. The eponymous Vietnamese pancakes
								(70,000đ), stuffed with a mixture of shrimps, pork, beans, bean
								sprouts and egg, are the speciality at this streetside eatery off
								Hai Ba Trung. They’re so tasty that the place has become a
								must-visit spot for many travellers. Daily
									10am–9pm.

[image: author_pick]Binh Tay Market off Thap Moi; map. The city’s most characterful market
								makes a great place to eat – head to the line of stalls at the back.
								It’s terribly unfair to single out any particular purveyor for
								praise, but when you’re done with the savoury component, head to the
									che girls at #23 to sample Vietnam’s
								tastiest dessert – incredibly cheap at 7,000đ a bowl. Daily 10am–11pm.

[image: author_pick]Cha Ca La Vong 36 Ton That Thiep [image: tel_icon]08 3915
										3343; map. Love at first smell in a restaurant
								whose Hanoi counterpart is one of the oldest in the country. Take a
								step inside and you’ll instantly be hit by the dill-heavy aroma of a
								secret combination of herbs and spices used with their signature
								(ie, only) dish: cha ca la vong, or fried
								fish, cooked at the table for 170,000đ a portion and served with
								noodles and other sides. Daily 11am–2pm
									& 3–10pm.

Com Tam Dac 73 Suong Nguyet Anh [image: tel_icon]08 3926
										0333; map. Cosy venue decorated with a lime
								green-and-brown pallette. Simple Vietnamese dishes cost around
								50,000đ, and include a fair few veggie choices. Daily 7am–11pm.

[image: author_pick]Cuc Gach Quan 9 & 10 Dang Tat [image: tel_icon]08 3848
										0144; map. Facing off across a quiet road,
								these twin venues have exploded in popularity since a certain
								Brangelina popped by on their visit to ’Nam. The two-headed
								publicity-hound chose well, for what’s on offer is a splendidly
								simple take on local cuisine (most dishes 90,000–140,000đ), served
								in a tranquil, down-to-earth environment. Daily 10am–11pm.

Dinh Y 171b Cong Quynh; map. Cheap but tasty vegetarian food
								prepared by Cao Dai adherents in a convenient location by Thai Binh
								market. Dishes start at 22,000đ, and there’s little over 50,000đ.
									Daily 6.30am–9pm.

Hoa Tuc 74 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3825 1677,
										[image: web_icon]hoatuc.com; map. Wedged into a lovely, expat-heavy
								enclave of expensive eateries, this is the best looking of the bunch
								yet surprisingly cheap; check out starters like tofu with mint,
								pepper and lime (55,000đ) or cheap rice or noodle mains, or splash
								out on something like battered squid in tamarind sauce (175,000đ).
								They also run excellent cooking
									classes. Daily 11am–
									11pm.

Huynh Hoa 26 Le Thi Rieng [image: tel_icon]08 3925 0885;
										map. Semi-official holder of the best
									banh-mi-in-town award, with reams of
								travellers popping by every day to sample the Vietnamese sandwich
								(28,000đ). The secret? Fresh ingredients, and a far greater
								attention to hygiene than normal – this is one place in which you
								won’t find hairs in your bun. Daily
									2.30pm–midnight.

[image: author_pick]Loving Hut 38 Huynh Khuang Ninh [image: tel_icon]08 3820
										9702, [image: web_icon]hoadanghut.com; map. On a sidestreet near the Jade Emperor Pagoda, this is a great find for veggies and vegans; the
								bulk of dishes on the menu are in the 45,000–70,000đ range, and
								they’re all absolutely delicious. Even carnivores would enjoy their
								fabulous pho, and the smart, a/c environment is pretty cool too; the
								photo-roster of well-known dishes on the wall is a nice touch, and
								just about the only place you’ll see Pamela Anderson flanked by
								Socrates and Gandhi. Daily 9.30am–2pm &
									4.30–9pm.

Minh Duc 35 Ton That Tung [image: tel_icon]08 3839
									2240; map. It’s worth escaping the tourist
								enclave around De Tham at lunchtime to join the scrum of locals at
								this point-and-eat place, where a wide range of well-prepared local
								dishes is on display (around 35,000đ a dish). Daily 10am–10pm.

Mon Hue 11 Le Thanh Ton [image: tel_icon]08 6272 4761;
										map. In keeping with the boutique-budget
								trend, this chain serves good Hue food in a bright, cheerful
								atmosphere. Most are here for the bun bo
									hue noodle soup (53,000đ), though the menu’s full of
								tasty ideas, and there’s cheap fruit juice (from 18,000đ). Daily 6am–11pm.

[image: author_pick]Nam Giao 136/15 Le Thanh Ton [image: tel_icon]08 3825
										0261; map. Excellent Hue food served in this
								atmospheric yet simple place, tucked away down a manicure-heavy
								alley behind Ben Thanh market. Join the throng of locals and a
								smattering of tourists to sample the famous bun bo
									hue (50,000đ) or a tasty banh
									khoai (38,000đ). Daily
									7.45am–10pm.

[image: author_pick]Ngon 160 Pasteur [image: tel_icon]08 3827 7131;
										map. Be sure to take at least one meal in
								this wonderful venue, spectacularly set in a yellow-and-white
								cream-cake of a colonial building – take your seat inside by the
								pool, or outside amid palm leaves and chunky yellow pillars. Two
								lines of chefs whip up all sorts of Vietnamese specialities in no
								time at all; the only surprise is that they’re incredibly cheap,
								with most dishes weighing in at 50,000–80,000đ. It’s very popular,
								so be prepared to wait for a table at peak eating times. Daily 7am–midnight.

Pho 24 5 Nguyen Thiep [image: tel_icon]08 3822 8260;
										map. If the thought of eating from a
								street stall makes you shudder, sample your first bowl of pho (from
								49,000đ), the nation’s signature dish, in this spotless diner. The
								chain boasts over a dozen branches in District One alone; this one’s
								pretty central. Daily 6.30am–10pm.

Pho 2000 2f 1–3 Phan Chu Trinh [image: tel_icon]08 3822
										2788; map. A great value spot, located above a
								café next to Ben Thanh market, and boasting good views of the Bitexco tower. Clean surroundings and big bowls of delicious
								noodle soup (65,000đ) and other Vietnamese staples. Daily 6.30am–11pm.

[image: author_pick]Pho Hoa 260c Pasteur [image: tel_icon]08 3829 7943;
										map. High-quality pho shops proliferate
								along Pasteur; none are better than this one, which many
								connoisseurs rate the best in the city. Their huge bowlfuls of soup
								(50,000đ) are complemented with chunks of chicken or beef, while
								there’s plenty of fresh greens on the tables to add yourself.
									Daily 6am–midnight.

Pho Quynh 323 Pham Ngu Lao; map. For a backpacker-zone eatery, this
								gets a lot of local custom, and is the place to head if you feel the
								need to slurp down a bowl of beef noodle soup (50,000đ), which is up
								there with the best in town. Daily
									24hr.

[image: author_pick]Quan Bui 17a Ngo Van Nam [image: tel_icon]08 3829 1515;
										map. What a pleasant place – the pretty
								floor-tiling and gentrified atmosphere contrast nicely with the
								noise from the bikes racing past. For somewhere as pretty as this,
								the food’s cheap, and the menu varied; try the chicken sautéed in
								tamarind (89,000đ), or flash-fried tofu in a passion-fruit dressing
								(59,000đ). Daily 7am–midnight.

Quan Nem 15e Nguyen Thi Minh Khai [image: tel_icon]08 6299
										1478; map. Though a bit far from the centre,
								it’s worth the trip north to this popular place. There are only two
								things on the menu: nem cua ben (fried,
								fist-sized crab spring rolls; 39,000đ) and bun cha
									hanoi (barbecued beef; 57,000đ), served with dipping
								sauce and a miniature forest of leaves. Daily 10am–10pm.

Sense 48 Nguyen Hue [image: tel_icon]08 3824 5519;
										map. Hue specialities occupy most of the
								menu at this gorgeous little eatery, whose tables feature
								jade-effect plates and shocking pink tablemats – fancy, but the
								food’s nice and cheap. Try the cao lau
								(65,000đ), bun cha (55,000đ) or banh beo (39,000đ). Daily 10.30am–10.30pm.

Wrap & Roll 62 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3822 2166;
										map. Handy outlet of a specialist spring
								roll chain, serving street food (most dishes 35,000–78,000đ) in a
								sanitized, a/c environment. Choose from a host of ingredients, peel
								off a rice wrapper and get rolling. Daily
									10am–11pm.
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VIETNAMESE HIGHER-END
An Vien 178a Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3824
										3877; map. Tucked away from the main road, this
								place is extremely intimate, with many different alcoves and corners
								on three floors, all sumptuously decorated, and with high-quality
								Vietnamese food to match; there’s a fragrant park just around the
								corner if you want to walk those calories off. Main courses
								140,000–200,000đ. Daily 9am–11pm.

Hoi An 11 Le Thanh Ton [image: tel_icon]08 3823 7694;
										map. Refined, traditional Vietnamese food
								is served in a sumptuous wooden house. It’s not cheap, with spring
								rolls going for 200,000đ and seafood mains from 250,000đ; if you’re
								in a real dong-splashing mood, opt for one of the huge sets (from
								740,000đ). It’s wise to book ahead. Daily
									11am–2pm & 5.30–11.30pm.

La Perle de l’Orient off Ton Duc Thang [image: tel_icon]08 3827
										5050; map. The best-looking of the flotilla of
								ship-restaurants which set sail every evening. Set courses only
								available (from 319,000đ), but it’s more about the experience than
								the food. Daily 7–9.15pm.

Lemongrass 4 Nguyen Thiep [image: tel_icon]08 3822 4005;
										map. A decent, upmarket establishment
								where the highly rated Vietnamese food is eaten under what look like
								illuminated parasols; you should be able to fill up for around
								200,000đ. Come at 7pm, and you’ll be able to listen to traditional
								live music. Main courses 105,000–315,000đ. Daily 11am–2pm & 5–10pm.

Maxim’s 17 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 8829 6676;
										map. Dangling lanterns announce your
								arrival at this, one of the few venues in HCMC where you can enjoy
								traditional Vietnamese dishes in a plush environment, with a
								performance of classical local music and dance to accompany it. Try
								their clay pot dishes, especially the stewed fish and pork
								(240,000đ) or red snapper (320,000đ). Daily
									10am–10pm.

Ngoc Suong 106 Suong Nguyet Anh [image: tel_icon]08 3925
										6939; map. This giant, mansion-like place is
								the most atmospheric branch of this hugely popular chain of seafood
								restaurants, and draws big crowds every evening. Figure on around
								300,000đ per head, before drinks; reservations recommended. Daily 10am–10.30pm.

Pho 79 79 Syong Nguyet Anh [image: tel_icon]08 3926
										2929; map. Housed in a lovely old 1930s
								colonial house and its garden, this restaurant is now going for the
								sex-sells approach, with its waitresses wearing rather revealing
								attire. However, the food’s good and not too expensive; it’s
								essentially a compendium of Vietnamese staples (100,000đ and up),
								though with interesting additions such as frog and crocodile.
									Daily 10am–10pm.

Temple Club 29–31 Ton That Thiep [image: tel_icon]08 3829
										9244, [image: web_icon]templeclub.com.vn; map. Excellent Vietnamese food at around
								250,000đ a dish is served in a wonderful, relaxed atmosphere with
								tasteful decor. There’s also a comfy lounge bar out back. Daily 11.30am–midnight.

Vietnam House 93–95 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3829 1623,
										[image: web_icon]vietnamhousesaigon.com; map. Occupying a splendid, louvred
								colonial building, this offers a cracking introduction to Vietnamese
								food, featuring a wide à la carte menu as well as set lunches and
								dinners; try the calamari fried spring rolls (115,000đ) or banh xeo (125,000đ). There’s a pianist on the
								ground floor and traditional folk music upstairs at 7–9pm. Daily 10am–11pm.

Xu 71–75 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3824
										8468, [image: web_icon]xusaigon.com; map. This super-cool, minimalist venue is
								revered as one of the city’s most innovative fusion restaurants –
								think coconut-braised pork belly (250,000đ) and lotus seed felafel
								(120,000đ). Most dishes are prepared to be shared; it’s best to go
								with a small group. The main restaurant is upstairs, while
								downstairs is more a lounge bar, where a DJ spins tunes on weekends.
									Daily 11am– midnight.
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OTHER ASIAN CUISINE
[image: author_pick]Asian Kitchen 185/22 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3836
										7397; map. Tucked away down the pleasant narrow
								alley east of De Tham, this is most likely the friendliest
								restaurant in the whole area. Their menu is surprisingly wide, with
								Western dishes such as the large English breakfast (80,000đ)
								augmented by tasty Vietnamese and Japanese ones. For a fusion of the
								latter two, try the delectable crocodile sashimi (89,000đ). Daily 7am–midnight.

Dynasty New World Hotel, 76 Le Lai [image: tel_icon]08 3822
										8888; map. The porcelain-and-bonsai decor is
								elegant at this classy restaurant, and the food just as splendid,
								featuring delicious dim sum at lunchtime
								(from 55,000đ per plate). Set menus start at around 600,000đ, but
								the sky’s the limit if you plump for delicacies like bird’s-nest
								soup or shark’s fin. Mon–Sat 11.30am–2.30pm
									& 6–10pm; Sun 11.30am–2.30pm.

Ganesh 38 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3823 4785;
										map. The best value of the area’s several
								Indian restaurants, with curry plus rice or naan clocking in around
								the 150,000đ mark. Their veggie dishes are particularly good,
								spanning a range of Indian cooking from north to south. Daily 11.30am–2.30pm &
									5.30–10.30pm.

Mai Thai 13 Ton That Thiep [image: tel_icon]08 3821
										2920; map. Most central of the Thai restaurants
								in town, an attractive place with spicy curries and tom yam soup that are sure to bring tears to your
								eyes. Good set lunches go for around 90,000đ. Daily 11am–10pm.

Matsuzakaya 17/34a Le Thanh Ton; map. Tucked into a wonderfully calm
								residential enclave which many an expat calls home, this pair of
								restaurants sell cheap, passable Japanese food – one corner does
								good ramen, the other curry rice, with both going from just 80,000đ.
									Daily 11am–10pm.

Ocean Palace 2 Le Duan [image: tel_icon]08 3911 8833; map. This elegant, high-ceilinged Chinese
								restaurant just opposite the History Museum is a great place to relax after filling your mind
								with Vietnam’s complex past. Order up a few dim
									sum baskets (some of the best in Saigon, around 50,000đ
								each), or go for the roasted suckling pig or crispy duck, both of
								which are excellent. Wash it down with a beer or glass or two of
								wine, then walk it off in the zoo, just across the road. Main
								courses 100,000–200,000đ. Daily 10am–2.30pm
									& 6–10.30pm.

Sushi Bar 2 Le Thanh Ton [image: tel_icon]08 3823 8024,
										[image: web_icon]sushibar.com.vn; map. Highly rated sushi or sashimi mix in
								the heart of HCMC’s Japantown; dishes go from 18,000-100,000đ
								(you’ll need a fair few to fill up, of course), and there’s also
								Japanese beer and sake on offer. Daily
									10am–11.30pm.
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WESTERN CUISINE
Augustin’s 10 Nguyen Thiep [image: tel_icon]08 3829 2941;
										map. Hidden down a pleasant, narrow lane
								linking Dong Khoi and Nguyen Hue, this intimate bistro serves
								well-cooked but pricey French dishes. Mains 60,000đ and up. Mon–Sat 11.30am–2pm & 6–10.30pm.

[image: author_pick]Au Manoir de Khai 251 Dien Bien Phu [image: tel_icon]08 3930
										3394; map. This is the nearest you’re likely to
								get to feeling like a colonial of consequence, as the staff treat
								all guests with great deference. Stunning surroundings, tranquil
								atmosphere, sensational French food, such as grilled lamb tenderloin
								with Dijon mustard sauce (350,000đ), and an extensive wine list.
									Daily 11am–2pm & 6–9.30pm.

[image: author_pick]Au Parc 23 Han Thuyen [image: tel_icon]08 3829 2772;
										map. Stylish place, conveniently located
								between Notre Dame Cathedral and Reunification Palace, serving great
								breakfasts (150,000đ and up) and salads (120,000đ or so), with a
								good deli counter and a few nice Turkish options. Gets a bit busy
								downstairs, so head upstairs for a more relaxed environment. Mon–Sat 7.30am–10.30pm, Sun 8am–5pm.

Camargue 191 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3824
									3148; map. A colonial-style modern villa with
								rattan furniture and wooden ceiling fans sets the scene of a bygone
								era for this expensive French restaurant. The menu is constantly
								changing, but features dishes like beef carpaccio and lamb
								tenderloin with couscous. It’s set back from the main road down a
								narrow lane. Main courses 255,000–508,000đ. Daily 6–11pm.

Elbow Room 52 Pasteur [image: tel_icon]08 3821 4327;
										map. This cosy diner specializes in
								comfort food such as eggs Benedict (140,000đ) or Philly cheese steak
								(175,000đ) – just open the door, and see if you can resist the
								delicious smells emanating from the kitchen. There’s also a
								well-stocked bar and live music on Friday evening. Daily 8am–11pm.

Gartenstadt 34 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3822 3623;
										map. German bar-restaurant that’s
								smaller, more atmospheric and more authentic than other similar
								options around town. Schnitzels start at 220,000đ, though their
								sausage, sauerkraut, bread and mustard deals are a bargain at
								120,000đ. There’s also a good selection of German beers, some on
								draught. Daily10.30am–midnight.

Jaspa’s 33 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3822 9925;
										map. Classy venue, whose menu features
								international fusion cuisine such as salt and pepper steak with
								wasabi mash (475,000đ); cheaper mains are available from 185,000đ
								and up. They’ve another branch serving similar meals at 74/7 Hai Ba
								Trung. Daily 8.30am–midnight.

La Cantina 175/3 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]09 0279
										9962; map. One of the best and most hassle-free
								options on this foreigner-friendly road, and it’s pretty
								swish-looking for the price; try nachos with the works for 79,000đ,
								a large Irish breakfast for 110,000đ, or any number of other tasty
								dishes. Daily 6.30am–2am.

La Fourchette 11 Ngo Duc Ke [image: tel_icon]08 3829 8143,
										[image: web_icon]lafourchette.com.vn; map. Ho Chi Minh City’s oldest French
								restaurant boasts an intimate atmosphere at this two-floor
								restaurant (non-smoking upstairs). The short menu features imported
								steaks and set lunches; as a base, figure on 100,000đ for a starter,
								and 250,000đ for a main. Daily
									11.30am–2.30pm & 6.30–10pm.

Le Jardin 31 Thai Van Lung [image: tel_icon]08 3825
									8465; map. Excellent French food at reasonable
								prices (from 60,000đ) served in a pleasant garden setting. Very
								popular, and not very big, so advance booking is advisable. Daily 11am–2pm & 6–9pm.

Mogambo 50 Pasteur [image: tel_icon]08 3825 1311;
										map. Home-made pies (205,000đ), bangers
								and mash (150,000đ) and big burgers attract a steady stream of
								resident expats and tourists to this small but cosy place – it’s
								friendly, and staff are well drilled as regards serving curious
								foreigners. Daily 10am–10.30pm.

Pepperoni’s 111 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3920 4989;
										map. Above the Spotted
									Cow bar, this place serves pizzas, pasta, steaks and
								daily specials (80,000–120,000đ), with frequent offers such as two
								pizzas for the price of one. Daily
									8.30am–11pm.

Refinery 74/7c Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3823
										0509, [image: web_icon]therefinerysaigon.com; map. Set back from busy Hai Ba Trung,
								this cute little bistro has a relaxed, almost colonial-era air, and
								is extremely popular with local expats. It serves an appealing range
								of dishes, many homemade – they include gazpacho (60,000đ) and
								swordfish with lime and parsley mash (225,000đ). To round things
								off, choose from beers, cocktails and a good selection of wines.
									Daily 11am–late.

Skewers 9a Thai Van Lung [image: tel_icon]08 3822
									4798, [image: web_icon]skewers-restaurant.com; map. Superlative Mediterranean cuisine –
								everything from French to Levantine – made using simple and healthy
								ingredients. Try the pan-fried salmon with nicoise salad (300,000đ),
								or all manner of yummy dips; be sure to check the blackboard for
								daily specials. Mon–Fri 11.30am–2pm &
									6–10pm, Sat & Sun 6–10pm.

ZanZBar 19–21 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 6291 3686;
										map. Not your typical HCMC restaurant by
								any means – it looks more like a swanky bar, and doubles as such in
								the evenings. They’re proud of their salmon (250,000đ) and other
								seafood, as well as the sumptuous Angus steaks. Daily 7am–1am.
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CAFES AND ICE-CREAM PARLOURS
Bobby Brewer’s 45 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3920 4090,
										[image: web_icon]bobbybrewers.com; map. If you’re having a coffee break,
								then why not take in a film too? All-day movies (many
								Vietnam-related) show at this lounge – check out the website for
								what’s on now. Daily 8am–11pm.

Café Eon 50f Bitexco Tower, 2 Hai Trieu [image: tel_icon]08
										6291 8750; map. The highest café in the city boasts
								accordingly lofty prices – 120,000đ for a coffee may seem
								ridiculous, as may 169,000đ for a fruit juice, though notably
								they’re still both lower than the ticket price to the
								observation deck one level down.
									Daily 8am–late.

Café Zoom 169a De Tham [image: tel_icon]09 3850 0997;
										map. The place for Vespa and Lambretta
								fanatics to hang out, with a close-up view of the action at one of
								the city’s busiest junctions. Coffee only comes Vietnamese-style
								(25,000đ), while there’s all sorts of snacks to munch on, including
								German sausage, sourdough toast and Tex-Mex options. Daily 7am–2am.

[image: author_pick]Fanny’s 29–31 Ton Thap Thiep; map. Ice-cream specialist serving up
								little scoops of heaven from 34,000đ, served with tiny Vietnamese
								hats. In addition to the regular flavours, have a crack at ginger,
								passion fruit, cinnamon or soursop. With its wrought-iron chairs and
								magazines to read, it’s a great place to kick back and cool off for
								an hour or two. Daily 8am–11pm.

Highlands Coffee 7 Con Truong Lam Son; map. Vietnam’s answer to Starbucks has branches all over the city, but this is
								the best-located, snuggling into the back of the opera house. The
								coffee’s passable; have it Viet-style for 29,000đ, or with an
								Italian name from 44,000đ. Daily
									7.30am–11pm.

Kem Bach Dang 26 & 28 Le Loi; map. Twin open-fronted ice-cream
								parlours, revered for extravagant creations (70,000đ or so), some of
								which feature fruits from Da Lat. The one that’s open to the road is
								a magnet for beggars, who periodically stray inside; the other is
								sealed off and occasionally stinks of durian, but has good evening
								views from its upper floors. Daily
									9am–11.30pm.

[image: author_pick]La Fenetre Soleil 1st floor, 44 Ly Tu Trong [image: tel_icon]08 3824
										5994; map. This quirky café has an offbeat
								feel, with a mismatch of furniture and bare brick walls – not to
								mention using a French name to denote Japanese cuisine. Apart from
								good coffee and shakes, they serve good set lunches and cocktails,
								with shisha pipes too; try the kara-age
								(fried chicken; 90,000đ). It’s just next to the Ho Chi Minh City
								Museum, in case you need a rest after that. Daily 10am–midnight.

Modern Meets Culture 44b Ly Tu Trong [image: tel_icon]08 3822 2495;
										map. You’ll see haircuts galore at this
								hipster hangout – it’s a good (not to mention smoke-free) place to
								meet some of Saigon’s more characterful youngsters. Coffees are fine
								(35,000đ and up), though their smoothies are even better (from
								55,000đ). Daily 7am–11pm.

Napoli Café 7 Pham Ngoc Thach [image: tel_icon]08 3829
										0583; map. This place, a short stroll northwest
								of the cathedral, is hugely popular among locals for a short break
								in the day or to listen to the band in the evening – the latter sees
								fancy lanterns lit up among the palm trees. Choose from a modest
								selection of main dishes, cakes, pastries and sundaes or indulge in
								the mangia e bevi – a sensational blend of
								ice cream, orange juice and fresh fruit (68,000đ). Daily 7.30am–11pm.

Sozo 176 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]09 0930 6971,
										[image: web_icon]sozocentre.com; map. A great place for a slow and
								relaxing breakfast or a midday break, this café serves excellent
								cakes and cookies; its passion fruit cheesecake is a great choice
								(60,000đ). Under-privileged kids are employed; all profits go into
								staff training. Head upstairs to escape the street noise. Daily 6.30am–10.30pm.

Thao Nguyen 7f 138 Nam Ky Khoi Nghia; map. On the other side of the road from
								the Reunification Palace, this top-floor cafe-bar sees surprisingly
								little custom; come here for a coffee (50,000đ) or Orange Julius
								(55,000đ) over a great view. Daily
									8am–10pm.

Vuon Kieng off Ton Duc Thang; map. Saigon’s prime water-watching coffee
								spot, though the view is ugly in a rather beautiful way: huge
								communist billboards, hulking tower-blocks, heavily laden barges and
								floating branches. Coffee from 45,000đ. Daily 7am–11pm.

BUYING YOUR OWN FOOD: MARKETS AND SUPERMARKETS
With baguettes, cheese and fruit in such abundant supply in
								Vietnam, making up a picnic is easy. All the basics can be found at
								any of the city’s markets, though if
								you’re homesick for peanut butter, Vegemite or other such exotica,
								you’ll need to head for a specialist supermarket or provisions
									store.
MARKETS
A stroll through a wet or fresh market in Vietnam, gazing at
									all the familiar and unfamiliar items on sale, is an essential
									activity for every visitor to the country. Don’t be surprised if
									you get dragged into a conversation either, as Vietnamese do
									much of their socializing in the markets.
  The handiest market for De Tham is Thai
										Binh market, down at the southwestern end of Pham
									Ngu Lao. Just about as near, and larger, is Ben Thanh market, the central market in the city centre.
									Cho Lon is served by Binh Tay market on its southwestern border and by
										An Dong market, northeast of
									it at the junction of Tran Phu and An Duong Vuong.

SUPERMARKETS AND PROVISIONS STORES
Annam Gourmet Shop 16–18 Hai Ba Trung. Huge
										downtown deli, pandering to the whims of expats and visitors
										alike.

Co-op Mart 189c Cong Quynh. Large,
										Western-style supermarket within easy walking distance of De
										Tham, selling clothes, toys, household goods, cosmetics and
										a good selection of Western foods. There’s also a large
										branch at 168 Nguyen Dinh Chieu.

Minimart 250 De Tham. Snacks, drinks
										and basic toiletries on sale in the budget district.

Nhu Lan Bakery 66–68 Ham Nghi. Famed
										bakery selling bread, croissants and cakes.

Parkson Plaza 39–45 Le Thanh Ton. On the
										fourth floor of this shopping mall is a supermarket selling
										a good range of imported goods.

Thuong Xa Supermarket 135 Nguyen Hue. On the
										first floor of this centrally located shopping plaza, this
										large supermarket sells, among other things, Western tinned
										and dairy products.

Veggy’s 29a Le Thanh Ton. Well
										stocked with imported meats, cheeses and cereals, this place
										is a popular shopping spot for local expats.
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DRINKING AND NIGHTLIFE
Essentials
Central Ho Chi Minh City
Pham Ngu Lao and around

Ho Chi Minh City boasts a good range of nightlife, although an ongoing crackdown on late opening means you’ll probably be tucked up
						in bed by midnight unless you’re in the De Tham area. Many of the bars
						listed below feature live music either every night
						or at the weekend. In most places, such as 17
							Saloon, you’ll find Filipino bands performing well-rehearsed
						covers of current hits and old favourites, though there’s also a growing
						base of local musicians who are making a name for themselves in venues like
							Thi Café and Yoko.
						It isn’t unheard of for big showbiz names from the West to make appearances
						in HCMC, so check out the local press for details. The free
							monthly magazines, The Word and
							Asia Life, carry up-to-the-minute listings of
						the city’s latest bars, plus the hottest new clubs and any more highbrow
						entertainment on offer.
BIA HOI
If you can’t afford the price of a bottle of Saigon beer, you might
							try a bia hoi, where locals glug cheap local
							draught beer at around 7000đ a glass. These spit-and-sawdust bars tend
							to open in the afternoon and close around 8–9pm, though some stay open
							later. They crop up all over the city, but by far the most popular place
							is De Tham, a road which essentially becomes a huge, open-air bar in the
							evening. Do note, however, that the quality of the beer can vary
							tremendously – several foreigners died after drinking contaminated bia
							hoi in 2013.

ESSENTIALS
Bars and pubs in Ho Chi Minh City range from hole-in-the-wall dives to elegant
								cocktail lounges that would not be out of place in a European
								capital. The area around Dong Khoi is predictably well endowed, and
								another boozy enclave exists around Le Thanh Ton, Hai Ba Trung and
								Thi Sach, where a glut of places, ranging from slick yuppie haunts
								to watering holes that hark back to the raunchy GI bars of the
								1960s, has developed to cater for expats renting apartments nearby.
								At the other end of the scale, all the cheap restaurants and cafés
								around De Tham turn their hand to drink at night – fine if you’re
								willing to forego atmosphere in order to save a dollar or two on a
								beer, and great for meeting like-minded tourists.

Prices vary wildly: a Saigon beer at a streetside café in De Tham will
								cost you around 15,000đ, but you can multiply that by four or five
								in a more upmarket bar on Dong Khoi. One way to economize while
								downtown is to take advantage of early-evening happy hours, or check
								out the surprisingly cheap and tasty bia hoi.


< Back to Drinking and nightlife
CENTRAL HO CHI MINH CITY
Apocalypse Now 2c Thi Sach [image: tel_icon]08 3824 1463;
										map. Dark and cavernous, with two
								dancefloors and a compact garden, “Apoc Lip” (as it’s known to
								locals) is a real pioneer of the city’s nightlife scene. It’s always
								rowdy and sweaty at weekends with an eclectic crowd, though it can
								be rather dull during the week. There’s a 150,000đ cover charge on
								weekends, which includes one free drink. Daily 7pm–late.

[image: author_pick]Bernie’s 74a 19 Thai Van Lung [image: tel_icon]08 3822
										1720; map. Just about the most
								authentic-looking of the city’s several Irish and English pubs, and
								very popular with expats for its good atmosphere, well-stocked bar
								(including draught Guinness and Sapporo) and comforting Western
								menu. Try the full Irish breakfast (170,000đ). Daily 7am–midnight.

Blanchy’s Tash 95 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]09 0902 8293,
										[image: web_icon]blanchystash.com; map. Super-cool cocktail lounge that’s
								currently one of the most popular places in the area, especially on
								the occasions when international DJs drop by for a spin (think Danny
								Rampling and Grand Master Flash). Wednesdays are ladies’ night.
									Daily 6pm–late.

Blue Gecko 31 Ly Tu Trong [image: tel_icon]08 3824 3483;
										map. Expat hangout offering pub
								atmosphere with pool, darts and sports on TV. Happy hour is
								5–7.30pm; at other times the drinks are still affordable, with beers
								costing around 25,000đ. Daily
									5pm–late.

Chu 158 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3842 8831;
										map. This oval-shaped bar is a convenient
								and inexpensive venue for evening entertainment, with live music
								(mostly Sixties and Seventies songs) from 9pm–1am, plus an eclectic
								menu that includes beef pie, spaghetti, Asian dishes and ice creams.
								Beer from 55,000đ. Daily 8am–1am.

[image: author_pick]Drunken Duck 58 Ton That Thiep [image: tel_icon]08 3915
										2853; map. On trendy Ton That Thiep, this is
								pretty decent for a “girlie” bar – female travellers and expats
								regularly visit, and feel no discomfort. They offer a huge range of
								shooters, cocktails with aptly themed names (“Aquackalypse Now”
								being one example) and a full range of beers. Daily 6pm–late.

Eon Heli Bar Bitexco Tower, 2 Hai Trieu [image: tel_icon]08 6291
										8752, [image: web_icon]eon51.com; map. By far the loftiest bar in the city,
								peering out from the Floor 52 – that’s the helipad level – of the
									Bitexco Tower. Views are predictably good, though prices aren’t
								as high as you might expect; cocktails are 290,000đ and beers go
								from 150,000đ, though do remember that entry is free – a visit to
								the observation deck two floors down would cost you 200,000đ anyway.
									Daily 11.30am–2am.

Ice Blue 54 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3822 2264;
										map. Traditional English pub-style bar,
								with a dartboard, a friendly atmosphere and a range of international
								beers; 4–8pm is happy hour. Daily
									4pm–late.

La Fenetre Soleil 1st floor, 44 Ly Tu Trong [image: tel_icon]08 3824
										5994; map. Functioning as a chill-out café
								during the day, this little gem turns its hand to mixing cocktails
								and filling shisha pipes in the evenings. Daily 11.30am–midnight.

Level 23 Sheraton Hotel, 88 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3827
										2828, [image: web_icon]level23saigon.com; map. This is a great spot for
								after-dinner cocktails (185,000đ) while enjoying panoramic views of
								the city, and if you’re in the mood, the band might get you dancing
								too. 7pm–midnight.

Lush 2 Ly Tu Trong [image: tel_icon]08 3824 2496,
										[image: web_icon]lush.vn; map. This elegant club is one of the top
								places for the city’s movers and shakers, both expats and locals, to
								let their hair down at the weekend, when it gets packed – hip-hop
								night on Friday is particularly well attended. Weekdays it can be
								pretty dead, though Ladies’ Night on Tuesdays and “Thirsty
								Thursdays” (two-for-one specials) usually draw a crowd. Daily 6pm–late.

Number 5 Bar 44 Pasteur [image: tel_icon]09 0380 1676;
										map. This place has a similar formula to
									Phatty’s round the corner – a big bar
								area with plenty of bar stools, pretty waitresses, comfort food and
								sports on TV. Daily 3pm–1am.

Pacharan 97 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3825 6024,
										[image: web_icon]pacharansaigon.com; map. Smart, three-floored Spanish place
								just behind the Municipal Theatre, serving tapas and a wide range of
								drinks – it has an admirable range of wines and sherries by the
								glass, starting at 75,000đ and ending just shy of the stratosphere.
								Live Spanish music some nights. Daily
									10am–late.

Phatty’s 46–48 Ton That Tiep [image: tel_icon]08 3821
										0796, [image: web_icon]phattysbar.com; map. This sports bar and grill is
								regularly packed with punters watching rugby or Aussie Rules. There
								are enough screens, it seems, for every customer to be watching a
								different channel, even if the result is a bit cacophonous. Spirits
								from 85,000đ, beers from 40,000đ, and huge cocktail jugs 240,000đ.
									Daily 9am–11pm.

Rooftop Garden Rex Hotel, 141 Nguyen Hue [image: tel_icon]08 3829
										2185; map. A drink amid the fairy-lit topiary
								and clumsy model animals of the Rex
								fifth-floor terrace is still de rigueur on
								a trip to the city – at least for those who can afford it, for
								drinks here do not come cheap. Daily
									7am–late.

Saigon Saigon Caravelle Hotel, 19 Lam Son Square [image: tel_icon]08
										3823 4999; map. Located on the tenth floor of the
									Caravelle, this bar is one of the
								city’s best sunset spots, with dreamily romantic views if the
								weather is deciding to co-operate; there are two-for-one drinks
								specials around this time, though it’s still fairly pricey. There’s
								also live music each evening. Daily
									9am–midnight.

Sax n’ Art 28 Le Loi [image: tel_icon]08 3822 8472; map. Slick, atmospheric jazz club with
								mellow sounds from the house band, led by saxophonist Tran Manh
								Tuan, starting at 9pm, and sometimes featuring good vocalists. Cover
								charge 90,000đ. Daily 5pm–midnight.

Vasco’s 74/7d Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3824
										3149; map. Live bands on Fri and DJs on Thurs
								and Sat, plus a good range of food (French, Italian and Asian) at
								this hip bar with a casual/smart ambience in a former opium refinery
								set back from the main road. Daily
									11am–midnight.

Wild Horse 8a1/d1 Thai Van Lung [image: tel_icon]08 3825
										1901, [image: web_icon]wildhorsesteakhouse.com; map. You can’t miss the giant barrel
								front of this saloon-type place, complete with swinging doors and
								trophy heads, and specializing in imported steaks and international
								dishes. Live music too – mostly covers of Western pop hits. Daily 10am–2pm & 4–midnight.

[image: author_pick]Yoko 22a Nguyen Thi Dieu [image: tel_icon]08 3933
										0577; map. If you get fed up with the lack of
								variety in music bars, head on round to Yoko, named after John Lennon’s missus, where you’ll
								catch talented bands pumping out blues/rock, reggae and jazz, etc
								9.30–11.30pm every night of the week. Add to this the warm
								atmosphere of the place and decent drinks (cocktails 120,000đ), and
								you’ve got one of HCMC’s best live music venues. Daily 6pm–late.
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PHAM NGU LAO AND AROUND
Allez-Boo 187 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3837
									2505; map. One of the biggest foreigner magnets
								in town, this attractive venue doesn’t quite live up to its
								reputation and pleasing bamboo and thatch decor; the quality of
								their food has gone down of late, but it remains a good drinking
								hole, with the upper floors turning into dancefloors of a sort if
								there’s a big crowd in. Daily 24hr.

Cyclo Bar 163 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3920
									1567; map. This congenial place with dartboard
								and pool table offers draught beer and cocktails as well as comfort
								food such as bangers and mash. Three floors and sports on TV.
									Daily 9am–late.

Go 2 187 De Tham [image: tel_icon]08 3836 9575;
										map. This large, four-storey bar and
								restaurant on the corner of Bui Vien is packing them in, with a
								little help from a small army of barkers who steer passers-by
								inside. The outdoor seats are popular with people-watchers, while on
								some evenings the rooftop space turns into a grill area. Daily 24hr.

[image: author_pick]Le Pub 175/22 Pham Ngu Lao [image: tel_icon]08 3837
										7679; map. The clue’s in the name here – a
								winning mix of French bar and English pub, tucked away down a
								charming lane off Pham Ngu Lao. Moodily attractive it may be, but
								there’s often some serious drinking going on, perhaps best evidenced
								by nightly promotions and large cocktail jugs (220,000đ). Daily 9am–late.

Spotted Cow 111 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3920 7670;
										map. Smart, amiable sports bar, located
								in the heart of the budget district. It’s a good place to meet up
								with other travellers or expat residents while enjoying a glass of
								grog, or a game of footy. Their food is pretty decent, too. Daily 9am–midnight.

[image: author_pick]Thi Café & Lounge 224 De Tham [image: tel_icon]08 2210 2929;
										map. In the daytime this place functions
								as a chill-out café, a good place to check email or have a chat.
								However, around 9pm on most nights it morphs into one of the city’s
								most interesting bars for live acoustic music, performed by locals
								and itinerant musicians. Well worth checking out. Daily 7.30am–late.

Tunnel Bar 111 De Tham [image: tel_icon]09 3322 1190;
										map. Set up like a military bunker and
								decorated with camouflage gear, gas masks and the like, this is by
								far the quirkiest place to drink on De Tham. Despite the bombastic
								pretensions, it’s an amiable place, and beer is super-cheap at just
								15,000đ. Daily 10am–2am.


< Back to Drinking and nightlife

ENTERTAINMENT
Cinemas If you feel like a movie, head to Diamond Cinema complex on the
							thirteenth floor of Diamond
								Plaza ([image: tel_icon]08 3822 7897); Galaxy Cinema, 116 Nguyen Du ([image: tel_icon]08
								3822 8533); or Bobby
								Brewer’s Movie Lounge, 45 Bui Vien.

Conservatory of Music 112 Nguyen Du [image: tel_icon]08 3824
								3774. Western and Vietnamese classical music,
							performed by the HCMC Youth Chamber Music Club, which can be scheduled
							on demand.

Municipal Theatre Lam Son Square [image: tel_icon]08 3829
								9976. Hosting all sorts including ballet, opera and classical music,
							shows at this delightful venue rotate
							every few months, and can often be very entertaining; tickets tend to
							start at 630,000đ, and you’ll usually get 10% off by booking at the
							theatre itself.

Water puppetry can be seen at the Golden
								Dragon Theatre or at the History Museum (hourly 10am–4pm, except
							1pm; 40,000đ).

< Back to Entertainment

SHOPPING
Department stores and shopping malls
Books, newspapers and magazines
Clothing and bags
Handicrafts, fabrics and antiques
Paintings
Tailors

Ho Chi Minh City can be a dangerous place to go shopping, as you’ll likely buy more than you intended once you
						see the prices. For cheap and cheerful souvenirs, head for Ben Thanh market, Le Loi or De Tham; for
						something precious and pricey, browse the upmarket boutiques along Dong Khoi
						and its tentacles, such as Dong Du and Mac Thi Buoi. Bargaining is an essential skill to cultivate if you’re going
						to be doing much shopping in these areas. Lastly, shopping
							malls attract curious crowds with their glitz and glamour; some
						offer distractions in the form of cinemas and bowling alleys, and they can
						provide air-conditioned respite from the heat or simple retail therapy for
						those who’ve been travelling too hard.
SAIGON SOUVENIRS
Saigon is one of Asia’s great souvenir-hunting destinations. Paintings
							on rice paper, silk ao dai, lacquerware,
							embroidered cloth, musical instruments and ethnic garments are all
							popular choices, as are curios such as opium
							pipes, antique watches, French colonial stamps and banknotes, while the
							cheapest items are the ubiquitous T-shirts and conical hats. Visitors
							interested in Vietnam’s history will find a wealth of copied books on the subject, sold in tourist areas by
							wandering vendors with a metre-high stack on their hip. For something
							different, intriguing model ships are sold on
							Cao Ba Quat, north of the Municipal Theatre, just east of the Caravelle Hotel facing the Highland Coffee.

DEPARTMENT STORES AND SHOPPING MALLS
Diamond Plaza 34 Le Duan; map. Probably the city’s most diverse
								mall, featuring a department store, supermarket, fitness centre,
								hospital, swimming pool, bowling alley, cinemas and serviced
								apartments. Daily 10am–9.30pm.

Saigon Centre 65 Le Loi; map. You’ll find cafés, souvenir shops,
								clothing boutiques, Western-brand stores, a small department store
								and a supermarket in this highly convenient location between
								downtown and the budget area. Popular with youngsters on
								photo-frenzy dates and group meets. Daily
									9am–9pm.

Vincom Centre 70–72 Le Thanh Ton; map. One of HCMC’s newer malls,
								containing a selection of Western and Vietnamese designer labels,
								and housing a few cafés and restaurants. Daily 9.30am–10pm.

Zen Plaza 54–56 Nguyen Trai; map. Black and white eight-storey
								shopping complex, packed with cosmetics, toys, electrical and
								household goods and video games. A cafeteria on the top floor has
								stunning views of the city. Daily
									9am–10pm.
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BOOKS, NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES
Artbook 43 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3822 0838;
										map. While most books here are art- or
								architecture-related, there’s lots more as well and titles are well
								displayed in this attractive store. Daily
									9am–9pm.

Bookworm 4 Do Quang Dao [image: tel_icon]08 3838 9487;
										map. There are plenty of secondhand books
								to choose from at this small café, which has board games for you to
								play while making your choice or drinking your drink. Daily 7am–midnight.

Fahasa 40 Nguyen Hue [image: tel_icon]08 3775 2987;
										map. Large bookstore with a wide
								selection of English-language titles, including guidebooks, maps,
								some novels and magazines. However, being government-run, you won’t
								find anything deemed even slightly subversive (including this
								guidebook). Daily 9am–8pm.
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CLOTHING AND BAGS
[image: author_pick]Blue Dragon 1b Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 2210 2084;
										map. In Vietnam, you know that your
								business idea has traction when all and sundry start to ape it.
								That’s happening with goods sold at this wonderful little store,
								which specializes in bags made from material culled from old
								advertising hoardings; they come in all sizes from fanny-pack to
								backpack, via laptop, and some of the results are undeniably
								artistic. Prices are all marked; you’ll pay 100,000đ for a small
								satchel that will allow you to tote your guidebook around in
								comfort. Daily 9am–10.30pm.

Ginkgo 54–56 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 6270 5928;
										map. The Bui Vien area is chock-full of
								places selling T-shirts, but this store is a cut above the rest,
								with a wide range of colourful, Vietnam-centric designs –
								occasionally humourous or artistic. They also claim to be
								eco-friendly. Daily 9am–9pm.

[image: author_pick]Ipa-nima 77–79 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3822 3277,
										[image: web_icon]ipa-nima.com;
										map. With branches in Singapore, Berlin,
								Tokyo and Kuala Lumpur, this is perhaps the best-known Vietnamese
								fashion brand overseas, even if the designer herself is from Hong
								Kong. She specializes in fabulous handbags, which range from subtle
								chic to exaggeratedly ostentatious; they’re actually pretty
								affordable, at least in relation to the handbag price tags of the
								West. Daily 10am–8pm.

Khai Silk 107 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3829 1146;
										map. One of several downtown outlets for
								the creations of one of the city’s top designers, selling exclusive
								outfits at high prices; the designs are a tasteful fusion of Western
								and Vietnamese motifs, and even a shawl is likely to set you back a
								couple of million đong. You’ll find smaller (and usually pricier)
								stores from the same chain in some of the city’s top hotels. Daily 9.30am–10pm.

[image: author_pick]Vo Viet Chung 115 Ly Tu Trong [image: tel_icon]08 3914 2008,
										[image: web_icon]vovietchung.com; map. VOV, as he’s often referred to, is
								one of Vietnam’s top designers, and the man most responsible for
								bringing the ao dai into the international
								fashion realm. There are more “regular” items on sale in his Saigon
								showroom, though each and every item here is an innovative little
								work of art. Bring money. Daily
									10am–8pm.
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MARKET SHOPPING
Ho Chi Minh City’s biggest market is Ben Thanh, which has a huge variety of cheap clothes (ao dai under $30) and all kinds of souvenirs like
							chopstick sets and carved seals, though unfortunately all stalls there
							are now fixed price.
  Dan Sinh market, behind the Phung Son Tu
							Pagoda at 104 Yersin, has a section specializing in army surplus, both
							American and Vietnamese. Here you can pick up khaki gear, Viet Cong pith
							helmets, old compasses and Zippo lighters embossed with pearls of wisdom
							coined by GIs, such as “We are the unwilling, led by the unqualified,
							doing the unnecessary for the ungrateful.” Keep in mind that none of
							this equipment is likely to be original, even if it looks a bit
							battered.
  Across the road from the Fine
								Art Museum, the small Le Cong Kieu
								market is lined with “antique” shops selling Oriental and
							colonial bric-a-brac such as opium weights and vases, though your
							chances of finding genuine antiques are slim. Keep in mind when shopping
							here that the Vietnamese are very good at making new things look
							old.
  For other smaller souvenirs, check out the shops along Le Loi and Dong
								Khoi for old coins, stamps, notes and greetings
								cards featuring typical Vietnamese scenes hand-painted onto
							silk.

HANDICRAFTS, FABRICS AND ANTIQUES
Art Arcade 151 Dong Khoi; map. A number of stands selling
								paintings, lacquerware and ceramics, plus Buddha statues, old
								watches and trinkets. In addition, there are usually a few quirky
								goods being sold outside by vendors who disappear whenever the
								police are around. Daily about
									8am–8pm.

[image: author_pick]Nagu 155 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3936 9379,
										[image: web_icon]zantoc.com; map. Twee it may be, but this great shop
								contains some perfect present material – teddy bears made from
								Vietnamese-style patterned fabric, wearing tiny conical hats (from
								330,000đ). Some of them wear ao dai too,
								and you can have names sewn into the feet. Daily 9am–10pm.

[image: author_pick]Nga 41 Mac Thi Buoi [image: tel_icon]08 3823 8356,
										[image: web_icon]huongngafinearts.com; map. Itself designed something like a
								giant lacquered box, this shop contains some stunningly decorated
								lacquerware furniture that would certainly become conversation
								pieces back home. If chairs are too big for your backpack, there are
								other items of home decor too. Daily
									8am–10pm.

Sapa 209 De Tham [image: tel_icon]08 3836 5163;
										map. Attractive garments and artefacts,
								some genuinely designed along the lines of Vietnamese ethnic
								minority group costumes and trinkets, others mere facsimiles of
								“ethnic”-style fashion. Daily
									7am–10pm.

Tay Son 198 Vo Thi Sau [image: tel_icon]08 3932 5708,
										[image: web_icon]tayson.vn; map. Frequented by tourist groups, who
								arrive to watch processes such as making lacquerware, and browse
								their large warehouse of furniture, wooden carvings and lacquered
								art. It’s a bit out of the way, but prices are usually far lower
								than you’d pay for the same things on Bui Vien or Dong Khoi. Daily 8am–6pm.

Viet Thanh 137 Dong Khoi [image: tel_icon]08 3824 2735;
										map. Shop with a delightful selections of
								belts, handbags, picture frames, pendants and purses, mostly made
								with crocodile skin, but sometimes also ostrich or python. Daily 8am–9.30pm.

Zakka 73 Pasteur [image: tel_icon]08 3829 1516;
										map. High-quality tailor selling divine
								ready-to-wear silk creations, but perhaps more notable for lovely
								trinkets, including fabric pins (23,000đ) and hand-stamped
								floral-print bags (415,000đ). Daily
									10am–8pm.
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PAINTINGS
Apricot Gallery 50–52 Mac Thi Buoi [image: tel_icon]08 3822
										7962, [image: web_icon]apricotgallery.com.vn; map. One of the city’s most exclusive
								galleries, with intriguing, original oils by local artists from $650
								upwards. Daily 9am–6pm.

Lotus Gallery 67 Pasteur [image: tel_icon]08 3829 2695;
										map. If you’re in the market for original
								Vietnamese art, be it traditional or contemporary, there’s a good
								range on show here over two floors. Daily
									9am–6pm.

Nam Phoung 105 Bui Vien [image: tel_icon]08 3837 1281;
										map. One of many artists making a living
								by reproducing classic images in the travellers’ quarter; good work
								and reasonable prices. Daily
									8am–9pm.
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TAILORS
Chuong 270 Hai Ba Trung [image: tel_icon]08 3823
									0484; map. A long-established and reliable
								tailor located a few blocks north of downtown; figure on $250 for a
								suit and $60 for a shirt. One slight problem is that suits can take
								up to a month to make; you’d have to order soon after touchdown in
								Vietnam and pick up just before maxing out your visa. Another slight
								problem is that there’s little English spoken. Daily 8am–8.30pm.

Nhut Van 107 Bui Vien; map. Long-standing tailor in the budget
								district with many satisfied customers. Shirts can go for as little
								as $15. Daily 8am–9pm.

[image: author_pick]T&V 39 Dong Du [image: tel_icon]08 3824 4556, [image: web_icon]triciaandverona.com; map. Slightly more expensive than the
								bulk of the city’s tailors, but worth it for the fresh and original
								designs. Some staff speak English, which makes everything easier;
								shirts are around $50, suits more like $180–250, and there are
								plenty of ladieswear choices. Daily
									9am–7pm.
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SPORTS AND ACTIVITIES
Golf
Massage and Spas
Running
Swimming and leisure facilities

If you’re done with HCMC’s sights, there are plenty of ways in which to up
						(or lower) your pulse across the city. Most of the upmarket hotels have gym
						facilities, some of which can be used by non-guests for a fee, while for
						unbridled pampering, check out [image: web_icon]spasvietnam.com for a complete listing of the many spas and
						treatments on offer here.
GOLF
Vietnam Golf and Country Club Long Thanh My Village, District Nine
										[image: tel_icon]08 6280 0124, [image: web_icon]vietnamgolfcc.com. High-quality venue with
								two 18-hole courses (one designed by Lee Trevino) and a driving
								range; membership isn’t required, and Mondays are the cheapest days
								on which to play a round. You can even spend the night in their
								on-site villas, if you so desire.


< Back to Sports and activities
MASSAGE AND SPAS
Traditional Vietnamese Massage
								Institute 185 Cong Quynh [image: tel_icon]08 3839
									6697. If you’d like to ease your aches and
								pains, head for this simple venue, where blind masseurs and
								masseuses will smoothen your kinks for 60,000đ/hr. Daily
								9am–9pm.
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RUNNING
Hash House Harriers [image: web_icon]saigonh3.com. For runners and walkers, the Hash
								House Harriers meet at the Caravelle Hotel
								every Sunday at 1.30pm. There’s a hash fee of 220,000đ.


< Back to Sports and activities
SWIMMING AND LEISURE FACILITIES
Dai The Gioi Water Park 600 Ham Tu in Cho Lon. This
								attractive park has pools (50,000đ) and slides (55,000đ). Combined
								entry 80,000đ, children 60,000đ. Mon–Fri
									8am–9pm, Sat & Sun 10am–6pm.

Hotel Pools Park Hyatt, Renaissance and
									Sofitel. For a daily fee of 100,000–200,000đ you can
								use the facilities at these pools if you are not a guest. Some
								include use of sauna and steam bath. Diamond Plaza shopping
									centre
								also has a pool.

Lam Son 242 Tran Binh Trong. Located on a
								rooftop above an all-night karaoke bar, this is an inexpensive but
								busy pool favoured by locals – as well as backpackers who like the
								sound of the modest 18,000đ entry fee. Tue–Sun 5.30am–noon & 1–6.30pm.

Lan Anh Country Club 291 Cach Mang Thang [image: tel_icon]08 3862
										7144. Favoured by expats, try the
								relatively cheap pool (30,000đ) and international-standard tennis
								courts, squash courts and gym here (from 50,000đ). Daily 6am–9pm.
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DIRECTORY
Banks and exchange There are ATMs all over the city, while most banks can exchange cash.
							Sacombank at 211–213 Pham Ngu Lao (Mon–Fri 7.30–11.30am & 1–4.30pm,
							Sat 7.30–11am) is convenient for those staying around Pham Ngu Lao.
							Otherwise, foreign exchange kiosks on Nguyen Hue and Le Loi have
							extended daily opening times.


Consulates Australia, Landmark Building, 5b Ton Duc Thanh [image: tel_icon]08 3821
								8100; Cambodia, 41 Phung Khac Khoan [image: tel_icon]08 3829
								2751; Canada, 10f Metropolitan Building, 235 Dong Khoi
								[image: tel_icon]08 3827 9899; China, 39 Nguyen Thi Minh Khai
								[image: tel_icon]08 3829 2459; Indonesia, 18 Phung Khac Khoan
								[image: tel_icon]08 3825 1888; Laos, 93 Pasteur [image: tel_icon]08 3829
								7667; Malaysia, 2 Ngo Duc Ke [image: tel_icon]08 3829 9023;
							New Zealand, Suite 804, 8f Metropolitan Building, 235 Dong Khoi
								[image: tel_icon]08 3822 6907; Singapore, Saigon Centre, 65 Le Loi
								[image: tel_icon]08 3822 5174; Thailand, 77 Tran Quoc Thao [image: tel_icon]08
								3932 7637; UK, 25 Le Duan [image: tel_icon]08 3825 1380; US, 4
							Le Duan [image: tel_icon]08 3820 4200.


Courier services DHL, 4 Phan Thuc Duyen, Tan Binh District [image: tel_icon]08 3844 6203;
							FedEx, 146 Pasteur, close to the Rex Hotel [image: tel_icon]08 3829 0995.


Dentists Starlight Dental Clinic, 2 Bis Cong Truong Quoc Te ([image: tel_icon]08 3822
								6222), is an international-standard dental clinic. The
							International SOS Dental Clinic ([image: tel_icon]08 3829 8424) at 163a
							Nam Ky Khoi Nghia has a 24hr emergency centre.


Emergencies Dial [image: tel_icon]113 for the police, [image: tel_icon]114 in case of
							fire or [image: tel_icon]115 for an ambulance; if possible, get a
							Vietnamese speaker to call on your behalf.


Hospitals and clinics International SOS Clinic, 167a Nam Ky Khoi Nghia ([image: tel_icon]08 3829
								8424), has international doctors, can arrange emergency
							evacuation and has a 24hr emergency service ([image: tel_icon]08 3829
							8520). Columbia Saigon, 8 Alexandre De Rhodes ([image: tel_icon]08 3823
								8888) has multinational doctors with 24hr emergency cover
							and evacuation. HCM City Family Medical Practice, Diamond Plaza, 34 Le
							Duan ([image: tel_icon]08 3822 7848) is an international clinic with
							multinational doctors and specialist knowledge of vaccinations, as well
							as 24hr emergency cover and evacuation. The International Medical
							Centre, 1 Han Thuyen ([image: tel_icon]08 3827 2366) is a French-run,
							non-profit, 24hr hospitalization centre with in-patient wards, intensive
							care and emergency surgery.


Laundry Most hotels and guesthouses will wash clothes for you, and some
							higher-end venues dry-clean too, but rates vary wildly so check first.
							There are also a number of laundry and dry-clean operators around Pham
							Ngu Lao, where rates are from 10,000đ per kilo.


Pharmacies There are several pharmacies in and around the De Tham area, such as
							65 Bui Vien, while the one at 389 Hai Ba Trung is reputed to be the best
							stocked in the city.


Police Main police station is at 73 Yersin [image: tel_icon]08 3829 7073. You
							must first go to the police station in the ward where the crime took
							place to obtain an initial report before coming here; try to avoid
							lunchtime visits, as there’s likely to be nobody on duty.


Post offices The GPO (daily 6am–10pm) is beside the cathedral at the head of Dong
							Khoi; poste restante is kept here.


Visas Visa extensions and re-entry visas must be organized through an agent
							or tour operator; the process takes about four days and usually costs
							$25.
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AROUND HO CHI MINH CITY
The Cu Chi tunnels
Cao Dai Great Temple

When Ho Chi Minh City’s blaring horns and pushy vendors become too much for
					you, you’ll find you can get quite a long way out of the
						city in a day. With public transport slow and erratic, day-trips
					are best arranged through a tour
						operator. The single most popular trip out of the city takes in one
					or both of Vietnam’s most memorable sights: the Cu Chi
						tunnels, for twenty years a bolt hole, first for Viet Minh agents,
					and later for Viet Cong cadres; and the weird and wonderful Cao Dai Holy See at Tay Ninh, the fulcrum of the
					country’s most charismatic indigenous religion. While it’s possible to see both
					places in a day (indeed, most people do), be prepared to spend most of the day
					on the road.
VISITING THE CU CHI TUNNELS AND THE CAO DAI TEMPLE
By far the easiest way of reaching the Cu Chi tunnels and the Cao Dai
						temple is to take a guided bus tour from one of
						the innumerable travel agencies operating around
						the Pham Ngu Lao area. In fact, it’s often possible to book such a trip
						without leaving the comfort of your accommodation – most guesthouses team up
						with a particular agency, and though they’ll want their own piece of the
						pie, the extra fee paid by the traveller is usually small, if it exists at
						all. Hotels are a different matter; many run their own tours, and the prices
						are usually a fair bit higher than those given here. In general, signing up
						through your hotel will please them and give you some kind of come-back
						should things go wrong.
  Most agencies will charge in the region of
						130,000đ per person for a half-day trip to the tunnels, and 180,000đ for a
						full-day sojourn to the tunnels and temple; this will include an
						English-speaking guide, though it’ll cost extra for lunch, and admission
						fees to the tunnels. Tours usually leave at 8am, with half-dayers returning
						at 3pm or so, and full-day trips finishing around 6pm.
  Another interesting option is to take a boat
							tour to the tunnels ([image: tel_icon]08 6290 9410) from Bach Dang pier;
						it’ll cost 1,870,000đ per person all in (including lunch and hotel pick-up),
						or 1,100,000đ if you’re prepared to go by bus at least some of the
						way.
  Lastly, some people prefer to go by taxi, which
						will set you back around $60 including both sights and waiting time. It’s
						also possible to hit the temple by public
							transport; see the individual account for details.

The Cu Chi tunnels
Ben Dinh
Ben Duoc


Both sites daily 7am–5pm • 90,000đ each • Shooting range
						about 300,000đ per clip or 20,000đ per bullet, depending on which rifle you
						choose
During the American War, the villages around the district of Cu Chi supported a substantial Viet Cong (VC) presence. Faced with American
						attempts to neutralize them, they quite literally dug themselves out of
						harm’s way, and the legendary Cu Chi tunnels
						were the result. Today, tourists can visit a short stretch of the tunnels,
						drop to their hands and knees and squeeze underground for an insight into
						life as a tunnel-dwelling resistance fighter. Some sections of the tunnels
						have been widened to allow passage for the fuller frame of Westerners but
						it’s still a dark, sweaty, claustrophobic experience, and not one you should
						rush into unless you’re confident you won’t suffer a subterranean
						freak-out.
  There are two sites where the tunnels can be seen – Ben Dinh and, 15km beyond, Ben
							Duoc, though most foreigners get taken to Ben Dinh.
CU CHI: A HISTORY
When the first spades sank into the earth around Cu Chi, the region
							was covered by a rubber plantation tied to a French tyre company.
							Anti-colonial Viet Minh dug the first
							tunnels here in the late 1940s; intended primarily for storing arms,
							they soon became valuable hiding places for the resistance fighters
							themselves. Over a decade later, VC activists controlling this staunchly
							anti-government area, many of them local villagers, followed suit and
							went to ground. By 1965, 250km of tunnels crisscrossed Cu Chi and
							surrounding areas – just across the Saigon River was the notorious
							guerrilla power base known as the Iron
								Triangle – making it possible for the VC guerrilla cells in
							the area to link up with each other and to infiltrate Saigon at will.
							One section daringly ran underneath the Americans’ Cu Chi Army
							Base.
  Though the region’s compacted red clay was perfectly suited to
							tunnelling, and lay above the water level of the Saigon River, the
								digging parties faced a multitude of
							problems. Apart from the snakes and scorpions they encountered as they
							laboured, there was the problem of inconspicuously disposing of the soil
							by spreading it in bomb craters or scattering it in the river under
							cover of darkness. American bombing made timber scarce, so the
							tunnellers had to resort to stealing iron fence posts from enemy bases.
							Tunnels could be as small as 80cm wide and 80cm high, and were sometimes
							four levels deep; vent shafts (to disperse
							smoke and aromas from underground ovens) were camouflaged by thick grass
							and termites’ nests. In order to throw the Americans’ dogs off the
							scent, pepper was sprinkled around vents, and sometimes the VC even
							washed with the same scented soap used by GIs.
TUNNEL LIFE
Living conditions below ground were
								appalling for these “human moles”. Tunnels were foul-smelling, and
								became so hot by the afternoon that inhabitants had to lie on the
								floor in order to get enough oxygen to breathe. The darkness was
								absolute, and some long-term dwellers suffered temporary blindness
								when they emerged into the light. At times it was necessary to stay
								below ground for weeks on end, alongside bats, rats, snakes,
								scorpions, centipedes and fire ants. Some of these unwelcome guests
								were co-opted to the cause: boxes full of scorpions and hollow
								bamboo sticks containing vipers were secreted in tunnels, where GIs
								might unwittingly knock them over.
  Within the multi-level tunnel complexes, there were latrines,
								wells, meeting rooms and dorms. Rudimentary hospitals were also scratched out of the soil.
								Operations were carried out by torchlight using instruments
								fashioned from shards of ordnance, and a patient’s own blood was
								caught in bottles and then pumped straight back using a bicycle pump
								and a length of rubber hosing. Such medical supplies as existed were
								secured by bribing ARVN soldiers in Saigon. Doctors also
								administered herbs and acupuncture – even honey was used for its
								antiseptic properties. Kitchens
								cooked whatever the tunnellers could get their hands on. With rice
								and fruit crops destroyed, the diet consisted largely of tapioca,
								leaves and roots, at least until enough bomb fragments could be
								transported to Saigon and sold as scrap to buy food.

THE END OF THE LINE
American attempts to flush out or
								destroy the tunnels proved ineffective – one frustrated soldier
								compared the task to filling “the Grand Canyon with a pitchfork”.
								GIs would lob down gas or grenades or else go down themselves, armed
								only with a torch, a knife and a pistol. Booby-traps made of
								sharpened bamboo stakes awaited them in the dark, as well as “bombs”
								made from Coke cans and dud bullets found on the surface. Tunnels
								were low and narrow, and entrances so small that GIs often couldn’t
								get down them, even if they could locate them.
  Another American tactic aimed at weakening the resolve of the VC
								guerrillas involved dropping leaflets and broadcasting bulletins
								that played on the fighters’ fears and loneliness. Although this
								prompted numerous desertions, the tunnellers were still able to
								mastermind the Tet Offensive of
								1968. Ultimately, the Americans resorted to more strong-arm tactics
								to neutralize the tunnels, sending in the B52s freed by the
								cessation of bombing of the North in 1968 to level the district with
									carpet bombing. The VC’s
								infrastructure was decimated by Tet, and further weakened by the
									Phoenix Programme. By this time,
								though, the tunnels had played their part in proving to America that
								the war was unwinnable. At least twelve thousand Vietnamese
								guerrillas and sympathizers are thought to have perished here during
								the American War, and the terrain was laid waste – pockmarked by
								bomb craters, devoid of vegetation, the air poisoned by lingering
								fumes.


Ben Dinh
Guided tours of Ben Dinh kick off in a
							thatched hut, where a map of the region, a cross-section of the tunnels
							and a black and white movie bristling with national pride fill you in on
							the background. From there, you head out into the bush, where your guide
							will point out lethal booby-traps, concealed trap doors and an abandoned
							tank. There are several models showing how unexploded ordnance was
							ingeniously converted into lethal mines and traps, and a demonstration
							of how smoke from underground fires was cleverly dispersed far from its
							source.
  When you reach the shooting range, you have the chance to shoulder an
							M16 or AK47 and shoot off a few rounds, or stop at the adjacent souvenir
							and snack stalls. Finally, you get the chance to stoop, crawl and drag
							yourself through a section of the tunnels about 140m long (with frequent
							escape routes for anyone who can’t hack it). It only takes 10–15min to
							scramble through, but the pitch blackness and intense humidity can be
							discomforting, so when you emerge, you’ll be glad you don’t have to live
							down there for weeks on end as the VC did.

Ben Duoc
The tunnel experience at Ben Duoc is
							similar to that at Ben Dinh, but with fewer foreign tourists and a
							cheesier atmosphere – better if you’re claustrophobic, though scoring
							few points for authenticity. The original tunnels have been expanded,
							and for an extra fee you’ll be able to don soldier gear to crawl through
							them. Afterwards, you’ll be able to fire off a few rifle rounds. These
							tunnels are further from HCMC and often best attacked by taxi (figure on
							around $50 for this alone, and add another $20 if you’d like to see the
							Cao Dai temple too).
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PHAN THI KIM PHUC
Several kilometres northwest of Cu Chi, Highway 22 slices through idyllic
						paddy flatlands before reaching Trang Bang,
						where the photographer Nick Ut captured one of the war’s most horrific and
						enduring images – that of a naked girl, severely burnt, running along
						the highway, fleeing a napalm
						attack. Now married and living in Canada, Phan Thi
							Kim Phuc was named a goodwill ambassador for UNESCO in 1997.
						Despite third-degree burns covering half of her body, she remains remarkably
						unembittered, stating “I am happy because I am living without
						hatred.”

Cao Dai Great Temple
The interior
The nave


Daily sunrise to sunset • Free • Most visit on a tour but if you’d rather go it alone, take one of the
						infrequent buses to Tay Ninh which depart from Ho Chi Minh City’s An Suong
						station; ask the driver to drop you off at the front gates of the
						temple
A few kilometres off the highway Highway 22, in the town of Long Hoa, sits
						the enigmatic Cao Dai Great Temple, or
						Cathedral, of the Holy See of Tay Ninh District. A grand gateway marks the
						entrance to the grounds of the 1927-built structure. At first sight, the
						temple seems to be subsiding (an optical illusion created by the rising
						steps inside it), but your initial impressions are more likely to be
						dominated by what Graham Greene described as a “Walt Disney fantasia of the
						East, dragons and snakes in Technicolor”.
  Despite its Day-Glo hues and rococo clutter, this gaudy construction
						somehow manages to bypass tackiness. Two square, pagoda-style towers bookend the front facade, whose central portico
						is topped by a bowed, first-floor balcony and a Divine Eye. The most recurrent motif in the temple, the eye,
						is surrounded by a triangle, as it is on the American one-dollar bill. A
						figure in semi-relief emerges from each tower: on the left is Cao Dai’s
						first female cardinal, Lam Huong Thanh, and on the right, Le Van Trung, its
						first pope.
The interior
The eclectic ideology of Cao Dai is mirrored in the interior. Part cathedral and part pagoda, it draws
							together a potpourri of icons and elements under a vaulted ceiling, and
							daubs them all with the primary colours of a Hindu temple. Men enter the
							cathedral through an entrance in the right wall, women by a door to the
							left, and all must take off their shoes. Inside the lobby, a mural shows the three “signatories of the 3rd
							Alliance between God and Mankind”: French poet Victor Hugo and the
							fifteenth-century Vietnamese poet, Nguyen Binh Khiem, are writing the
							Cao Dai principles of “God and humanity, love and justice” in French and
							Chinese onto a shining celestial tablet. Beside them, the Chinese
							nationalist leader Sun Yat Sen holds an inkstone, a symbol of “Chinese
							civilization allied to Christian civilization giving birth to Cao Dai
							doctrine”, according to a nearby sign.

The nave
Apart from service times (see Cao Dai box) tourists are welcome to wander through the nave of the cathedral, as long as they remain in the
							aisles, and don’t stray between the rows of pink
								pillars, entwined by green dragons, that march up the
							chamber. Cut-away windows punctuate the outer walls, their grillework
							consisting of the Divine Eye, surrounded by bright pink lotus blooms.
							Walk up the shallow steps that lend the nave its litheness, and you’ll
							reach an altar that groans under the weight of
							assorted vases, fruit, paintings and slender statues of storks.
  The papal chair stands at the head of the
							chamber, its arms carved into dragons. Below it are six more chairs,
							three with eagle arms, and three with lion arms, for the cardinals.
							Dominating the chamber, though, and guarded by eight scary silver
							dragons, a vast, duck-egg-blue sphere,
							speckled with stars, rests on a polished, eight-sided dais. The
							ubiquitous Divine Eye peers through clouds painted on the front. You’ll
							see more spangly stars and fluffy clouds if you look up at the sky-blue
								ceiling, with mouldings of lions and
							turtles.

CAO DAI
The basic tenets of Cao Dai were first
							revealed to Ngo Van Chieu, a civil
							servant working in the criminal investigation department of the French
							administration on Phu Quoc Island, at the beginning of the 1920s. A
							spiritualist, Ngo was contacted during a seance by a superior spirit
							calling itself Cao Dai, or “high place”. This spirit communicated to him
							the basics of the Cao Dai creed, and instructed him to adopt the Divine
							Eye as a tangible representation of its existence. Posted back to Saigon
							soon afterwards, Ngo set about evangelizing, though according to French
							convert and chronicler Gabriel Gobron the religion didn’t gather steam
							until late in 1925, when Ngo was contacted by a group of mediums sent
							his way by the Cao Dai.
  At this stage, revelations from the Cao Dai
							began to add further meat to the bones of the religion. Twice already,
							it informed its mediums, it had revealed itself to mankind, using such
							vehicles as Lao-tzu, Christ, Mohammed, Moses, Sakyamuni and Confucius to
							propagate systems of belief tailored to suit localized cultures. Such
							religious intolerance had resulted from this multiplicity, that for the
								third alliance it would do away with
							earthly messengers and convey a universal religion via spirit
							intermediaries, including Louis Pasteur, William Shakespeare, Joan of
							Arc, Sir Winston Churchill and Napoleon Bonaparte. The revelations of
							these “saints” were received using a planchette (a pencil secured to a wooden board on castors,
							on which the medium rests his hand, sometimes known as a corbeille-à-bec).
  Though a fusion of Oriental and Occidental religions, propounding the
							concept of a universal god, Cao Dai is
							primarily entrenched in Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism, to which
							cause-and-effect creeds, elements of Christianity, Islam and
							spirituality are added. By following its five commandments – Cao Dai
							followers must avoid killing living beings, high living, covetousness,
							verbal deceit and the temptations of the flesh – adherents look to
							hasten the evolution of the soul through reincarnation.
  The religion was effectively founded in
							October 1926, when it was also officially recognized by the French
							colonial administration. Borrowing the structure and terminology of the
							Catholic Church, Cao Dai began to grow rapidly, its emphasis on
							simplicity appealing to disaffected peasants, and by 1930 there were
							five hundred thousand followers. In 1927, Tay Ninh became the religion’s
							Holy See; Ngo opted out of the papacy, and the first pope was Le Van Trung, a decadent mandarin from Cho
							Lon who saw the error of his ways after being visited by the Cao Dai
							during a seance.
  Inevitably in such uncertain times, Cao Dai developed a political agenda. Strongly anti-French during
							World War II, subsequently the Cao Dai militia turned against the Viet
							Minh, with whom they fought, using French arms, in the French War. By
							the mid-Fifties, the area around Tay Ninh was a virtual fiefdom of Cao
							Dai followers. In The Quiet American, Graham
							Greene describes the Cao Dai militia as a “private army of 25,000 men,
							armed with mortars made out of the exhaust-pipes of old cars, allies of
							the French who turned neutral at the moment of danger”. Even then,
							however, they were feuding with the rival Hoa Hao sect, and in a few
							years their power had waned.
  Post-liberation, the Communist
							government confiscated all Cao Dai land, though it was returned ten
							years later. Today, the religion continues to thrive in its twin power
							bases of Tay Ninh District and the Mekong Delta.
CAO DAI SERVICES
A major attraction is attending one of the daily services at the temple (daily 6am, noon and 6pm), and
								most tours usually arrange their visit to coincide with the midday
								one. Though other times are inconvenient, they do offer the
								opportunity to concentrate on what’s happening without the
								accompanying roadshow of hundreds of flashing cameras. Before
								services, visitors are shepherded upstairs and past the traditional
									band that plays behind the front
								balcony, and on into the gods, from where they can look down on
								proceedings and take photographs. Most worshippers dress in white
								robes, though some dress in yellow, blue and red, to signify the
								Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian elements of Cao Dai. Priests don
								square hats emblazoned with the Divine Eye. At the start of a
								service, worshippers’ heads nod, like a field of corn in the breeze,
								in time to the clanging of a gong. Then a haunting, measured chanting begins, against the insect whine of
								the string band playing its own time. As prayers and hymns continue,
								incense, flowers, alcohol and tea are offered up to the Supreme
								Being.
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VIETNAM BASICS
Getting there
Getting around
Accommodation
Food and drink
Health
The media
Crime and personal safety
Festivals and religious events
Sports and outdoor activities
Shopping
Travelling with children
Travel essentials

This section has all the practical details you’ll need on Vietnam as a whole,
					including information on getting there, advice on getting around if Ho Chi Minh City
					is one stop on a longer trip, overviews of the accommodation and eating scenes and
					guidance on everything from internet access to tipping.

Getting there
Flights from the UK and Ireland
Flights from the US and Canada
Flights from Australia and New Zealand
Flights from neighbouring countries
Overland

As one sign of Vietnam’s burgeoning popularity as a tourist
				destination, the number of international flights hitting the country has been
				increasing steadily in recent years. The vast majority fly into Ho Chi Minh City and
				Hanoi, though there are also direct services to Da Nang from other Asian
				destinations, and several regional airports have been upgraded to international
				standard. However, a fair chunk of visitors still take the cheaper option of an
				indirect flight routed through Bangkok, Singapore or Hong Kong; a stay in one of
				these cities can be factored into your schedule, often at no extra cost.
You may well save even more by taking a bargain-basement flight to Bangkok, Kuala
				Lumpur or Singapore, and a separate ticket through one of the region’s low-cost carriers, such as Jetstar, Tiger Airways and Air
				Asia, for the Vietnam leg.
  Long-haul airlines that fly in and out of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City normally sell
				you an open-jaw ticket, which allows you to fly into one city and out of the other,
				leaving you to travel up or down the country under your own steam. Vietnam Airlines ([image: web_icon]vietnamairlines.com) is the
				national flag-carrier, and currently flies to over fifty destinations in
				seventeen countries; it’s a quality operator, and part of the SkyTeam group.
  Airfares always depend on the season, with the highest
				generally being July to August, during the Christmas and New Year holidays and
				around Tet, the Vietnamese New Year; fares drop during the “shoulder” season –
				September to mid-December – and you’ll get the best prices during the low season,
				January to June.
  You can often cut costs by going through a specialist flight
					agent – either a consolidator, who buys up blocks of tickets from the
				airlines and sells them at a discount, or a discount
				agent, who in addition to dealing with discounted flights may also offer
				special student and youth fares and a range of other travel-related services such as
				travel insurance, rail passes, car rentals, tours and the like.
  Lastly, combining Vietnam with other Southeast Asian countries is becoming
				increasingly popular – and a lot cheaper and easier – thanks to some good-value
				regional air deals.
A BETTER KIND OF TRAVEL
At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel that
					travelling is the best way to understand the world we live in and the people we
					share it with – plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to developing
					economies around the world over the last few decades. But the growth in tourism
					has also damaged some places irreparably, and climate change is exacerbated by
					most forms of transport, especially flying. All Rough Guides’ trips are
					carbon-offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of charities devoted
					to combating the effects of climate change.

Flights from the UK and Ireland
Vietnam Airlines flies from London Gatwick to Ho Chi
					Minh City and Hanoi; there are no direct flights from
						Ireland. Note that you may save money by flying with a Southeast
					Asian carrier such as Singapore Airlines, Thai Airways, Malaysia Airlines or
					Cathay Pacific from London, via the airline’s home city. In recent years the big
					Middle Eastern airlines, Qatar and Emirates, have also offered very competitive
					prices. Scheduled low-season fares from London start
					at around £450, rising to £600 or more at peak periods.
  A good place to look for the best deals is the travel sections of the weekend
					newspapers and in regional listings magazines. Students and under-26s can often
					get discounts through specialist agents such as STA
						([image: web_icon]sta.com) or USIT in Ireland ([image: web_icon]usit.ie). Whoever you buy your ticket
					through, check that the agency belongs to the travel industry bodies ABTA or
					IATA, so that you’ll be covered if the agent goes bust before you get your
					ticket.
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Flights from the US and Canada
In 2004 United Airlines became the first American carrier to resume direct
					flights to Vietnam since 1975. The airline operates a daily service from San Francisco to Ho Chi Minh City via Hong Kong. As
					yet, no other American or Canadian carriers offer direct services, which means
					you’ll either have to get a flight to San Francisco or catch one of the many
					flights to a regional hub, such as Bangkok, Singapore or Hong Kong, and continue
					from there. Scheduled flights start at around US$1400 from New
						York, US$1200 from Los Angeles, CAN$2000
						from Vancouver and CAN$2500 from
						Toronto.
  Note that some routings require an overnight stay in
					another city such as Bangkok, Taipei, Hong Kong or Seoul, and often a hotel room
					will be included in your fare – ask the airline and shop around, since travel
					agents’ policies on this vary. Even when an overnight stay is not required,
					going to Vietnam can be a great excuse for a stopover somewhere: most airlines
					will allow you one free stopover in either direction.
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Flights from Australia and New Zealand
Direct flights between Australia and Vietnam
					are in surprisingly poor supply, with Vietnam Airlines operating routes from Ho
					Chi Minh City to Melbourne and Sydney (around AUS$1100). One reason for the
					dearth of direct services has been the profusion of far cheaper alternate
					routes, making use of the area’s many budget airlines. You can make the journey
					with Jetstar via Singapore, to which there are direct services from Darwin,
					Melbourne and Perth, while Tigerair flies from Perth to Vietnam via Singapore;
					these can start at as little as AUS$250 one-way from Perth and Darwin, though
					you’ll have to pay more from other Aussie cities. The alternative is to fly to
					another Asian gateway, such as Malaysia Airlines via Kuala Lumpur, Singapore
					Airlines via Singapore, or Thai Airways via Bangkok (all costing around AUS$1100
					to AUS$1500), and then either get connecting flights or travel overland to Hanoi
					or Ho Chi Minh City; it often costs no more to stop off on the way.
  From New Zealand, low-season fares with Malaysia
					Airlines, Thai, Qantas and Singapore Airlines are all around NZ$1500 to NZ$2200,
					with a change of plane in the carrier’s home airport.
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Flights from neighbouring countries
Regional air connections are becoming better and better – you can fly from
					many cities in Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, Thailand and southern
						China, and budget options are increasing by the year. From Singapore, Jetstar flies to Ho Chi Minh City, Tiger
					Airways heads to both Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, and Silk Air does likewise to
					Ho Chi Minh City and Da Nang. Air Asia offers daily services from Bangkok and
					Kuala Lumpur to both Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City; VietJet Air does the same but
					only to Ho Chi Minh City. As with all discount airlines, prices depend on
					availability, so the earlier you book the better; prices can start as low as
					US$30. Otherwise, you’re dependent on flag carriers such as Cambodia Angkor Air
					and Lao Airlines, though Vietnam Airlines occasionally offers some competitive
					deals.
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Overland
It’s increasingly popular to enter Vietnam overland
					from China, Laos or Cambodia, an option that means you can see more of the
					region than you would if you simply jetted in.
  The China border is currently open to
					foreigners at Lao Cai, Thanh Thuy near Ha Giang, Ta Lung near Cao Bang, Dong Dang/Huu Nghi Quan near Lang Son  and Mong Cai.
					Direct train services between Hanoi and Beijing via Dong Dang (42hr) leave Hanoi
					on Tuesdays and Fridays at 6.30pm; note that only soft-sleeper tickets are
					available and that in Vietnam you can board the train only in Hanoi. You’ll need
					your passport with a valid Chinese visa when you buy the ticket.
  From Laos, seven border crossings are currently
					open to foreigners: Lao Bao, the easiest and most popular, some 80km west of Dong Ha;
						Cha Lo; Cau Treo and Nam Can, to the north and northwest of Vinh; Na Meo,
					northwest of Thanh Hoa; Bo Y, northwest of Kon Tum; and Tay Trang, just west of Dien Bien
						Phu. While it’s perfectly possible – and cheaper – to use local
					buses to and from the borders, international bus services also run from
					Savannakhet and Vientiane to Hanoi, Dong Ha, Vinh, Da Nang and other
					destinations in Vietnam: these direct services are recommended, as regular
					reports of extortion or unnecessary difficulties continue to come in from those
					crossing independently.
  From Cambodia you can travel by air-conditioned
					bus from Phnom Penh straight through to Ho Chi Minh City, via the Moc Bai
					crossing. Cheaper operators tend to use old buses and usually get you to switch
					at the border. Many tour companies in Phnom Penh will be able to organize
					boat-plus-bus services, which are a fun way to make the trip. There are two
					crossings in the Mekong Delta area – Vinh Xuong and Tinh Bien, which are
					respectively 30km north and 25km west of Chau Doc. There are also border
					crossings at Xa Xia, on the coast west of the delta, which is useful if you are
					coming from Kep or Sihanoukville on the Cambodian coast; and at Le Thanh in the
					central highlands, making it possible to go from Banlung in northeast Cambodia
					straight through to Pleiku.
  As long as you have a valid visa, crossing these
					borders is generally not a problem, though you may still find the odd Vietnamese
					immigration official who tries to charge a “processing fee”, typically one
					dollar. Most border gates are open from around 7am to 5pm and may close for an
					hour over lunch.
AIRLINES, AGENTS AND OPERATORS
Air Asia [image: web_icon]airasia.com


Air France [image: web_icon]airfrance.com


British Airways [image: web_icon]britishairways.com


Cambodia Angkor Air [image: web_icon]cambodiaangkorair.com


Cathay Pacific [image: web_icon]cathaypacific.com


China Airlines [image: web_icon]china-airlines.com


Emirates [image: web_icon]emirates.com


Japan Air Lines [image: web_icon]jal.com


Lao Airlines [image: web_icon]laoairlines.com


Lufthansa [image: web_icon]lufthansa.com


Jetstar [image: web_icon]jetstar.com


Malaysia Airlines [image: web_icon]malaysiaairlines.com


Qantas [image: web_icon]qantas.com


Qatar [image: web_icon]qatarairways.com


Silk Air [image: web_icon]silkair.com


Singapore Airlines [image: web_icon]singaporeair.com


Thai Airways [image: web_icon]thaiair.com


Tiger Airways [image: web_icon]tigerairways.com


United Airlines [image: web_icon]united.com


VietJet Air [image: web_icon]vietjetair.com


Vietnam Airlines [image: web_icon]vietnamairlines.com
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SPECIALIST TOUR OPERATORS ABROAD
WORLDWIDE
Abercrombie & Kent UK [image: tel_icon]0845 485 4723, US [image: tel_icon]1
										800 554 7016, Australia [image: tel_icon]1300 797 010;
										[image: web_icon]abercrombiekent.co.uk, [image: web_icon]abercrombiekent.com, [image: web_icon]abercrombiekent.com.au. Luxury tour
								specialist; trips featuring Vietnam come as part of a greater trip
								through Indochina.


Intrepid Travel UK [image: tel_icon]0808 274 5111, US [image: tel_icon]1
										800 970 7299, Australia [image: tel_icon]1300 364 512,
									New Zealand [image: tel_icon]0800 600 610; [image: web_icon]intrepidtravel.com. Affordable small-group
								trips, usually focusing on low-impact, cross-cultural contact. Tours
								can cover bits of Vietnam, the whole country or wider
								Indochina.


Peregrine Adventures UK [image: tel_icon]0845 004 0673, Australia
										[image: tel_icon]3 8601 4444; [image: web_icon]peregrineadventures.com. Good local
								knowledge for an outfit that goes everywhere. Most tours are
								small-group and adventure-based, often with a focus on trekking,
								cycling or even food.


World Expeditions UK [image: tel_icon]020 8545 9030, US &
									Canada [image: tel_icon]1 800 567 2216, Australia [image: tel_icon]1300 720
										000, New Zealand [image: tel_icon]0800 350 354; [image: web_icon]worldexpeditions.com. Adventure company with
								a wide variety of programmes, including cycle tours and kayaking in
								Ha Long Bay. Also offers community project trips, where participants
								help renovate a local school, for example, and arrange charity
								challenges.



AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND
Active Travel Australia [image: tel_icon]02 6249 6122, [image: web_icon]activetravel.com.au. Renowned outfit with a
								wide range of culture and adventure tours, plus customized
								itineraries.


Griswalds Vietnamese Vacations Australia [image: tel_icon]02 9430 6426, [image: web_icon]vietnamvacations.com.au. Long-running
								Vietnam specialist offering small-group, tailor-made
								itineraries.



UK AND IRELAND
ebookers UK [image: tel_icon]020 3320 3320, Republic of
									Ireland [image: tel_icon]01 431 1311; [image: web_icon]ebookers.com, [image: web_icon]ebookers.ie.
								Low fares on an extensive selection of scheduled flights and package
								deals.


Exodus UK [image: tel_icon]0845 287 7644, [image: web_icon]exodus.co.uk. Adventure-tour operator taking
								small groups on specialist programmes that take in trekking, biking,
								kayaking and cultural trips.


Imaginative Traveller UK [image: tel_icon]0845 287 2855, [image: web_icon]imaginative-traveller.com. Affordable,
								small-group adventure tours from a responsible travel operator. The
								nine-day “Northern Vietnam Escape” tour is particularly
								popular.


Inside Vietnam UK [image: tel_icon]0117 244 3370, [image: web_icon]insidevietnamtours.com. Well-run small-group
								or tailored individual packages from an operator now expending its
								scope across Asia. Its ten-night highlights tour is a popular
								option.


North South Travel UK [image: tel_icon]01245 608291, [image: web_icon]northsouthtravel.co.uk. Friendly,
								competitive travel agency, offering discounted fares worldwide.
								Profits are used to support projects in the developing world,
								especially the promotion of sustainable tourism.


Regent Holidays UK [image: tel_icon]020 7666 1244, [image: web_icon]regent-holidays.co.uk. Any operators that
								can organize good tours to North Korea will surely find Vietnam a
								piece of cake. Good-value, tailor-made tours available, as well as
								off-the-shelf itineraries a twelve-day “Highlights of Vietnam”
								trip.


[image: web_icon]responsibletravel.com UK [image: tel_icon]01273 823 700, [image: web_icon]responsibletravel.com. UK-based online
								travel agent listing pre-screened holidays from responsible tourism
								operators.


STA Travel UK [image: tel_icon]0800 819 9339, US [image: tel_icon]1
										800 781 4040, Australia [image: tel_icon]134 782, New
									Zealand [image: tel_icon]0800 474 400, South Africa [image: tel_icon]0861
										781 781; [image: web_icon]statravel.com. Worldwide specialists in
								independent travel; also student IDs, travel insurance, car rental,
								rail passes and more. Good discounts for students and
								under-26s.


Trailfinders UK [image: tel_icon]0845 054 6060, Republic of
									Ireland [image: tel_icon]01 677 7888; [image: web_icon]trailfinders.com,
										[image: web_icon]trailfinders.ie. One of the best informed
								and most efficient agents for independent travellers.



US AND CANADA
Artisans of Leisure [image: tel_icon]1 800 214 8144, [image: web_icon]artisansofleisure.com. Luxury private and
								individually tailored tours, which often include cooking classes and
								spa therapy sessions.


Asian Pacific Adventures [image: tel_icon]1 800 825 1680, [image: web_icon]asianpacificadventures.com. Regional
								specialists offering tailor-made and small-group tours, including
								trekking and hill-tribe markets.


Backroads [image: tel_icon]1 800 462 2848, [image: web_icon]backroads.com. Cycling, hiking and multi-sport
								tours, with the emphasis on going at your own pace.


Global Exchange [image: tel_icon]415 255 7296, [image: web_icon]globalexchange.org. A not-for-profit human
								rights organization that leads educational tours of Vietnam.


Journeys International [image: tel_icon]1 800 255 8735, [image: web_icon]journeysinternational.com. Prestigious,
								award-winning operator focusing on eco-tourism and small-group
								trips.


VeloAsia [image: tel_icon]1 888 681 0808, [image: web_icon]veloasia.com. Indochina specialist with a range
								of organized and tailor-made cycling adventure tours. Their famed
								"Highlights of Vietnam" tour connects Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City,
								and lasts twelve days.
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Getting around
By plane
By rail
By bus
By ferry and boat
By car and jeep
By motorbike
By bicycle
Organized tours
Local transport

Though still a little rough around the edges, Vietnam’s transport
				network is continuing to improve. Most travel takes place on the roads, which are
				largely of decent quality surface-wise, though it must be said that almost every
				vehicle on them is seemingly overtaking or being overtaken at any given point in
				time – accidents are common.
The vehicles themselves are in pretty good condition, however, with
				air-conditioned coaches ferrying tourists (and an increasing number of locals) up
				and down Highway 1, not really a highway at all but a desperately narrow and
				shockingly busy thoroughfare that runs from Hanoi to Ho Chi Minh City, passing
				through Hue, Da Nang and Nha Trang en route. Trains run alongside Highway 1, and
				their sleeper berths are far more comfortable than buses for longer journeys.
				Lastly, the domestic flight network continues to evolve, and the cheap, comfortable
				services may save you days’ worth of travel by road or rail.
By plane
Flying comes into its own on longer hauls, and can save precious hours or even
					days off journeys – the two-hour journey between Hanoi and Ho
						Chi Minh City, for instance, compares favourably with the thirty to
					forty hours you would spend on the train, and prices are often lower. Other
						useful services from Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City
					fly to Hue, Da Nang, Nha Trang, and Phu Quoc Island. Note that you’ll need your
					passport with you when taking internal flights.
  The Vietnamese national carrier, Vietnam Airlines ([image: web_icon]vietnamairlines.com), operates
					a reasonably cheap, efficient and comprehensive network of domestic flights. The company maintains booking offices in all
					towns and cities with an airport; addresses and phone numbers are listed
					throughout the Guide.
  Competition is keeping prices low on domestic flights, with budget carriers
					having entered the arena. Jetstar ([image: web_icon]jetstar.com) now rivals Vietnam Airlines for local coverage, as do
					VietJet Air ([image: web_icon]vietjetair.com).
					Lastly, Vasco ([image: web_icon]vasco.com.vn) also
					flies from Ho Chi Minh City to Con Dao and Ca Mau, but it’s better to book
					through its codeshare partner Vietnam Airlines.
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By rail
Given the amazing prices and regular services of the open-tour buses, few
					travellers opt for the train. However, rail journeys
					are well worth considering, for several reasons. Firstly, major roads tend to be
					lined in their entirety with ramshackle cafés, petrol pumps, snack stands and
					mobile phone shops; from the train, you’ll actually see a bit of the
					countryside. Secondly, you’ll be involved in far fewer near-collisions with
					trucks, motorbikes or dogs. Thirdly, you’re almost guaranteed to get talking to
					a bunch of friendly locals – and perhaps get to join in on the feasts that some
					of them bring on board.
  Vietnam Railways runs a single-track train network
					comprising more than 2500km of line, stretching from Ho Chi Minh City to the
					Chinese border. Much of it dates back to the colonial period, though it’s
					gradually being upgraded. Most of the services are still relatively slow, but
					travelling by train can be far more pleasant than going by road – though prices
					on the coastal route can’t compare with buses, you’re away from the busy (and
					often dangerous) Highway 1, and get to see far more of the countryside. Keep a
					particularly close eye on your belongings on the trains, and be especially
					vigilant when the train stops at stations, ensure your money belt is safely
					tucked under your clothes before going to sleep and that your luggage is safely
					stowed.
  The most popular routes with tourists are the
					shuttle from Da Nang to Hue (2–3hr), a picturesque sampler of Vietnamese rail
					travel and the overnighters from Hue to Hanoi (11–16hr) and from Hanoi up to Lao
					Cai, for Sa Pa (8–9hr).
  The railways’ official website is in Vietnamese-only
						([image: web_icon]vr.com.vn), so for up-to-date
					schedule and price information, you’re better off looking at [image: web_icon]seat61.com.
Services
The country’s main rail line shadows Highway 1
						on its way from Ho Chi Minh City to Hanoi, passing through Nha Trang, Da
						Nang and Hue en route. From Hanoi, three branch lines strike out towards the
						northern coast and Chinese border. One line traces the Red River northwest
						to Lao Cai, just an hour by bus from Sa Pa
						and also the site of a border crossing into China’s Yunnan Province; the rail on the Chinese side had been
						out of use at the time of writing, though it may well be up and running
						again by the time you read this. Another rail spur runs north to Dong Dang; this is the route taken by trains
						linking Hanoi and Beijing. The third branch,
						a shorter spur, links the capital with Haiphong.
  Five Reunification Express services depart
						daily from Hanoi to Ho Chi Minh City and vice versa, a journey that takes
						somewhere between thirty and forty hours. The main services arrive between
						3am and 5am in both Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City.
  On the northern lines, four trains per day make
						the run from Hanoi to Haiphong (2hr 30min) and two to Dong Dang (6hr). There
						are also four night trains (8–9hr) and a day service (10hr) to Lao
						Cai.
  Trains usually leave on schedule from their departure points, and though
						delays can stack up further down the line, they’re rarely too severe. Note
						that the only truly reliable way to learn the schedule is by checking those
						printed on the station wall.

Classes
When it comes to choosing which class to travel
						in, it’s essential to aim high. At the bottom of the scale is a hard seat, which is just as it sounds, though bearable
						for shorter journeys; the carriages tend to be filthy, however, and since
						the windows are caged, views are poor and one can actually feel like an
						animal. Soft seats offer more comfort,
						especially in the new air-conditioned carriages, some of which are
						double-decker; the newer berths, unfortunately, tend to have flatscreen TVs
						operating at an ear-splitting volume. On overnight journeys, you’d be well
						advised to invest in a berth of some description. The hard-berth compartments are quite comfortable and have six
						bunks, three either side – the cramped top ones are the cheapest, and the
						bottom ones the priciest – though some of the old hard-as-nails relics
						remain in service. Roomier soft-berth
						compartments, containing only four bunks, are always comfortable.
  Note that luxury carriages are attached to regular services on a couple of
						routes from Hanoi. Those on trains to Hue and Da Nang are operated by
						Livitrans ([image: web_icon]livitrans.com), and
						to Lao Cai by an assortment of companies.

Facilities
Reunification Express trains have air-conditioning, as do the overnight Lao Cai trains which
						have been upgraded with luxury soft-sleeper carriages. All trains are
						theoretically non-smoking; the rules are obeyed,
						by and large, in the sleeper rooms, though in hard-seat class, even the
						guards will be puffing away.
  All train carriages have toilets, which are
						usually fine, if a little grubby; many are squat in nature, and these are
						far more likely to be dirty, and to be devoid of paper or running water.
						Those in the soft sleeper carriages are proper sit-down toilets, and are
						comparatively clean.
  Simple meals are often included in the price of
						the ticket, but you might want to stock up with goodies of your own. You’ll
						also have plenty of opportunities to buy snacks when the train pulls into
						stations – and from carts that ply the aisles.

Tickets
Booking ahead is wise, and the further ahead
						the better, especially if you intend travelling at the weekend or a holiday
						period (when the lower sleeper berths are often sold as six seats, resulting
						in chaos). Sleeping compartments should be booked at least a day or two
						before departure, and even further ahead for soft-sleeper berths on the
						Hanoi–Hue and Hanoi–Lao Cai routes. It’s not possible to buy through tickets
						and break your journey en route; each journey requires you to buy a separate
						ticket from the point of departure. Getting tickets at the station is
						usually pretty painless, though hotels and travel agencies will be able to
						book for a fee – sometimes as low as 50,000đ, though often much more.
  Fares vary according to the class of travel
						and the train you take; as a rule of thumb, the faster the train, the more
						expensive it is. Prices (which are always quoted in dong) change regularly,
						but as an indication of the fare range, on the most expensive services from
						Hanoi to Ho Chi Minh City you’ll pay around 1,700,000đ for a soft-sleeper
						berth, and from around 1,250,000đ for a hard sleeper in the slowest trains;
						the equivalent fares for Hanoi to Hue are 800,000đ and 700,000đ
						respectively. Prices to Lao Cai vary from 140,000đ for a hard seat on the
						day train to 600,000đ for a soft sleeper.
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By bus
Vietnam was once famed for bus drivers ripping off foreigners and cramming as
					many bodies as possible into their vehicles, but this is dying down; most routes
					now have tickets with fixed prices, and the advent of luxury “open-tour” buses
					on the main tourist trail saw comfort levels rocket. On the longer stretches,
					many buses are sleeper-berth for their whole length, though getting forty winks
					can be tough – the nature of local roads means that emergency stops are common,
					and Vietnamese drivers use their horn liberally, which can become grating very
					quickly on a long journey. Security remains an
					important consideration. Never fall asleep with your bag uncovered, and never
					leave belongings unattended.
  Most travellers use buses to get around Vietnam – but never actually see a bus
					station. This is because the lion’s share of tourist journeys are made on
						privately operated services, usually referred to
					as “open-tour” buses, which usually operate not from stations but the offices of
					the companies in question. The term comes from the fact that such companies
					typically sell through-tickets between Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, with
					customers free to stop off for as long as they like at the main points en route
					– Da Lat, Mui Ne, Nha Trang, Hoi An, Da Nang, Hue and Ninh Binh. There are drawbacks to doing this though.
  Away from these private affairs, national bus
						services link all major cities in Vietnam, and most minor towns
					too, though travellers only tend to use them off the open-tour route.
Open-tour buses
On the whole, open-tour buses are a reasonably
						comfortable way to get around Vietnam: they have air-conditioning, limited
						seating and fixed timetables, which instantly gives them the edge over
						national services. In addition, the fact that they don’t pick up as much on
						route makes them faster too, and competition is so fierce that prices are
						almost as low as those for the national bus network. Open-tour buses also
						call at the occasional tourist sight, such as the Marble Mountains and Lang
						Co, which can save considerable time and money when compared with doing the
						same thing independently. Buses are usually quite decent, but don’t expect
						too much leg room, or any on-board toilets; some of the more expensive
						services have them, but the vast majority will pull in every few hours for a
						combined loo-and-snack break. This tends to be at mediocre and overpriced
						restaurants; it’s a good idea to arm yourself with snacks before your
						journey. Another downside to open-tour buses is that you’ll be encouraged to
						book into the company’s own or affiliated hotels (usually right next to the
						drop-off point), though there’s nothing to stop you staying
						elsewhere.
  Services tend to run on time, and on longer trips, some take place
						overnight. Most of the overnight buses are filled with sleeper berths, which
						sounds nice and comfortable, but these are Vietnamese roads, and Vietnamese
						drivers – don’t expect to get too much sleep. Also note that some operators are more reliable than others; Mai Linh and
						Hoang Long have good reputations; some other operators have very poor
						standards of service.
  Ticket prices vary widely depending on which
						company you choose, and (if you’re booking a through-ticket) how many stops
						you’d like to make en route; sample prices are US$35 and up from Ho Chi Minh
						City to Hanoi, US$25 from Ho Chi Minh City to Hue, and US$5 from Hue to Hoi
						An. You can either make firm bookings at the outset or opt for an open-dated
						ticket for greater flexibility, in which case you may need to book your
						onward travel one or two days in advance to be sure of a seat.
						Alternatively, you can buy separate tickets as you go along, which is recommended. Each main town on the itinerary has an agent (one for
						each operator) where you can buy tickets and make onward reservations. To
						avoid being sold a fake ticket or paying over the
						odds, it’s best to buy direct from the relevant agent rather than from
						hotels, restaurants or unrelated tour companies.

THE DOWNSIDE OF OPEN-TOUR THROUGH TICKETS
The majority of travellers opt for one-way through tickets with one of the
						open-tour companies, which enable you to traverse the whole country with
						just one ticket. However, this course of action is not without its
						drawbacks: if you lose your ticket, there’s no refund; choose a bad company,
						you’ll be saddled with them the whole way, and, in addition, you’ll be
						obliged to stick to your company’s daily schedule. Buying separate tickets
						en route will only cost a little more (if anything at all), yet give you far
						more freedom.

Other buses
On the national bus network, the government is slowly upgrading state buses, replacing the rickety old vehicles with
						air-conditioned models, particularly on the more popular routes. It’s not
						uncommon to find yourself crammed in among the luggage, which could be
						anything from live pigs in baskets to scores of sacks of rice. Progress can
						be agonizingly slow as buses stop frequently to pick up passengers or for
						meal breaks.
  Tickets are best bought at bus stations, where
							fares are clearly indicated above the ticket
						windows. Prices are usually also marked on the tickets themselves, though
						there are still occasional cases of tourists being overcharged, particularly
						in more rural destinations, such as those from the Lao border. For long
						journeys, buy your ticket a day in advance since many routes are heavily
						oversubscribed.
  Privately owned minibuses compete with public
						buses on most routes; they sometimes share the local bus station, or simply
						congregate on the roadside in the centre of a town. You can also flag them
						down on the road. If anything, they squeeze in even more people per square
						foot than ordinary buses, and often drive interminably around town, touting
						for passengers. On the other hand, they do at least run throughout the day,
						and serve some routes not covered by public services. Such services are
						ticketless, so try to find what the correct fare should be and agree a price
						before boarding – having the right change will also come in handy. You may
						also find yourself dumped at the side of the road before reaching your
						destination, and having to cram onto the next passing service.
  Most major cities have their own local bus networks, though prices and
						standards vary. Try to ascertain the correct price and have the exact money
						ready before boarding as fare collectors will often take advantage of your
						captive position.
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By ferry and boat
A boat-tour around Ha Long Bay is one of Vietnam’s most enjoyable trips, while
					scheduled ferries sail year-round – weather permitting
					– to the major islands off Vietnam’s coastline, including Phu Quoc, Cat Ba and
					Con Dao. In addition, ferry and hydrofoil services run
					from Haiphong to Cat Ba, and hydrofoils from Ho Chi Minh City to Vung Tau, and
					from Ha Long City to Mong Cai and Bai Tu Long. Though they are gradually being
					replaced by bridges, a few river ferries still haul themselves from bank to bank
					of the various strands of the Mekong from morning until night.
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By car and jeep
Self-drive in Vietnam is not yet a viable option for tourists and other
					short-term visitors. However, it’s easy to rent a car, jeep or minibus with driver from the same companies, agencies and tourist
					offices that arrange tours. This can be quite an economical means of transport
					if you are travelling in a group. Moreover, it means you can plan a trip to your
					own tastes, rather than having to follow a tour company’s itinerary.
  Prices vary wildly so it pays to shop around,
					but expect to pay in the region of US$70 per day for a car, and US$110 per day
					for a jeep or other 4WD, depending on the vehicle’s size, age and level of
					comfort. When negotiating the price, it’s important to clarify exactly who is
					liable for what. Things to check include who pays for the driver’s accommodation
					and meals, fuel, road and ferry tolls, parking fees and repairs, and what
					happens in the case of a major breakdown. There should then be some sort of
					contract to sign showing all the details, including an agreed itinerary,
					especially if you are renting for more than a day; make sure the driver is given
					a copy in Vietnamese. In some cases you’ll have to settle up in advance, though,
					if possible, it’s best if you can arrange to pay roughly half before and the
					balance at the end.
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By motorbike
Motorbike rental is possible in most towns and
					cities regularly frequented by tourists, and pottering around on one can be an
					enjoyable and time-efficient method of sightseeing. Lured by the prospect of
					independent travel at relatively low cost, some tourists cruise the countryside
					on motorbikes, but inexperienced bikers would do well to think very hard before
					undertaking any long-distance biking: the appalling
					road discipline of most Vietnamese drivers means that the risk of an accident is
					very real, with potentially dire consequences should it happen in a remote area.
					Well-equipped hospitals are few and far between outside the major centres, and
					there’ll probably be no ambulance service.
  On the other hand, many people ride around with no problems and thoroughly
					recommend it for both day-trips and touring. The best biking is to be found in
					the northern mountains, the central highlands and around the Mekong Delta, while
					the Ho Chi Minh Highway offers pristine tarmac plus wonderful scenery. Some also
					do the long haul up Highway 1 from Ho Chi Minh City to Hanoi (or vice versa), a
					journey of around two weeks, averaging a leisurely 150km per day.
  There’s no shortage of motorbikes for rent in
					Vietnam’s major tourist centres; the average rate is around US$7 per day, with
					discounts for longer periods. You’ll sometimes be asked to pay in advance, sign
					a rental contract and/or leave some form of ID (a photocopy of your passport
					should suffice). If you’re renting for a week or so, you may be asked to leave a
					deposit, often the bike’s value in dollars though it might also be your air
					ticket or departure card. In the vast majority of cases, this shouldn’t be a
					problem.
  Although it’s technically illegal for non-residents to own a vehicle, there’s
					a small trade in secondhand motorbikes in the two main
					cities – look at the noticeboards in hotels, travellers’ cafés and tour agents
					for adverts. So far the police have ignored the practice, but check the latest
					situation before committing yourself. The bike of choice is usually a Minsk 125cc, particularly for the mountains; it’s
					sturdy, not too expensive, and the easiest to get repaired outside the main
					cities.
  Whether you’re renting or buying, remember to check everything over carefully,
					especially brakes, lights and horn. Wearing a helmet
					is now a legal requirement, and most rental outlets have helmets you can borrow,
					sometimes for a small charge, though they may not be top-quality.
  Note that international driving licences are not valid in Vietnam, but you
					will need your home driving licence and bike
					registration papers. You also need at least third-party insurance, which is available (with the aforementioned
					documentation) at Bao Viet insurance offices.
  Though road conditions have improved remarkably in
					recent years, off the main highways they can still be highly erratic, with
					pristine asphalt followed by stretches of spine-jarring potholes, and plenty of
					loose gravel on the sides of the road. Repair
						shops are fairly ubiquitous – ask for sua chua xe
						may (motorbike repairs) – but you should still carry at least a
					puncture-repair kit, pump and spare spark plug. Fuel (xang) is cheap and widely
					available at the roadsides, often from bottles. Finally, try to travel in the
					company of one or more other bikes in case one of you gets into trouble. And if
					you want to get off the main highways, it really pays to take a guide.
RULES OF THE ROAD
There’s no discernible method to the madness that passes as a traffic system in Vietnam so it’s extremely important
						that you don’t stray out onto the roads unless you feel completely confident
						about doing so. The theory is that you drive on the
							right, though in practice motorists and cyclists swoop, swerve
						and dodge wherever they want, using their horn as
						a surrogate indicator and brake. Unless otherwise stated, the speed limit is 60kph on highways and 40kph or less in
						towns.
  Right of way invariably goes to the biggest
						vehicle on the road, which means that motorbikes and bicycles are regularly
						forced off the highway by thundering trucks or buses; note that overtaking
						vehicles assume you’ll pull over onto the hard shoulder to avoid them. It’s
						wise to use your horn to its maximum and also to avoid being on the road
						after dark, since many vehicles either don’t have functioning headlights or
						simply don’t bother to turn them on.
  On the whole the police seem to leave foreign
						riders well alone, and the best policy at roadside checkpoints is just to
						drive by slowly. However, if you are involved in an accident and it was deemed to be your fault, the penalties can
						involve fairly major fines.
  When parking your bike, it’s advisable to leave
						it in a parking compound (gui xe) – the going rate
						is from 5000đ for a motorbike and 2000đ for a bicycle – or paying someone to
						keep an eye on it. If not, you run the risk of it being tampered
						with.
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By bicycle
Cycling is an excellent way of sightseeing
					around towns, and you shouldn’t have to pay more than 50,000đ per day for the
					privilege, even outside the main tourist centres.
  While you can now buy decent Japanese-made bikes in Vietnam, if you decide on
					a long-distance cycling holiday, you should really
					bring your own bike with you, not forgetting all the necessary spares and tools.
					Hardy mountain bikes cope best with the country’s
					variable surfaces, though tourers and hybrids are fine on the main roads. Bring
					your own helmet and a good loud bell; a rear-view mirror also comes in
					handy.
  When it all gets too much, or you want to skip between towns, you can always
					put your bike on the train (though not on all services; check when buying your
					ticket) for a small fee; take it to the station well ahead of time, where it
					will be packed and placed in the luggage van. Some open-tour buses will also
					take bikes – free if it goes in the luggage hold (packed up), otherwise you’ll
					have to pay for an extra seat.
  If you want to see Vietnam from the saddle, note that there are several
					companies that offer specialist cycling tours. In
					addition to a few of the international tour
						operators, there are local outfits such as Phat Tire ([image: web_icon]phattireventures.com).
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Organized tours
Ever-increasing numbers of tourists are seeing Vietnam through the window of a
					minibus, on organized tours. Ranging from one-day
					jaunts to two- or three-week trawls upcountry, tours are ideal if you want to
					acquaint yourself speedily with the highlights of Vietnam; they can also work
					out much cheaper than car rental. On the other hand, by relying on tours you’ll
					have little chance to really get to grips with the country and its people, or to
					enjoy things at your leisure.
  Hordes of state-owned and private tour companies
					compete for business – see our lists of well-established agents in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi. While a few companies now put together more innovative
					itineraries, the vast majority offer similar tours. However, it pays to shop
					around since prices vary wildly depending, for
					example, on how many people there are in a group, the standard of transport,
					meals and accommodation, whether entry fees are included and so forth.
  You’ll also need to check carefully that the operator is financially sound,
					reliable and can deliver what is promised – never deal
					with a company that demands cash upfront or refuses to accept payment by credit
					card, and get references if you can. Check exactly what is included in the
					price, the maximum number of people on the trip and whether your group will be
					amalgamated with others if you don’t want to be travelling round in a great
					horde. Bear in mind, as well, that you’re far better off dealing directly with
					the company organizing the tour, rather than going through a hotel or other
					intermediary. Not only are you more likely to get accurate information about the
					details of the tour, but you’ll also be in a much stronger position should you
					have cause for complaint.
  The other alternative is to set up your own custom-made
						tour by gathering together a group and renting a car, jeep or minibus plus
						driver.
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Local transport
In a country with a population so adept at making do with limited resources,
					it isn’t surprising to see the diverse types of local
						transport. While taxis are increasingly common and a number of
					cities now boast reasonable bus services, elsewhere
					you’ll be reliant on a host of two- and three-wheeled vehicles for getting
					around.
  Most common by far are motorbike taxis known as xe
						om. In the cities you’ll rarely be able to walk twenty yards
					without being offered a ride; prices tend to start at around 10,000đ for very
					short runs, though this goes up after dark (as does the possibility of
					extortion). At all times the rules of bargaining apply: when haggling, ensure
					you know which currency you are dealing in (five fingers held up, for instance,
					could mean 5000đ, 50,000đ or US$5), and whether you’re negotiating for a single
					or return trip, and for one passenger or two; it’s always best to write the
					figures down. Should a difference of opinion emerge at the end of a ride, having
					the exact fare ready to press into an argumentative driver’s hand can sometimes
					resolve matters.
  Xe om have almost entirely replaced that quintessential Vietnamese mode of
					transport, the cyclo. These three-wheeled rickshaws
					comprising a “bucket” seat attached to the front of a bicycle can carry one
					person, or two people at a push, and are now only really found in tourist areas
					(though locals use them just as much as foreigners). Prices vary by area, and
					there are continuous stories of cyclo drivers charging outrageous sums for their
					services, so to avoid getting badly ripped off, find out first what a reasonable
					fare might be from your hotel; if the first driver won’t agree to your offer,
					simply walk on and try another.
  Taxis are now a common sight on the streets of
					all major cities. The vast majority are metered (with prices in dong) and fares
					are not expensive; a short ride within central Hanoi, for example, should cost
					around 30,000đ. Though standards have been improving with greater competition,
					some drivers need persuading to use their meters, while others dawdle along as
					the meter spins suspiciously fast, or take you on an unnecessarily long route.
					When arriving in a town, beware of drivers who insist the hotel you ask for is
					closed and want to take you elsewhere; this is usually a commission scam – be
					firm with your directions. In general, smarter-looking taxis and those waiting
					outside big hotels tend to be more reliable; the Mai
						Linh network has by far the best reputation, and you’ll see their
					green cabs all across the land, while the white-coloured Vinasun armada are not far behind.
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Accommodation
Reservations
Practicalities
Types of accommodation

The standard of accommodation in Vietnam is, by and large, excellent.
				In the main tourist areas the range caters to all budgets, and though prices are a
				little expensive by Southeast Asian standards, the quality is generally good.
				Competition is fierce and with the construction boom still ongoing rooms are being
				added all the time – great for the traveller, as it keeps prices low and service
				standards high. There has been a massive increase in the number of luxury resorts
				along the coast (mainly aimed at the Asian package tour market), while backpackers
				and those travelling off the tourist trail will find good budget accommodation
				throughout the country.
Reservations
Another consequence of the number of new hotels springing up in recent years
					is that getting a reservation is no longer the
					nightmare it once was, and even among international-class hotels there are some
					bargains to be had, particularly at weekends; however, booking in advance is a
					must around the Tet festival in early spring.
  Tourist booth staff at the airports in Ho Chi
					Minh City and Hanoi will phone to reserve a room for you, and it’s increasingly
					simple to book online. Be wary of asking advice from
					cyclo or taxi drivers, as travellers are often told that their hotel of choice
					is full or closed. It’s also important to note that Vietnam is full of copycat businesses – to avoid being taken to a similarly
					named hotel, write down the street name and show it to your driver.
  Once you’ve found a hotel, look at a range of rooms before opting for one, as
					standards can vary hugely within the same establishment. You’ll also need to
					check the bed arrangement, since there are many permutations in Vietnam. A
						“single” room could have a single or twin beds in
					it, while a “double” room could have two, three or
					four single beds, a double, a single and a double, and so on.
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ROOM RATES AND TAXES
Room rates are generally quoted in dong at hotel
					receptions, but we’ve converted them to US$ throughout the guide, based on those
					found at the time of writing for the cheapest double room. However, because of
					the extreme volatility of the exchange rate (which can change by hundreds or
					thousands of dong each week), these prices are subject to constant
					change.
  All hotels charge ten percent government tax, while
					top-class establishments also add a service charge
					(typically five percent). These taxes may or may not be included in the room
					rate, so check to be sure. Increasingly, breakfast is
					included in the price of all but the cheapest rooms; in budget places it will
					consist of little more than bread with jam or cheese and a cup of tea or coffee,
					while those splashing out a little more may be greeted by a gigantic morning
					buffet.

Practicalities
When you check in at a Vietnamese hotel or
					guesthouse, you’ll be asked for your passport, which
					is needed for registration with the local authorities. Depending on the
					establishment, these will be either returned to you the same night, or kept as
					security until you check out. If you’re going to lose sleep over being separated
					from your passport, say you need it for the bank; many places will accept
					photocopies of your picture and visa pages. It’s normally possible to pay your
					bill when you leave, although a few budget places ask for payment in
					advance.
  Room rates fluctuate according to demand, so it’s
					always worth bargaining – making sure, of course, that it’s clear whether both
					parties are talking per person or per room. Your case will be that much stronger
					if you are staying several nights.
  Bear in mind that hotel security can be a problem: never leave valuables lying
					about and keep documents with you at all times in a money pouch. High-end places
					might have safes; elsewhere you might be able to leave items in a locked drawer
					at reception (put everything in a sealed envelope and get a receipt). In the
					cheapest places, where the door might only be secured with a padlock, increase
					your security by using your own lock.
  Hygiene can also be a problem at the budget end
					of things, with cockroaches and even rats roaming free; you can at least
					minimize health risks by not bringing foodstuffs or sugary drinks into your
					room.
  Finally, prostitution is rife in Vietnam, and in
					less reputable hotels it’s not unknown for Western men to be called on, or even
					phoned from other rooms, during the night.
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Types of accommodation
Grading accommodation isn’t a simple matter in
					Vietnam. The names used (guesthouse, mini-hotel, hotel and so on) can rarely be
					relied on to indicate what’s on offer, and there are broad overlaps in
					standards. Vietnam’s older hotels tend to be austere, state-owned edifices
					styled on unlovely Eastern European models, while many private mini-hotels make
					a real effort. Some hotels cover all bases by having a range of rooms, from
					simple fan-cooled rooms with cold water, right up to cheerful air-conditioned
					accommodation with satellite TV, fridge and mini-bar. As a rule of thumb, the
					newer a place is, the better value it’s likely to represent in terms of comfort,
					hygiene and all-round appeal.
  There are a burgeoning number of “resorts” appearing
					across the country. In contrast to the Western image of an all-inclusive
					complex, in Vietnam these are simply hotels, usually with pretty landscaped
					gardens, located on the beach or in the countryside. All that’s included in the
					rate is breakfast, though it is possible to eat all your meals here.
Budget accommodation
The very cheapest form of accommodation in Vietnam is a bed in a dormitory, though as yet, very few cities have such
						facilities – there are dedicated hostels in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, Hue and
						Nha Trang, where you can expect to pay US$6–10 for a bed, sometimes sharing
						common facilities. Do note that though most of these have private rooms,
						you’ll pay less elsewhere. In the two main cities there are also a fair few
						budget guesthouses equipped with “backpacker” dorms – you’ll generally find
						these around the De Tham enclave in Ho Chi Minh City, and the Old Quarter in
						Hanoi (see the respective chapters for more). In Hanoi there is also a small
						network of youth hostels fully accredited by
						Hostelling International ([image: web_icon]hihostels.com); you’ll need a current Youth Hostel card, which
						you can buy when checking in.
  If you prefer your own privacy, you’ll find simple fan rooms in either a
						guesthouse or hotel (khach
							san), with prices starting at around US$15; these are likely to
						be en suite, although you might not get hot water at this price level in the
						warmer south. Add air-conditioning, satellite TV and slightly better
						furnishings, maybe even a window, and you’ll be paying up to US$25.
						Upgrading to US$25–35 will get you a larger room with better-standard
						fittings, usually including a fridge and bathtub, and possibly a balcony.
						Note that while many hotels advertise satellite TV, which channels you
						actually get varies wildly, let alone the quality of reception, so check
						first if it matters to you.

Mid- and upper-range accommodation
For upwards of US$35 per room per night, accommodation can begin to get
						quite rosy. Rooms at this level will be comfortable, reasonably spacious and
						well appointed with decent furniture, air-conditioning, hot water, fridge,
						phone and satellite TV in all but the most remote areas.
  Paying US$35–80 will get you a room in a mid-range
							hotel of some repute, with in-house restaurant and bar, booking
						office, room service and so on. At the top of the
							range the sky’s the limit. Most of the international-class
						hotels are located in the two major cities, which also have some reasonably
						charismatic places to stay, such as the Metropole
						 in Hanoi and Ho Chi
						Minh’s Continental. However, in recent years developers have targeted Nha
						Trang, Hoi An, Da Nang and Ha Long City, all of which now boast upmarket
						resort hotels. Off the main trail, there are usually one or two upper-range
						hotels in each main city, though very few exist in the countryside.

Village accommodation and camping
As Vietnam’s minority communities have become more exposed to tourism,
						staying in stilthouses or other village
							accommodation has become more feasible.
  In the north of the country, notably around Sa Pa and in the Mai Chau
						Valley, you can either take one of the tours out of Hanoi which includes a
						home-stay in one of the minority villages, or make your own arrangements when you get there. In the central highlands, the Pleiku and Kon Tum
						tourist offices can also arrange a stilthouse home-stay for you.
  Accommodation usually consists of a mattress on the floor in a communal
						room. Those villages more used to tourists normally provide a blanket and
						mosquito net, but it’s advisable to take your own net and sleeping bag to be
						on the safe side, particularly as nights get pretty cold in the mountains.
						Prices in the villages are US$5–15 per person per night, depending on the
						area and whether meals are included.
  Where boat trips operate in the Mekong Delta, notably around Vinh Long, tour operators in Ho Chi Minh
						City or the local tourist board can arrange for visitors to stay with owners
						of fruit orchards, allowing a close-up view of
						rural life.
  Virtually no provisions exist in Vietnam for camping at the present time. The exceptions are at Nha Trang
						and Mui Ne, where some guesthouses offer tents for a few dollars a night
						when all rooms are full. Some tour companies also offer camping as an option when visiting Ha Long
							Bay.



< Back to Vietnam Basics
Food and drink
Street kitchens
Restaurants
Vietnamese food
Drinks

Light, subtle in flavour and astonishing in variety, Vietnamese food
				is generally boiled or steamed rather than stir-fried, as is more common elsewhere
				in Southeast Asia. In addition, rather than throwing in handfuls of spice, a huge
				emphasis is placed on fresh herbs and seasoning – no great surprise in this land of
				diverse climates.
In the south, Indian and Thai influences add curries and spices to the menu, while other
				regions have evolved their own array of specialities, most notably the foods of Hue
				and Hoi An. Buddhism introduced a vegetarian tradition to
				Vietnam, while much later the French brought with
				them bread, dairy products, pastries and the whole café culture. The major tourist
				centres are now well provided with everything from street hawkers to hotel and
				Western-style restaurants, and even ice-cream parlours; in such places, you’ll also
				find a few restaurants putting on cooking classes.
  When it comes to the range of eating establishments, you’ll find hawkers peddling their dish of the day from shoulder poles or
				handcarts, street kitchens – inexpensive joints aimed at
				locals – and proper sit-down restaurants ranging from
				simple places serving unpretentious Vietnamese meals to top-class establishments
				offering high quality Vietnamese specialities and international cuisine. The quality
				and variety of food is generally better in the main towns than off the beaten track,
				where restaurants of any sort are few and far between. That said, you’ll never go
				hungry; even in the back of beyond, there’s always some stall selling a noodle soup
				or rice platter and plenty of fruit to fill up on.
  Throughout the Guide we’ve given phone numbers and opening hours. While most
				eating establishments stay open throughout the year, some close over Tet.
Street kitchens
Eating on the street may not be to every visitor’s taste, but those willing to
					take the plunge usually put it up among their favourite experiences in the
					country – the food is often better in quality to that found at restaurants, it’s
					much cheaper, and a whole lot more fun. It’s worth using a bit of judicious
					selection, however – look for places with a fast turnover, where the ingredients
					are obviously fresh. A bit of basic vocabulary will certainly help.
  Street kitchens range from makeshift food
					stalls, set up on the street round a cluster of pint-size stools, to eating
					houses where, as often as not, the cooking is still done on the street but you
					either sit in an open-fronted dining area or join the overspill outside. Both
					tend to have fixed locations, though only the eating houses will have an address
					– which usually doubles as their name. Some places stay open all day (7am–8pm),
					while many close once they’ve run out of ingredients and others only open at
					lunchtime (10.30am–2pm). To be sure of the widest choice and freshest food, it
					pays to get there early (as early as 11.30am at lunchtime, and by 7pm in the
					evening), and note that the best places will be packed around noon.
  Most specialize in one type of food, generally indicated (in Vietnamese only)
					on a signboard outside, or offer the ubiquitous com
					(rice dishes) and pho (noodle soups). Com binh dan, “people’s meals”, are also popular.
					Here you select from an array of prepared dishes displayed in a glass cabinet or
					on a buffet table, piling your plate with such things as stuffed tomatoes, fried
					fish, tofu, pickles or eggs, plus a helping of rice; expect to pay from around
					25,000đ for a good plateful. Though it’s not a major problem at these prices,
					some street kitchens overcharge, so double-check when ordering.
  In a similar vein to street kitchens are bia hoi outlets. Though these are primarily drinking establishments, many
					provide good-value snacks or even main meals.
DINING PRACTICALITIES
Travellers to Vietnam will soon notice that the country runs to a somewhat
						different schedule – everything happens earlier here, and this goes for
							mealtimes, too. Outside the major cities and
						tourist areas, food stalls and street kitchens rarely stay open beyond 8pm,
						though they do stay open later in the south, especially in Ho Chi Minh City;
						restaurants, on the other hand, are usually open until fairly late.
  You’ll also get the chance to brush up your chopstick-handling skills, although other utensils are usually
						available, especially in Western-style restaurants or places frequented by
						tourists.
  The use of monosodium glutamate (MSG) can be
						excessive, especially in northern cooking, and some people are known to
						react badly to the seasoning. A few restaurants in the main cities have
						cottoned on to the foibles of foreigners and advertise MSG-free food;
						elsewhere, try saying khong co my chinh (without
						MSG), and keep your fingers crossed. Note that what looks like salt on the
						table is sometimes MSG, so taste it first.
  Lastly, when it comes to paying, the normal sign
						language will be readily understood in most restaurants. In street kitchens
						you pay as you leave – either proffer some dong to signal your intentions,
						or ask bao nhieu tien? (“how much is it?”).


< Back to Food and drink
Restaurants
If you’re after more relaxed dining, where people aren’t queuing for your
					seat, then head for a proper restaurant (nha hang), which will have chairs rather than stools, a
					name, a menu and will often be closed to the street. In general these places
					serve a more varied selection of Vietnamese dishes than the street kitchens,
					plus a smattering of international – generally European – dishes. Menus at this level usually show prices,
					particularly in areas popular with tourists. If there are no prices on your
					menu, confirm them with staff before you start eating to avoid any potential
					overcharging issues.
  In the main tourist haunts, you’ll find cheap and cheerful cafés aimed at the backpacker market and serving often mediocre
					Western and Vietnamese dishes – from burgers and banana pancakes to spring
					rolls, noodles and other Vietnamese standards. Should you crave a reasonably
					priced Western-style breakfast, fresh fruit salad or a mango shake, these are
					the places to go.
  As you move up the price scale, the decor and the cuisine become more
					sophisticated and the menu more varied. Some places have menus priced in
					dollars, and more and more accept credit cards. Usually menus indicate if
					there’s a service charge, but watch out for an
					additional 3–4 percent on credit card payments. These restaurants can be
					relatively fancy places, with at least a nod towards decor and ambience, and
					correspondingly higher prices.
  The most popular foreign cuisine on offer is French,
					though larger cities boast some pretty good international restaurants, including
					Thai, Chinese, Tex Mex, Indian and Italian. You’ll find these international
					cuisines, and upper-class Vietnamese restaurants, in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City,
					Hue, Da Nang, Hoi An and Nha Trang, though they’re scarce in the rest of the
					country.
BREAKFAST
Vietnamese traditionally breakfast on pho or
						some other noodle soup, reasoning that these provide enough energy to get
						through the day; many an expat has come around to this way of thinking. You
						may also find early-morning hawkers peddling xoi,
						a wholesome mix of steamed sticky rice with soya
						bean, sweet corn or peanuts. Simple Western
							breakfasts (such as bread with jam, cheese or eggs and coffee)
						are usually available in backpacker cafés or hotels. More upmarket places
						increasingly stretch to cereals and fresh milk, while some top-class hotels
						(and a whole bunch of cheaper ones) lay on the full works in their breakfast
						buffets. In towns, you could always buy jam and bread or croissants for a
							do-it-yourself breakfast.


< Back to Food and drink
Vietnamese food
The staple of Vietnamese meals is rice, with noodles
					a popular alternative at breakfast or as a snack. Typically, rice will be
					accompanied by a fish or meat dish, a vegetable dish and soup, followed by a
					green tea digestive. The most commonly used flavourings are shallots, coriander and lemon grass. Ginger,
					saffron, mint, anise and a basil-type herb also feature strongly, and coconut
					milk gives some southern dishes a distinctive richness.
  Even in the south, Vietnamese food tends not to be over-spicy; instead, chilli
					sauces or fresh chillies are served separately. Vietnam’s most famous seasoning
					is the ubiquitous nuoc mam, a dark-brown, fermented,
					nutrient-packed fish sauce which is added during cooking or forms the base for
					various dipping sauces. Foreigners usually find the smell of the sauce pretty
					rank, but most soon acquire a taste for its distinctive salty-sweetness.
TEN VIETNAMESE FOODS TO TRY
Banh mi Baguette sandwich filled with greens and a choice of fillings
							including paté and freshly made omelette.

Banh xeo Fried pancake containing shrimp, pork, bean sprouts and egg.

Bun cha Seasoned, charcoal-grilled pork served with rice noodles and assorted
							foliage.

Ca kho to Caramelized fish in a clay pot.

Cha ca Butter-sautéed, dill-flavoured fish served with rice noodles.

Com tam Street-stand favourite consisting of barbecued beef served with rice
							and a fried egg.

Goi cuon Vietnam’s most famous dish: translucent spring rolls packed with
							greens, coriander and various combinations of minced pork, shrimp or
							crab. In some places they’re served with a bowl of lettuce and/or mint.
							A southern variation has barbecued strips of pork wrapped up with green
							banana and star fruit, and then dunked in a rich peanut sauce – every
							bit as tasty as it sounds.

Mi quang Unheralded noodle dish; ingredients vary by establishment, but expect
							shrimp, peanuts, mint and quail eggs.

Nom hua chuoi Banana-flower salad: a great veggie option.

Pho Noodles in broth: the national dish, though at its best in
							Hanoi.


Soups and noodles
Though it originated in the north, one dish you’ll find throughout Vietnam
						is pho (pronounced as the British say “fur”), a
						noodle soup eaten at any time of day but primarily at breakfast. The basic
						bowl of pho consists of a light beef broth, flavoured with ginger, coriander
						and sometimes cinnamon, to which are added broad, flat rice-noodles, spring
						onions and slivers of chicken, pork or beef. At the table you add a squeeze
						of lime and a sprinkling of chilli flakes or a spoonful of chilli
						sauce.
  Countless other types of soup are dished up at street restaurants. Bun bo is another substantial beef and noodle
						soup eaten countrywide, though most famous in Hue; in the south, hu tieu, a soup of vermicelli, pork and seafood
						noodles, is best taken in My Tho. Chao (or
							xhao), on the other hand, is a thick rice
						gruel served piping hot, usually with shredded chicken or filleted fish,
						flavoured with dill and with perhaps a raw egg cooking at the bottom; it’s
						often served with fried breadsticks (quay). Sour
						soups are a popular accompaniment for fish, while lau, a standard in local restaurants, is more of a main meal
						than a soup, where the vegetable broth arrives at the table in a steamboat
						(a ring-shaped metal dish on live coals or, nowadays, often electrically
						heated). You cook slivers of beef, prawns or similar in the simmering soup,
						and then drink the flavourful liquid that’s left in the cooking pot.

Fish and meat
Among the highlights of Vietnamese cuisine are its succulent seafood and freshwater fish.
						Invented in Hanoi, cha ca is the most famous of
						these dishes: white fish sauteed in butter at the table with dill and spring
						onions, then served with rice noodles and a sprinkling of peanuts. Another
						dish found in more expensive restaurants is chao
							tom (or tom bao mia), consisting of
						savoury shrimp pate wrapped round sweet sugar cane and fried. Ca kho to, fish stew cooked in a clay pot, is a
						southern speciality.
  Every conceivable type of meat and part of the animal anatomy finds itself
						on the Vietnamese dining table, though the staples are straightforward beef,
						chicken and pork. Ground meat, especially
						pork, is a common constituent of stuffings, for example in spring rolls or
						the similar banh cuon, a steamed, rice-flour
						“ravioli” filled with minced pork, black mushrooms and bean sprouts; a
						popular variation uses prawns instead of meat. Pork is also used, with
						plenty of herbs, to make Hanoi’s bun cha, small
							hamburgers barbecued on an open charcoal
						brazier and served on a bed of cold rice-noodles with greens and a slightly
						sweetish sauce. One famous southern dish is bo bay
							mon (often written bo 7 mon), meaning
						literally beef seven ways, consisting of a platter
						of beef cooked in different styles.

Vegetables and vegetarian food
It is possible to find vegetarian food in
						Vietnam, though not always easy. Most restaurants offer a smattering of
						meat-free dishes, from stewed spinach or similar greens, to a more
						appetizing mix of onion, tomato, bean sprouts, various mushrooms, peppers
						and so on; places used to foreigners may be able to oblige with vegetarian
						spring rolls (nem an chay or nem
							khong co thit). At street kitchens you’re likely to find tofu
						and one or two dishes of pickled vegetables, such as cabbage or cucumber,
						while occasionally they may also have aubergine, bamboo shoots or avocado,
						depending on the season.
  However, unless you go to a specialist
						vegetarian outlet, it can be a problem finding genuine veggie food: soups
						are usually made with beef stock, morsels of pork fat sneak into otherwise
						innocuous-looking dishes and animal fat tends to be used for frying.
  The phrase to remember is an chay (vegetarian),
						or seek out a vegetarian rice shop (tiem com
						chay). Otherwise, make the most of the first and fifteenth days of
						the lunar month when many Vietnamese Buddhists spurn meat and you’re more
						likely to find vegetarian dishes on offer.
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Snacks
Vietnam has a wide range of snacks and nibbles
						to fill any yawning gaps, from huge rice-flour crackers sprinkled with
						sesame seeds to all sorts of dried fish, nuts and seeds. Banh bao are white, steamed dumplings filled with tasty
						titbits, such as pork, onions and tangy mushrooms or strands of sweet
						coconut. Banh xeo, meaning sizzling pancake,
						combines shrimp, pork, bean sprouts and egg, all fried and then wrapped in
						rice paper with a selection of greens before being dunked in a spicy sauce.
						A similar dish, originating from Hue – a city with a vast repertoire of
						snack foods  – is banh khoai, in which the flat
						pancake is accompanied by a plate of star fruit, green banana and aromatic
						herbs, plus a rich peanut sauce.
  Markets are often good snacking grounds,
						with stalls churning out soups and spring rolls or selling intriguing
						banana-leaf parcels of pate (a favourite accompaniment for bia hoi), pickled
						pork sausage or perhaps a cake of sticky rice.
  A relative newcomer on the culinary scene is French
							bread, made with wheat flour in the north and rice flour in the
						south. Known as banh mi, baguettes – sometimes
						sold warm from streetside stoves – are sliced open and stuffed with pate,
						soft cheese or ham and pickled vegetables.
CULINARY ADVENTURE TOURISM
Roving gourmets may want to try some of the more unusual meats on
							offer in Vietnam. Dog meat (thit cay or thit cho) is
							a particular delicacy in the north, where “yellow” dogs (sandy-haired
							varieties) are considered the tastiest. Winter is the season to eat dog
							meat – it’s said to give extra body heat, and is also supposed to remove
							bad luck if consumed at the end of the lunar month. Worryingly, at some
							rural snack-shacks in the north you may get dog even if you’ve ordered
							something else. Snake (thit con ran), like dog, is supposed to improve male
							virility. Dining on snake is surrounded by a ritual, which, if you’re
							guest of honour, requires you to swallow the still-beating heart.
							Another one strictly for the strong of stomach is trung
								vit lon, embryo-containing duck
								eggs boiled and eaten only five days before hatching –
							bill, webbed feet, feathers and all.


Fruit
With its diverse climate, Vietnam is blessed with both tropical and
						temperate fruits, including dozens of banana
						species. The richest orchards are in the south, where pineapple, coconut,
						papaya, mango, longan and mangosteen flourish. Da Lat is famous for its
						strawberries, while the region around Nha Trang produces the peculiar
						“dragon fruit” (thanh long). The size and shape of
						a small pineapple, the dragon fruit has skin of shocking pink, studded with
						small protuberances, and smooth, white flesh speckled with tiny black seeds.
						The slightly sweet, watery flesh is thirst-quenching, and so is often served
						as a drink, crushed with ice.
  A fruit that is definitely an acquired taste is the durian, a spiky,
						yellow-green, football-sized fruit with an unmistakably pungent odour
						reminiscent of mature cheese and caramel, but tasting like an onion-laced
						custard. Jackfruit looks worryingly similar to durian but is larger and has
						smaller spikes. Its yellow segments of flesh are deliciously sweet.

Sweet things
Vietnam is not strong on desserts – restaurants usually stick to ice cream
						and fruit, although fancier international places might venture into tiramisu
						territory. Those with a sweet tooth are better off hunting down a bakery –
						there’ll be one within walking distance in any urban area – or browsing
						around street stalls where there are usually candied fruits and other
						Vietnamese sweetmeats on offer, as well as sugary
						displays of French-inspired cakes and pastries in the main tourist
						centres.
  Green-coloured banh com is an eye-catching local
						delicacy made by wrapping pounded glutinous rice around sugary, green-bean
						paste. A similar confection, found only during the mid-autumn festival, is
						the “earth cake”, banh deo, which melds the
						contrasting flavours of candied fruits, sesame and lotus seeds with a dice
						of savoury pork fat. Fritters are popular
						among children and you’ll find opportunistic hawkers outside schools,
						selling banh chuoi (banana fritters) and banh chuoi khoai (mixed slices of banana and sweet
						potato).
  Most cities now have ice-cream parlours selling
						tubs or sticks of the local, hard ices in chocolate, vanilla or green-tea
						flavours, though it’s prudent to buy only from the larger, busier outlets
						and not from street hawkers. More exotic tastes can be satisfied at the
						European- and American-style ice-cream parlours of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh
						City, while excellent yoghurts are also increasingly available at ice-cream
						parlours, and even some restaurants.
  Somewhere between a drink and a snack, che is
						made from taro flour and green bean, and served over ice with chunks of
						fruit, coloured jellies and even sweet corn or potato. In hot weather it
						provides a refreshing sugar-fix.


< Back to Food and drink
Drinks
Giai khat means “quench your thirst” and you’ll
					see the signs everywhere, on stands selling fresh juices, bottled cold drinks or
					outside cafés and bia hoi (draught beer) outlets. Many drinks are served with
					ice, which is reliable in hotels, bars and restaurants, though less so from
					street-stands; if in doubt, saying dung bo da, cam on
					(“no ice, thanks”) should do the trick.
Water and soft drinks
Tap water is not safe to drink in Vietnam – since bottled
							water is both cheap and widely available, you shouldn’t need to
						take the risk anyway. When buying bottled water check the seal is unbroken
						and the water is clear, as bottles are occasionally refilled from the tap.
						Tap water in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City is chlorinated and most travellers
						use it for brushing their teeth without problem, but this is not recommended
						in rural areas, where water is often untreated. Particular care should be
						taken anywhere where there is flooding as raw sewage may be washed into the
						water system. Avoid drinks with ice, or those that may have been diluted
						with suspect water.
  On sale just about everywhere, locally made soft
							drinks are tooth-numbingly sweet, but cheap and safe – as long
						as the bottle or carton appears well sealed. The Coke, Sprite and Fanta
						hegemony also means you can find fizzy drinks in surprisingly remote areas.
						Oddly, canned drinks are usually more expensive than the equivalent-sized
						bottle, whether it’s a soft drink or beer – apparently it’s less chic to
						drink from the old-fashioned bottle.
  A more effective thirst-quencher is fresh coconut juice, though this is
						difficult to find in the north. Fresh juices such as orange and lime are
						also delicious – just make sure they haven’t been mixed with tap water.
						Sugar-cane juice (mia da) is safer, since it’s
						pressed right in front of you, and quite delicious. Pasteurized milk,
						produced by Vinamilk, is now sold in the main towns and cities.

Tea and coffee
Tea-drinking is part of the social ritual in
						Vietnam. Small cups of refreshing, strong, green tea are presented to all
						guests or visitors: water is well boiled and safe to drink, as long as the
						cup itself is clean, and it’s considered rude not to take at least a sip.
						Although your cup will be continually replenished to show hospitality, you
						don’t have to carry on drinking; the polite way to decline a refill is to
						place your hand over the cup when your host is about to replenish it. Green
						tea is also served at the end of every restaurant meal, particularly in the
						south, and usually provided free.
  Coffee production has boomed in recent
						years, largely for export, with serious environmental and social
						consequences. The Vietnamese drink coffee very strong and in small
						quantities, usually with a large dollop of condensed milk at the bottom of
						the cup. Traditionally, coffee is filtered at the table by means of a small
						dripper balanced over the cup or glass, which sometimes sits in a bowl of
						hot water to keep it warm. However, places accustomed to tourists
						increasingly run to fresh (pasteurized) milk, while in the main cities
						you’ll now find fancy Western-style cafés turning out decent lattes and
						cappuccinos. Highland Coffee has become Vietnam’s very own Starbucks-style
						chain, while out in the sticks you’re best off going for cafés with a Trung
						Nguyen sign.

BIA HOI KNOW-HOW
There are countless bia hoi (draught beer)
						outlets in most major cities in Vietnam, ranging from a few ankle-high
						stools gathered round a barrel on the pavement to beer gardens. Quality
						tends to be more consistent at the larger outlets supplied by major
						breweries such as Hanoi Beer and Halida (under the name Viet Ha), rather
						than the smaller places which usually buy their beer from microbreweries. On
						the whole, the more expensive – and colder – the beer, the better it
						is.
  Bia hoi culture is about enjoying a few beers with a group of friends –
						usually all male, though in the cities you see a few women these days.
						People almost never drink alone and rarely drink without eating, so many
						places serve a range of snacks and more extensive dishes.
  To help you order food in a bia hoi outlet,
						we’ve listed a few classic dishes below. Menus, if they exist, will be in
						Vietnamese. They normally give a price range for each dish, so you order a
						small, medium or large amount, for example, depending on the size of your
						group. To maximize the variety, it makes sense to order small quantities of
						several dishes and share. If no prices are indicated on the menu, be sure to
						ask when ordering. Usually a note with the running total is left on the
						table, so you can keep track of how much you’re spending.
bo luc lac
cubed spicy beef and green pepper stir-fry 


ca bo lo
oven-cooked fish 


dau chien ron
fried tofu 


dau tu xuyen
tofu in a Chinese pork and tomato sauce 


de tai chanh
lightly cooked goat with green banana, pineapple and lemon 


dua chuot che
sliced cucumber 


ech chien bo
deep-fried battered frogs’ legs 


ech xao mang
frogs’ legs with bamboo shoots 


ga xe phay
shredded chicken salad with bean peanuts and basil 


khoai tay ran
chips/French fries 


lac
peanuts 


muc chien bo
squid fried in butter 


muc kho
dried squid 


muc tam bot
battered squid 


nem chua
minced spicy cured pork wrapped in banana leaf 


nom du du
papaya salad 


nom hoa chuoi
banana-flower salad 


nom ngo sen
lotus-stem salad 


oc xao xa ot
stir-fried snail, lemongrass and chilli 


rau bi xaoi
leaf fried with garlic 


bo/toi
beef/pumpkin 


tho quay
roast rabbit 


tom hap bia
shrimps steamed in beer 


tom nuong
grilled shrimps 



Alcoholic drinks
In Vietnam, drinking alcohol is a social activity to be shared with
						friends. You’ll rarely see the Vietnamese drinking alone and never without
						eating. Be prepared for lots of toasts to health, wealth and happiness, and
						no doubt to international understanding, too. It’s the custom to fill the
						glasses of your fellow guests; someone else will fill yours.
  Canned and bottled beers brewed under licence in
						Vietnam include Tiger, Heineken, Carlsberg and San Miguel, but there are
						also plenty of very drinkable – and cheaper – local beers around, such as
						Halida, 333 (Ba Ba Ba) and Bivina. Some connoisseurs rate Bière la Rue from
						Da Nang tops, though Saigon Export, Hanoi Beer and BGI are also fine brews.
						Many other towns boast their own local beers; in many places, such as
						Haiphong and Thanh Hoa, it’s simply named after the town, while Hue has a
						few brands including Huda and Hue Beer. They’re all worth a try.
  Roughly forty years ago technology for making bia
							hoi (draught beer) was introduced from Czechoslovakia and it is
						now quaffed in vast quantities, particularly in the north. Bia hoi may taste
						fairly weak, but it measures in at up to four percent alcohol. It’s also
						ridiculously cheap – around 5000đ a glass – and supposedly unadulterated
						with chemicals, so in theory you’re less likely to get a hangover. Bia hoi
						has a 24-hour shelf life, which means the better places sell out by early
						evening, and that you’re unlikely to be drinking it into the wee hours. In
						the south, you’re more likely to be drinking bia
							tuoi (“fresh” beer), a close relation of bia hoi but served
						from pressurized barrels. Outlets are usually open at lunchtime, and then
						again in the evening from 5pm to 9pm.
  Rice wine, known as ruou, is the national
						spirit, and especially popular in rural areas, where it’s often homemade –
						basically local moonshine, it’s occasionally dangerous. The bottled versions
						are safer, though at 40 percent alcohol by volume they certainly pack a
						punch, which you’ll most likely still be feeling the next morning.
  Wine of the conventional kind is becoming
						increasingly popular in Vietnam – even in small towns, you’ll easily track
						some down, and imported bottles continue to crop up in the most unexpected
						places. Local production dates from the French era, and is centred around Da
						Lat – the main producer is Vang Da Lat, bottles of which will cost from
						50,000đ in a shop, and often double that at a restaurant. Only at top
						hotels, restaurants or specialist shops will you find decent imported
						bottles that have been properly stored; you’ll be paying premium prices for
						these.
A TRADITIONAL TIPPLE
While beer and imported spirits are drunk throughout Vietnam, the
							traditional tipple is ruou can, or
							rice-distilled liquor. Until recently, ruou
								can was regarded as decidedly downmarket, the preserve of
							labourers, farmers and ethnic minorities. Nowadays, however, it’s
							becoming popular among the middle class and especially young urban
							sophisticates – including a growing number of women – as city-centre
							bars and restaurants begin to offer better quality ruou
								can.
  Recipes for ruou can are a closely guarded
							secret, but its basic constituents are regular or glutinous rice, the
							latter of which is said to be more aromatic and have a fuller, smoother
							taste. Selected herbs and fruits are sometimes steeped in the liquor to
							enhance its flavour and, supposedly, to add all sorts of medicinal and
							health benefits. You’ll also see jars containing snakes, geckos and even
							whole crows. Traditionally, the basic ingredients are heated together
							and buried in the ground for a month or more to ferment. Nowadays, more
							modern – and hygienic – techniques are used to produce ruou can for general consumption. Look out for the
							high-quality rice-distilled liquors marketed under the Son Tinh brand
								([image: web_icon]sontinh.com).
  The ethnic minorities of the northwest (Thai
							and Muong) concoct their own home-distilled ruou
								can, sometimes known as stem alcohol. Visitors are often
							invited to gather round the communal jar to drink the liquor through
							thin, bamboo straws. In more traditional villages it’s regarded as a
							sacred ritual, which it would be an insult to refuse. You will hear the
							toast Chuc suc khoe (your health) and, for
							more serious drinking sessions, Tram phan tram
							(down in one)!
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Vietnam’s health problems read like a dictionary of tropical
				medicine. Diseases that are under control elsewhere in Southeast Asia have been
				sustained here by poverty, dietary deficiencies, poor healthcare and the disruption
				caused by half a century of war. The situation is improving rapidly, however, and by
				coming prepared and taking a few simple precautions while in the country, you’re
				unlikely to come down with anything worse than a cold or a dose of travellers’
				diarrhoea.
Before you go
When planning your trip it’s wise to visit a doctor
					as early as possible, preferably at least two months before you leave, to allow
					time to complete any recommended courses of vaccinations. It’s also advisable to have a troubleshooting
						dental check-up – and remember that you generally
					need to start taking anti-malarial tablets at least
					one week before your departure.
  For up-to-the-minute information, contact a specialized travel clinic; most clinics also sell travel-associated
					accessories, including mosquito nets and first-aid kits.
Vaccinations
No vaccinations are required for Vietnam (except
						yellow fever if you’re coming directly from an area where the disease is
						endemic), but typhoid and hepatitis A jabs are recommended; it’s also worth
						ensuring you’re up to date with boosters such as tetanus and polio.
						Additional injections to consider, depending on the season and risk of
						exposure, are hepatitis B, Japanese encephalitis, meningitis and rabies. All
						these immunizations can be obtained at international clinics in Hanoi, Ho
						Chi Minh City and Da Nang, but it’s less hassle and usually cheaper to get
						them done at home. Get all your shots recorded on an International Certificate of Vaccination and carry this with
						your passport when travelling abroad.
  For protection against hepatitis A, which is
						spread by contaminated food and water, the vaccine is expensive but
						extremely effective – an initial injection followed by a booster after six
						to twelve months provides immunity for up to ten years. Hepatitis B, like the HIV virus, can be passed
						on through unprotected sexual contact, blood transfusions and dirty needles.
						The very effective vaccine (three injections over six months) is recommended
						for anyone in a high-risk category, including those travelling extensively
						in rural areas for prolonged periods, with access to only basic medical
						care. It’s also now possible – and cheaper – to have a combined vaccination
						against both hepatitis A and B; the course comprises three injections over
						six months.
  The risk of contracting Japanese encephalitis is
						extremely small, but, as the disease is untreatable, those travelling for a
						month or more in the countryside, especially in the north during and soon
						after the summer rainy season (June–Oct), should consider immunization. The
						course consists of two or three injections over a month with the last dose
						administered at least ten days before departure. Note that it is not
						recommended for those with liver, heart or kidney disorders, or for
						multiple-allergy sufferers. If your plans include long stays in remote areas
						your doctor may also recommend vaccination against meningitis (a single shot) and rabies.
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AVIAN FLU
Avian flu or bird flu is a contagious disease
					normally limited to birds and, less commonly, pigs. However, the virus can
					spread to humans by direct contact with infected poultry or with contaminated
					surfaces. In the 2004–05 outbreak in Vietnam of the highly contagious H5N1 strain of the disease, there were around sixty
					confirmed cases involving humans, of which some forty were fatal, according to
					the World Health Organization. The vast majority of people infected had direct
					contact with diseased birds. Since the initial outbreak, around 130 cases have
					been reported, the most recent in February 2014.
  Evidence of human-to-human transmission has yet to be confirmed but the
					indications are that, if it is possible, it is extremely rare and has so far
					been limited to close family members. The main fear among health experts is that
					the virus will mutate into a form that is highly infectious to and easily spread
					among humans.
  At present the risk to travellers visiting infected areas remains low. As a
					precaution, however, you are advised to avoid contact with live poultry and
					pigs, including live animal markets, and to eat only well-cooked poultry and
					eggs. Check the latest with your doctor or travel health specialist prior to
					travel. You’ll also find up-to-date information on the following websites: [image: web_icon]avianinfluenza.org.vn and
						[image: web_icon]who.int/influenza/human_animal_interface/en.

Mosquito-borne diseases
Both the Red River and Mekong deltas (including Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City)
					have few incidences of mosquito-borne malaria. The
					coastal plain north of Nha Trang is also considered relatively safe. Malaria
					occurs frequently in the highlands and rural areas, notably the central
					highlands, as well as the southern provinces of Ca Mau, Bac Lieu and Tay Ninh.
					The majority of cases involve the most dangerous strain, Plasmodium falciparum, which can be fatal if not treated promptly.
					If you’ll be spending time in the highlands, you should consider taking a course
					of anti-malarial drugs; check with your doctor before travelling to
					Vietnam.
  Mosquitoes are also responsible for transmitting dengue fever and Japanese
					encephalitis. Dengue is carried by a variety of
					mosquitoes active in the daytime (particularly two hours after sunrise and
					several hours before sunset) and occurs mostly in the Mekong Delta, including Ho
					Chi Minh City, though the chances of being infected remain small. There is a
					more dangerous version called dengue haemorrhage fever, which primarily affects
					children but is extremely rare among foreign visitors to Vietnam. If you notice
					an unusual tendency to bleed or bruise, seek medical advice immediately.
  The key preventive measure for all these consitions
					is to avoid getting bitten by mosquitoes in the first place. Mosquitoes are most
					active at dawn and dusk, so at these times wear long sleeves, trousers and
					socks, avoid dark colours and perfumes, which attract mosquitoes, and put
					repellent on all exposed skin. Sprays and lotions containing around thirty to
					forty percent DEET (diethyltoluamide) are effective and can also be used to
					treat clothes, but the chemical is toxic: keep it away from eyes and open
					wounds.
  Many hotels and guesthouses provide mosquito nets over beds or meshing on
					windows and doors. Air-conditioning and fans also help keep mosquitoes at bay,
					as do mosquito coils and knockdown insecticide sprays (available locally),
					though none of these measures is as effective as a decent net.
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Bites and creepy-crawlies
Bed bugs, fleas, lice or scabies can be picked up from dirty bedclothes,
					though this is relatively unusual in Vietnam. Try not to scratch bites, which
					easily become septic. Ticks picked up walking through scrub may carry a strain
					of typhus; carry out regular body inspections and remove ticks promptly.
  Rabies is contracted by being bitten, or even
					licked on broken skin or the eyes, by an infected mammal. The best strategy is
					to give all animals, especially dogs, cats and monkeys, a wide berth.
  Vietnam has several poisonous snakes but in general
					snakes steer clear of humans and it’s very rare to get bitten. Avoid walking
					through long grass or undergrowth, and wear boots when walking off-road. If
					bitten, immobilize the limb (most snake bites occur on the lower leg) to slow
					down absorption of the venom and remove any tight-fitting socks or other
					clothing from around the wound. It’s important to seek medical assistance as
					quickly as possible. It helps if you can take the (dead) snake to be identified,
					or at least remember what it looked like.
  Leeches are more common and, though harmless,
					can be unpleasant. Long trousers, sleeves and socks help prevent them getting a
					grip. The best way to get rid of leeches is to burn them off with a lighted
					match or cigarette; alternatively rub alcohol or salt onto them.
  Parasitic worms enter the body either via contaminated
					food, or through the skin, especially the soles of the feet. You may notice
					worms in your stools, or experience other indications such as mild abdominal
					pain leading, very rarely, to acute intestinal blockage (roundworm, the most
					common), an itchy anus (threadworm) or anaemia (hookworm). An infestation is
					easily treated with worming tablets from a pharmacy.
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Heat trouble
Don’t underestimate the strength of the tropical sun: sunburn can be avoided by restricting your exposure to the midday
					sun and liberal use of high-factor sunscreens. Drinking plenty of water will
					prevent dehydration, but if you do become dehydrated –
					the signs are infrequent or irregular urination – drink a salt and sugar
					solution.
  Heatstroke is more serious and may require
					hospital treatment. Indications are a high temperature, lack of sweating, a fast
					pulse and red skin. Reducing your body temperature with a lukewarm shower will
					provide initial relief.
  High humidity often causes heat rashes, prickly heat and fungal
						infections. Prevention and cure are the same: wear loose clothes
					made of natural fibres, wash frequently and dry off thoroughly afterwards.
					Talcum powder helps, particularly zinc oxide-based products (prickly heat
					powder), as does the use of mild antiseptic soap.
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Sexually transmitted diseases
Until recently Vietnam carried out very little screening for sex workers,
					injecting drug users and other high-risk groups. As a result, sexually transmitted diseases such as gonorrhoea, syphilis and
					AIDS had been flourishing, though fortunately awareness is growing and the
					number of AIDS victims, at least, is levelling out. It is, therefore, extremely
					unwise to contemplate casual unprotected sex, and bear in mind that Vietnamese
						condoms (bao cao su) are
					often poor-quality (more reliable imported varieties are available in major
					cities).
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Getting medical help
Pharmacies can generally help with minor
					injuries or ailments and in major towns you will usually find a pharmacist who
					speaks English. The selection of reliable Asian and Western products on the
					market is improving rapidly, and Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi now have
					well-stocked pharmacies. That said, drugs past their shelf life and even
					counterfeit medicines are rife, so inspect packaging carefully, check use-by
					dates – and bring anything you know you’re likely to need from home, including
						oral contraceptives. Tampons are sold in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, but don’t count on
					getting them easily elsewhere.
  Local hospitals can also treat minor problems, but
					in a real emergency your best bet is to head for Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City.
					Hospitals in both these cities can handle most eventualities and you also have
					the option of one of the excellent international medical centres. Addresses of
					clinics and hospitals can be found in our “Listings” sections for major towns
					throughout the book. Note that doctors and hospitals expect immediate cash
					payment for health services rendered; you will then have to seek reimbursement
					from your insurance company (make sure you get receipts for any payments you
					make).
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The media
Newspapers and magazines
Televison
Radio

All media in Vietnam are under tight government control. There is,
				however, a slight glimmer of less draconian censorship, with an increasing number of
				stories covering corruption at even quite senior levels and more criticism of
				government policies and ministers, albeit very mild by Western standards.
Newspapers and magazines
Vietnam has several English-language newspapers and
						magazines, of which the daily Viet Nam
						News ([image: web_icon]vietnamnews.vn)
					has the widest distribution. It provides a brief – and very select – run-down of
					local, regional and international news, as well as snippets on art and culture.
					Though short on general news, both the weekly Vietnam
						Investment Review ([image: web_icon]vir.com.vn) and the monthly Vietnam Economic
						Times cover issues in greater depth and are worth looking at for an
					insight into what makes the Vietnamese economy tick.
  Both also publish useful supplements (Time Out and
						The Guide respectively) with selective restaurant
					and nightlife listings mainly covering Hanoi and Ho
					Chi Minh City, plus feature articles on culture and tourist destinations.
					However, they have been superseded by the excellent free magazines The Word ([image: web_icon]wordvietnam.com) and AsiaLife ([image: web_icon]asialifemagazine.com/Vietnam), which both carry listings of bars and
					restaurants as well as articles on aspects of Vietnamese culture; look out for
					them in restaurants and bars that cater to foreigners.
  Foreign publications such as the International New York Times, Time, Newsweek, The
						Financial Times and the Bangkok Post are
					sold by street vendors and at some of the larger bookshops and in the newsstands
					of more upmarket hotels in Ho Chi Minh
						City and Hanoi.
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Televison
Vietnamese television airs a mix of
					government-approved films, music shows, news programmes, soaps, sport and
					foreign (mostly American, Korean and Japanese) imports. VTV1, the main domestic
					channel, occasionally presents a news summary in English. However, most hotels
					provide satellite TV, offering BBC, CNN, MTV and HBO as standard.
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Radio
The government radio station, Voice of Vietnam ([image: web_icon]english.vov.vn), began life in 1945
					during the August Revolution. It became famous during the American War when
					“Hanoi Hannah” broadcast propaganda programmes to American GIs. Nowadays it
					maintains six channels, of which VOV5 broadcasts English-language programmes
					several times a day covering a whole range of subjects: news, weather, sport,
					entertainment and culture, even market prices. You can pick up the broadcasts on
					FM in and around Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City.
  To keep in touch with the full spectrum of international news, however, you’ll
					need to go online or get a short-wave radio to pick up one of the world service
					channels, such as BBC World Service ([image: web_icon]bbc.co.uk/worldserviceradio) and Voice of
						America ([image: web_icon]voanews.com);
					local frequencies are listed on the relevant website.
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Petty crime
“Social evils” and serious crime
Military hazards and UXO
Beggars, hassle and scams
Women travellers

Vietnam is a relatively safe country for visitors, including women
				travelling alone. In fact, given the country’s recent history, many tourists,
				particularly Americans, are pleasantly surprised at the warm reception that foreign
				travellers receive. That said, petty crime is on the rise – though it’s still
				relatively small-scale and shouldn’t be a problem if you take common-sense
				precautions. Generally, the hassles you’ll encounter will be the milder sort of
				coping with pushy vendors and over-enthusiastic touts and beggars.
Petty crime
As a tourist, you’re an obvious target for thieves (who may include your
					fellow travellers): carry your passport, traveller’s cheques and other valuables
					in a concealed money belt. Don’t leave anything
					important lying about in your room; use a safe, if you have one. A cable lock,
					or padlock and chain, comes in handy for doors and
					windows in cheap hotels, and is useful for securing your pack on trains and
					buses. It’s not a bad idea to keep US$100 or so separate from the rest of your
					cash, along with insurance policy details and photocopies of important
					documents, such as the relevant pages of your passport including your visa
					stamp.
  At street level it’s best not to be ostentatious: forego eye-catching
					jewellery and flashy watches, try to be discreet when taking out your cash, and
					be particularly wary in crowds and on public transport. If your pack is on the top of the bus, make sure
					it’s attached securely (usually everything is tied down with ropes) and keep an
					eye on it during the most vulnerable times – before departure, at meal stops and
					on arrival at your destination. On trains, either cable-lock your pack or put it
					under the bottom bench-seat, out of public view. The odd instance has been
					reported of travellers being drugged and then robbed, so it’s best not to accept
					food or drink from anyone you don’t know and trust. Bear in mind that when
					walking or riding in a cyclo you are vulnerable to moped-borne snatch-thieves; don’t wear cameras or expensive sunglasses hanging
					round your neck and keep a firm grip on your bags. If you do become a target,
					however, it’s best to let go rather than risk being pulled into the traffic and
					suffering serious injury.
  The place you are most likely to encounter street crime is in Ho Chi Minh City, which has a fairly bad reputation
					for bag-snatchers, pickpockets and con artists. Be wary of innocent-looking kids
					and grannies who may be acting as decoys for thieves – especially in the bar
					districts and other popular tourist hangouts. It’s best to avoid taking a cyclo
					at night, and you’d be unwise to walk alone at any time outside Districts One
					and Three.
  Petty crime, much of it drug- and prostitution-related, is also a problem in
						Nha Trang, where you should watch your
					belongings at all times on the beach. Again, be wary of taking a cyclo after
					dark and women should avoid walking alone at night. Single males, on the other
					hand, are a particular target for “taxi girls”, many of whom also double as
					thieves.
  It’s important not to get paranoid, however: crime levels in Vietnam are still
					a long way behind those of Western countries, and violent crime against tourists
					is extremely rare.
  If you do have anything stolen, you’ll need to go to the nearest police station to make a report in order to claim on your
					insurance. Try to recruit an English-speaker to come along with you – someone at
					your hotel should be able to help.
EMERGENCY PHONE NUMBERS
The following numbers apply throughout Vietnam. If possible, get a
						Vietnamese-speaker to call on your behalf.
Police [image: tel_icon]113

Fire [image: tel_icon]114

Ambulance [image: tel_icon]115
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“Social evils” and serious crime
Since liberalization and doi moi, Vietnamese society
					has seen an increase in prostitution, drugs – including hard drugs – and more
					serious crimes. These so-called “social evils” are
					viewed as a direct consequence of reduced controls on society and ensuing
					Westernization. The police have imposed midnight closing on bars and clubs for
					several years now, mainly because of drugs, but also to curb general rowdiness,
					although you’ll always find the occasional bar that somehow manages to keep
					serving, particularly around De Tham in Ho Chi Minh City. That apart, the
					campaign against social evils should have little effect on most foreign
					tourists.
  Single Western males tend to get solicited by prostitutes in cheap provincial and seaside hotels, though more
					commonly by women cruising on motorbikes. Quite apart from any higher moral
					considerations, bear in mind that AIDS is a serious problem in Vietnam, though
					the epidemic has shown signs of stabilizing.
  Finally, having anything to do with drugs in Vietnam
					is extremely unwise. At night there’s a fair amount of drug selling on the
					streets of Ho Chi Minh City, Hanoi, Nha Trang and even Sa Pa, and it’s not
					unknown for dealers to turn buyers in to the police. Fines and jail sentences
					are imposed for lesser offences, while the death
						penalty is regularly imposed for possessing, trading or smuggling
					larger quantities.
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Military hazards and UXO
Not surprisingly, the Vietnamese authorities are sensitive about military installations and strategic areas – including
					border regions, military camps (of which there are many), bridges, airports,
					naval dockyards and even train stations. Anyone taking photographs in the
					vicinity of such sites risks having the memory card removed from their camera or
					being fined.
  Unexploded ordnance from past conflicts still
					poses a threat in some areas; the problem is most acute in the Demilitarized
					Zone, where each year a number of local farmers, scrap-metal scavengers or
					children are killed or injured. Wherever you are, stick to well-trodden paths
					and never touch any shells or half-buried chunks of metal.
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Beggars, hassle and scams
Given the number of disabled, war-wounded and unemployed in Vietnam, there are
					surprisingly few beggars around. Most people are
					actually trying hard to earn a living somehow, and many day-tours include a
					visit to a factory that employs disabled workers to produce handicrafts or local
					products.
  At many tourist spots, you may well be swamped by a gaggle of children or
					teenagers selling cold drinks, fruit and chewing gum. Although they can
					sometimes be a bit overwhelming, as often as not they’re just out to practise
					their English and be entertained for a while. They may even turn out to be
					excellent guides, in which case it’s only fair that you buy something from them
					in return.
  A common scam among taxi drivers is to tell new
					arrivals in a town that the hotel they ask for is closed or has moved or changed
					its name. Instead, they head for a hotel that pays them commission. This may
					work out fine (new hotels often use this method to become known), but more often
					than not it’s a substandard hotel and you will in any case pay over the odds
					since the room rate will include the driver’s commission. To avoid being ripped
					off, always insist on being taken to the exact address of your chosen hotel, at
					least just to check the story.
  Another common complaint is that organized tours
					don’t live up to what was promised. There are more people on the tour than
					stated, for example, or the room doesn’t have air-conditioning, or the guide’s
					English is limited. If it’s a group tour and you’ve paid up front, unfortunately
					there’s very little you can do beyond complaining to the agent on your return;
					you may be lucky and get some form of compensation, but it’s very unlikely. As
					always, you tend to get what you pay for, so avoid signing up for dirt-cheap
					tours.
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Women travellers
Vietnam is generally a safe country for women to travel around alone. Most
					Vietnamese will simply be curious as to why you are on your own and the chances
					of encountering any threatening behaviour are extremely rare. That said, it pays
					to take the normal precautions, especially late at
						night when there are few people on the streets and you should avoid
					taking a cyclo by yourself; use a taxi instead – metered taxis are generally
					considered safest.
  Most Vietnamese women dress modestly, keeping
					covered from top to toe, unless their profession requires them to show off their
					assets. It helps to dress modestly too and to avoid wearing skimpy shorts and
					vests, which are considered by some men an invitation to paid sex. Topless
					sunbathing, even beside a hotel pool, is a complete no-no.
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Festivals and religious events

The Vietnamese year follows a rhythm of festivals and religious
				observances, ranging from solemn family gatherings at the ancestral altar to
				national celebrations culminating in Tet, the Vietnamese New Year. In between are
				countless local festivals, most notably in the Red River Delta, honouring the
				tutelary spirit of the village or community temple.
The majority of festivals take place in spring, with a second flurry in the autumn
				months. One festival you might want to make a note of, however, is Tet; not only does most of Vietnam close down for the week, but
				either side of the holiday local transport services are stretched to the limit and
				international flights are filled by returning overseas Vietnamese.
  Many Vietnamese festivals are Chinese in origin,
				imbued with a distinctive flavour over the centuries, but minority groups also hold
				their own specific celebrations. The ethnic minorities
				continue to punctuate the year with rituals that govern sowing, harvest or hunting,
				as well as elaborate rites of passage surrounding birth and death. The Cao Dai religion has its own array of festivals, while
					Christian communities throughout Vietnam observe
				the major ceremonies. Christmas is marked as a religious ceremony only by the
				faithful, though it’s becoming a major event for all Vietnamese as an excuse to shop
				and party, with sax-playing santas greeting shoppers in front of malls.
  The ceremonies you’re most likely to see are weddings and
					funerals. The tenth lunar month is the most auspicious time for
				weddings, though at other times you’ll also encounter plenty of wedding cavalcades
				on the road, their lead vehicle draped in colourful ribbons. Funeral processions are
				recognizable from the white headbands worn by mourners, while close family members
				dress completely in white. Both weddings and funerals are characterized by
				streetside parties under makeshift marquees, and since both tend to be joyous
				occasions, it’s often difficult to know what you’re witnessing, unless you spot a
				bridal gown or portrait of the deceased on display.
  Most festivals take place according to the lunar
					calendar, which is also closely linked to the Chinese system with a
				zodiac of twelve animal signs. The most important times during the lunar month
				(which lasts 29 or 30 days) are the full moon (day one) and the new moon (day
				fourteen or fifteen). Festivals are often held at these times, which also hold a
				special significance for Buddhists, who are supposed to pray at the pagoda and avoid
				eating meat during the two days. On the eve of each full moon, Hoi An now celebrates
				a Full-Moon Festival: traffic is barred from the
				town centre, where traditional games, dance and music performances take place under
				the light of silk lanterns.
  All Vietnamese calendars show both the lunar and solar (Gregorian) months and
				dates, but to be sure of a festival date it’s best to check locally.
TET: THE VIETNAMESE NEW YEAR
“Tet”, simply meaning festival, is the accepted name for Vietnam’s most
					important annual event, properly known as Tet Nguyen
						Dan, or festival of the first day. Tet lasts for seven days and
					falls sometime between the last week of January and the third week of February,
					on the night of the new moon. This is a time when families get together to
					celebrate renewal and hope for the new year, when ancestral spirits are welcomed
					back to the household and when everyone in Vietnam becomes a year older – age is
					reckoned by the new year and not by individual birthdays.
  There’s an almost tangible sense of excitement leading up to midnight on the
					eve of Tet, though the welcoming of the new year is now a much more subdued –
					and less dangerous – affair since firecrackers were banned in 1995. Instead, all
					the major cities hold fireworks displays.
PREPARATIONS
Tet is all about starting the year afresh, with
						a clean slate and good intentions. Not only is the house scrubbed, but all
						debts are paid off and those who can afford it have a haircut and buy new
						clothes. To attract favourable spirits, good-luck charms are put in the
						house, most commonly cockerels or the trinity of male figures representing
						prosperity, happiness and longevity. The crucial moments are the first
						minutes and hours of the new year as these set the pattern for the whole of
						the following year. People strive to avoid arguments, swearing or breaking
						anything – at least during the first three days when a single ill word could
						tempt bad luck into the house for the whole year ahead. The first visitor on
						the morning of Tet is also vitally significant: the ideal is someone
						respected, wealthy and happily married who will bring good fortune to the
						family; the bereaved, unemployed, accident-prone and even pregnant, on the
						other hand, are considered ill-favoured. This honour carries with it an
						onerous responsibility, however: if the family has a bad year, it will be
						the first-footer’s fault.

ONG TAU
Tet kicks off seven days before the new moon with the festival of Ong Tau, the god of the hearth (23rd day of the
						twelfth month). Ong Tau keeps watch over the household throughout the year,
						wards off evil spirits and makes an annual report of family events, good or
						bad, to the Jade Emperor. In order to send Ong Tau off to heaven in a
						benevolent mood, the family cleans its house from top to bottom, and makes
						offerings to him, including pocket money and a new set of clothes. Ong Tau
						returns home at midnight on the first chime of the new year and it’s this,
						together with welcoming the ancestral spirits back to share in the party,
						that warrants such a massive celebration.

FEASTS AND GOOD FORTUNE
The week-long festival is marked by feasting:
						special foods are eaten at Tet, such as pickled vegetables, candied lotus
						seeds and sugared fruits, all of which are first offered at the family
						altar. The most famous delicacy is banh chung
							(banh tet in the south), a thick square or
						cylinder of sweet, sticky rice that is prepared only for Tet. The rice is
						wrapped round a mixture of green-bean paste, pork fat and meat marinated in
							nuoc mam, and then boiled in banana leaves,
						which impart a pale green colour. According to legend, an impoverished
						prince of the Hung dynasty invented the cakes over two thousand years ago;
						his father was so impressed by the simplicity of his son’s gift that he
						named the prince as his heir.
  Tet is an expensive time for Vietnamese families, many of whom save for
						months to get the new year off to a good start. Apart from special foods and
						new clothes, it’s traditional to give children red envelopes containing
							li xi, or lucky money, and to decorate homes
						with spring blossoms. In the week before Tet, flower markets grace the
						larger cities: peach blossoms in the north, apricot in Hue and mandarin in
						the south. Plum and kumquat (symbolizing gold coins) are also popular,
						alongside the more showy, modern blooms of roses, dahlias or
						gladioli.



A FESTIVAL CALENDAR
Tet Late Jan to
							mid-February. The
						most important date in the Vietnamese festival calendar is New Year.


Tay Son Festival Late Jan to
							mid-February.
						Martial arts demonstrations in Tay Son District (near Quy Nhon) plus
						garlanded elephants on parade.


Water-Puppet Festival February. As part of the Tet celebrations a
						festival of puppetry is held at Thay Pagoda, west of Hanoi.


Lim Singing Festival February–March. Two weeks after Tet, Lim
						village near Bac Ninh, in the Red River Delta, resounds to the harmonies of
						“alternate singing” (quan ho) as men and women
						fling improvised lyrics back and forth.


Hai Ba Trung Festival March. The two Trung sisters are honoured
						with a parade and dancing at Hanoi’s Hai Ba Trung temple.


Perfume Pagoda March–April. Vietnam’s most famous
						pilgrimage site is Chua Huong, west of Hanoi. Thousands of Buddhist pilgrims
						flock to the pagoda for the festival, which climaxes on the full moon
						(fourteenth or fifteenth day) of the second month, though the pilgrimage
						continues for a month either side.


Den Ba Chua Kho March–April. The full moon of the second
						month sees Hanoians congregating at this temple near Bac Ninh, to petition
						the goddess for success in business.


Thanh Minh April. Ancestral graves are cleaned and
						offerings of food, flowers and paper votive objects made at the beginning of
						the third lunar month.


Phat Dan May. Lanterns are hung outside the pagodas
						and Buddhist homes to commemorate Buddha’s birth, enlightenment and the
						attainment of Nirvana.


Chua Xu Festival May. The stone statue of Chua Xu at Sam
						Mountain, Chau Doc, is bathed, and thousands flock to honour her.


Tet Doan Ngo Late May to early June. The summer solstice
						(fifth day of the fifth moon) is marked by festivities aimed at warding off
						epidemics brought on by the summer heat. This is also the time of
						dragon-boat races.


Trang Nguyen (or Vu Lan) August. The day of wandering
						souls is the second most important festival after Tet. Offerings of food and
						clothes are made to comfort and nourish the unfortunate souls without a
						home, and all graves are cleaned. This is also time for the forgiveness of
						faults, when the King of Hell judges everyone’s spirits and metes out reward
						or punishment as appropriate. Until the fifteenth century prisoners were
						allowed to go home on this day.


Do Son Buffalo-fighting Festival August. Held in Do Son village, near
						Haiphong.


Kate Festival September–October. The Cham New Year is
						celebrated in high style at Po Klong Garai and Po Re Me, both near Phan
						Rang.


Trung Thu September–October. The mid-autumn festival,
						also known as Children’s Day, is when dragon dances take place and children
						are given lanterns in the shape of stars, carp or dragons. Special cakes,
							banh trung thu, are eaten at this time of
						year. These are sticky rice cakes filled with lotus seeds, nuts and candied
						fruits and are either square like the earth (banh
							deo), or round like the moon (banh
							nuong) and containing the yolk of an egg.


Whale Festival September–October. Crowds gather at Lang Ca
						Ong, Vung Tau, to make offerings to the whales.


Oc Bom Boc Festival November–December. Boat-racing festival in
						Soc Trang.


Da Lat Flower Festival late December/New Year. An annual
						extravaganza in which the city shows off the abundance of blooms grown
						locally.


Christmas December 24. Midnight services at the
						cathedrals in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City and much revelry in the
						streets.





< Back to Vietnam Basics
Sports and outdoor activities
Trekking
Cycling and motorbiking
Watersports
Other activities

Though Vietnam was slow to develop its huge potential as an outdoor
				adventure destination, things have really changed in the last few years. Apart from
				trekking in the mountainous north, visitors can now also go rock-climbing,
				canyoning, sea kayaking or kitesurfing, among other activities. Da Lat has emerged
				as Vietnam’s adventure sports capital and Mui Ne its surf city, though some sports
				like mountain biking can be done throughout the country.
Trekking
The easiest and most popular areas for trekking are
					in the northwest mountains around Sa Pa and Mai Chau. Sa Pa is also the starting point for ascents of the
					country’s highest peak, Fan Si Pan, though this is likely to become less popular
					with the opening of a cable car to the summit in 2015. Other options include
					hiking around Kon Tum or Da Lat in the central highlands or in one of Vietnam’s many
					national parks, including Phong Nha-Ke Bang, Cat Ba, Cuc Phuong, Bach Ma, Cat
					Tien and Yok Don. In Yok Don you can even go elephant trekking, though prices
					are rather steep. If you’d like to steer clear of the tourist hordes, a trek in
					the Pu Luong Nature Reserve is a good way to go.
  There’s no problem about striking out on your own for a day’s hiking. However,
					for anything more adventurous, particularly if you want to overnight in
					villages, you’ll need to make arrangements in advance.
					This is easily done either before you arrive in Vietnam or through local tour
					agents, most of which offer organized tours and home-stay accommodation. In most
					cases you can also make arrangements through guesthouses and guides on the spot.
					Note that it’s essential to take a guide if you are keen to get off the beaten
					track: many areas are still sensitive about the presence of foreigners.

< Back to Sports and outdoor activities
Cycling and motorbiking
Mountain biking is becoming increasingly popular
					in Vietnam. The classic ride is from Hanoi to Ho Chi Minh City, a journey of
					between two and three weeks. Previously, this would have taken you along Highway
					1, battling with trucks and buses, but now the more switched-on tour companies
					are offering excursions down the Ho Chi Minh Highway which runs along the
					western Truong Son mountain chain, and is so far thankfully free of heavy
					traffic. This route is also becoming popular among motorbike enthusiasts.
  The area around Sa Pa is a focus for biking activity, with tour operators
					offering excursions to suit all levels of experience and fitness. You can choose
					from half-day excursions to multi-day outings including overnighting in minority
					villages. Other good areas for exploring by bike include Mai Chau, Bac Ha, Da
					Lat and the Mekong Delta. If you prefer to ride mostly on the flat, note that
					Mai Chau and the Delta are the best places.
  North Vietnam is also popular among the motorbiking
					fraternity. Specialist outfits in Hanoi organize tailor-made itineraries taking you way off the
					beaten track. Two of the most popular motorbike adventures in the country are
					the northwest loop (from Hanoi to Sa Pa and back) and the Dong Van Karst Plateau
					Geopark (from Hanoi to Ha Giang Province and back). If you enjoy motorbike trips
					but don’t fancy riding yourself, hook up with the Easy Riders in Da Lat,
					who can arrange short or long itineraries anywhere in the country for reasonable
					prices.

< Back to Sports and outdoor activities
Watersports
With its 3000km coastline, Vietnam should be a paradise for watersports, but
					the options remain fairly limited at present, for a variety of reasons. One is
					simply a matter of access: the infrastructure is not yet in place (though this
					is changing fast). More crucial is the presence of potentially dangerous undercurrents along much of the coast, accompanied by
					strong winds at certain times of year. Many of the big beach resorts have guards
					or put out flags in season indicating where it’s safe to swim. Elsewhere, check
					carefully before taking the plunge.
  While many of the beaches along the coast are great for swimming, the best are those around Mui Ne and Nha Trang, with Hoi
					An and Da Nang close behind. There are also some delightfully quiet beaches
					around Ca Na and to the south of Quy Nhon. Mui Ne is the country’s top venue for windsurfing and kitesurfing, both of
					which are now hugely popular; in fact, Mui Ne hosts an international kitesurfing
					competition each spring (usually Feb).
  Phu Quoc Island, off Vietnam’s southern coast, is also famed not only for
					its fabulous beaches but also as the country’s top spot for snorkelling and scuba-diving. The Con
					Dao Islands and Nha Trang are other popular places to don a snorkel or wet suit,
					but wherever you dive, it’s worth noting that standards of maintenance aren’t
					always great, so check equipment carefully and only go out with a properly
					qualified and registered operator that you trust.
  Heading inland, the rivers and waterfalls around Da Lat provide good
					possibilities for canyoning and rock-climbing, though Cat Ba Island is a good alternative if you’d
					like to combine rock-climbing with sightseeing in Ha Long Bay.
  In north Vietnam Ha Long Bay is the watersports centre, while rock-climbing
					here is becoming big as well, organized from Cat Ba. Most boat tours of the bay
					allow time for swimming and kayaking – weather permitting – while there are
					decent beaches on Cat Ba and better still on remote Quan Lan Island. A few tour
					agents offer sea-kayaking trips on the bay, sometimes
					overnighting in a basic hut or tent on a deserted beach.

< Back to Sports and outdoor activities
Other activities
Vietnam has over 850 species of birds, including several that have only been
					identified in the past few years. The best places for birdwatching are the national parks, including Cuc Phuong (famous
					also for its springtime butterfly displays), Bach Ma and Cat Tien. The rare
					Sarus crane, among many other species, spends the dry season in and around the
					Tram Chim National Park in the Mekong Delta. For more information check out [image: web_icon]vietnambirding.com or [image: web_icon]birdwatchingvietnam.net.
  Finally, there are now dozens of excellent golf
					courses in Vietnam – around Ho Chi Minh City, Hanoi, Phan Thiet, Da Nang and Da
					Lat among others – all with much cheaper green fees than in the West.


< Back to Vietnam Basics
Shopping
Clothing, arts and crafts
Books, stamps and coins
Memorabilia, trinkets and food

Souvenir-hunters will find rich pickings in Vietnam, whose
				eye-catching handicrafts and mementos range from colonial currency and stamps to
				fabrics and basketware crafted by the country’s ethnic minorities, and from
				limpet-like conical hats to fake US Army-issue Zippo lighters. Throughout the Guide,
				we’ve highlighted places to shop, but in general you’ll find the best quality,
				choice and prices in Ho Chi Minh City, Hanoi and Hoi An. Though you’ll find more
				shops now have fixed prices, particularly those catering to tourists, in markets and
				rural areas prices are almost always open to negotiation.
THE ART OF BARGAINING
The Vietnamese, not unreasonably, see tourists as wildly rich – how else could
					they afford to stop working and travel the world – and a first
						quoted price is usually pitched accordingly. It makes sense,
					therefore, to be prepared.
  First of all, do your homework. Find out the approximate going rate for the
					item that interests you, either from your hotel or fellow travellers, or from
					one of the increasing number of fixed-price shops – remembering to take into
					account the difference in quality, for example, between mass-produced and
					hand-crafted goods.
  The trick then is to remain friendly and amused, but
					also to be realistic: traders will quickly lose interest in a sale if they think
					you aren’t playing the game fairly. Any show of aggression, and you’ve lost it
					in more ways than one. If you feel you’re on the verge of agreement, moving away often pays dividends – it’s amazing how often
					you’ll be called back.
  Keep a sense of perspective. If a session of
					bargaining is becoming very protracted, step back and remind yourself that
					you’re often arguing the toss over mere pennies – nothing to you, but a lot to
					the average Vietnamese.

Clothing, arts and crafts
Few Western tourists leave Vietnam without the obligatory conical hat, or non la, sewn from rain-
					and sun-proof palm fronds; at around 30,000đ for a basic version, they’re
					definitely an affordable keepsake. From the city of Hue comes a more elaborate
					version, the poem hat, or non bai
						tho, in whose brim are inlays which, when held up to the light,
					reveal lines of poetry or scenes from Vietnamese legend. Vietnamese women
					traditionally wear the ao dai – baggy silk trousers
					under a knee-length silk tunic slit up both sides. Extraordinarily elegant,
						ao dai can be bought off the peg anywhere in the
					country for around US$30; or, if you can spare a few days for fitting, you can
					have one tailor-made for US$50–100, depending on the material.
  Local silk is sold by the metre in Vietnam’s more
					sizeable markets and in countless outlets in Hoi An, along Dong Khoi in Ho Chi
					Minh City and on Hanoi’s Hang Gai. These same shops also sell ready-made clothes
					and accessories, including embroidered silk handbags and shoes, and most also
					offer tailoring. In general, Hoi An’s tailors have the best reputation, either
					working from a pattern book or copying an item you take along. Just make sure
					you allow plenty of time for fittings.
  Embroidered cotton, in the form of tablecloths,
					sheets and pillowcases, also makes a popular souvenir. Meanwhile, the sartorial
					needs of backpackers are well catered for in major tourist destinations, where
						T-shirt sellers do brisk business.
					Predictably popular designs include a portrait of Uncle Ho, and the yellow
					Communist star on a red background.
Traditional handicrafts
Of the many types of traditional handicrafts on offer in Vietnam, lacquerware (son mai) is
						among the most beautiful. It is also incredibly light, so won’t add
						significantly to your baggage weight. Made by applying multiple layers of
						resin onto an article and then polishing vigorously to achieve a deep,
						lustrous sheen, lacquer is used to decorate furniture, boxes, chopsticks and
						bangles and is sometimes embellished with eggshell or inlays of mother-of-pearl (which is also used in its own right,
						on screens and pictures) – common motifs are animals, fish and elaborate
						scrolling. More recently, the lacquerware tradition has been hijacked by
						more contemporary icons, and it’s now possible to buy colourful lacquerware
						paintings of Mickey Mouse, Tin Tin and Batman. Imported synthetic lacquer
						has also made an appearance. These brightly coloured, almost metallic,
						finishes may not be for the purist, but they make for eye-catching bowls,
						vases and all sorts of household items.
  Bronze, brass and
							jade are also put to good use, appearing in
						various forms such as carvings, figurines and jewellery. In Hue, brass and
						copper teapots are popular. Of the porcelain and
						ceramics available across the country, thigh-high ceramic
							elephants and other animal figurines are the quirkiest buys –
						though decidedly tricky to carry home. Look out, too, for boxes and other
						knick-knacks made from wonderfully aromatic cinnamon and camphor wood. For
						something a little more culturally elevated, you could invest in a water puppet or a traditional musical
								instrument.
  Vietnam’s ethnic minorities are producing
						increasingly sophisticated fare for the tourist market. Fabrics – sometimes
						shot through with shimmering gold braid – are their main asset, sold in
						lengths and also made into purses, shoulder bags and other accoutrements. The minorities
						of the central highlands are adept at basketwork,
						fashioning backpacks, baskets and mats, and bamboo
							pipes. Hanoi probably has the greatest variety of minority handicrafts on sale, though you’ll also find
						plenty available in Ho Chi Minh City. In the far north, Sa Pa is a popular
						place to buy Hmong clothes, bags and skull-caps,
						and you’ll find lengths of woven fabrics or embroidery in markets throughout
						the northern mountains.

Paintings
A healthy fine arts scene exists in Vietnam, and painting in particular is thriving. In the galleries of Hanoi,
						Ho Chi Minh City and Hoi An you’ll find exquisite works in oil, watercolour,
						lacquer, charcoal and silk weaving by the country’s leading artists. Hanoi
						is the best single place to look for contemporary art.
  For the top names you can expect to pay hundreds or even thousands of
						dollars. Buyer beware, however: many artists find it lucrative to knock out
						multiple copies of their own or other people’s work. You’ll need to know
						what you’re doing, or to buy from a reputable gallery.
  A cheap alternative is to snap up a reproduction of a famous image by Dali
						or Van Gogh, while something essentially Vietnamese are reproductions of
						Communist propaganda posters, which are on sale
						everywhere.


< Back to Shopping
Books, stamps and coins
You can buy photocopied editions of almost all the books ever published on Vietnam from strolling vendors in Hanoi
					and Ho Chi Minh City. However, because of the success of these pirated books,
					bookstores rarely stock the originals. There is a limited range of locally
					published coffee-table books, histories and guides available from bona-fide
					bookshops and the more upmarket hotels. Both Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City have
					secondhand bookshops where you can exchange or buy used books, but the choice is
					limited, so if you’re a fussy reader, stock up before your journey (or buy
					ebooks online).
  Philatelists meanwhile will enjoy browsing through the old Indochinese stamps sold in the souvenir shops of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh
					City. Similarly, old notes and coins, including French-issue piastres and US Army credits, are
					available.

< Back to Shopping
Memorabilia, trinkets and food
Army surplus gear is still a money-spinner,
					though fatigues, belts, canteens and dog tags purportedly stolen from a dead or
					wounded GI are bound to be fakes. The green pith
						helmets with a red star on the front, worn first by the NVA during
					the American War and now by the regular Vietnamese Army, find more takers. Other
					items that sell like hot cakes, especially in the south, are fake Zippo lighters bearing such pithy adages as “When I
					die bury me face down, so the whole damn army can kiss my ass” and “We are the
					unwilling, led by the unqualified, doin’ the unnecessary for the ungrateful”,
					though they’re not at all authentic GI issue. In Ho Chi Minh City, extravagant
					wooden model ships are sold in a string of shops on
					Hai Ba Trung, at the east side of Lam Son Square.
  Finally, foodstuffs that may tempt you include
					coffee from the central highlands, candied strawberries and artichoke tea from
					Da Lat, coconut candies from the Mekong Delta, preserved miniature tangerines
					from Hoi An and packets of tea and dried herbs and spices from the northern
					highlands. As for drinks, most of the concoctions itemized are securely bottled. The Soc Tinh range of rice-distilled
					liquor makes an attractively packaged souvenir.


< Back to Vietnam Basics
Travelling with children
Activities

Travelling through Vietnam with children can be challenging and fun.
				The Vietnamese adore kids and make a huge fuss of them, with fair-haired kids coming
				in for even more manhandling than usual.
The main concern will probably be hygiene: Vietnam can
				be distinctly unsanitary, and children’s stomachs tend to be especially sensitive to
				bacteria. Avoiding spicy foods will help while their stomachs adjust, but if
				children do become sick it’s crucial to keep up their fluid intake, so as to avoid
				dehydration. Bear in mind, too, that healthcare facilities
				are fairly basic outside Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, so make sure your travel
				insurance includes full medical evacuation.
  Long bus journeys are tough on young children, so wherever possible, take the
				train or plane – at least the kids can get up and move about in safety. There are
				reduced fares for children on domestic flights, trains and open-tour buses. On
				trains, for example, it’s free for under-5s (as long as they sit on your lap) and
				half-price for children aged 5 to 10. Open-tour buses follow roughly the same
				policy, though children paying a reduced fare are not entitled to a seat; if you
				don’t want them on your lap you’ll have to pay full fare. Tours are usually either
				free or half-price for children.
  Many budget hotels have family rooms with one double and
				two single beds, which are generally good value. At more expensive hotels under-12s
				can normally stay free of charge in their parents’ rooms and baby cots are becoming
				more widely available.
Activities
One activity that kids love as much as adults is playing on the beach, and
					Vietnam has some superb beaches with affordable
					resorts in places like Phu Quoc Island, Nha Trang and Hoi An. Many beach resorts offer boat rides or water sports such as
					kayaking, but make sure the kids put on plenty of sunscreen. Some resorts, such
					as the Anantara Hoi An, also provide hands-on activities such as lantern
					making.
  Some of the better organized national parks, like
						Cuc Phuong and Cat Tien, have well-marked trails and offer the possibility of
					spotting rare animals as well as a host of unusual tropical plants.
  Vietnam has some of the world’s most impressive cable
						cars taking visitors to fun destinations. Take the kids to check
					out a long one (over 3km) to Vinpearl Land Amusement Park on Hon Tre near Nha Trang, or a high one
					(over 1300 metres altitude gain) to Ba Na Hill Station on a day-trip from Da Nang.
  All big cities have amusement parks and water parks, which are a great way to beat the heat. In Ho
					Chi Minh City, head for Dai The Gioi Water Park, or in Buon Ma Thuot there’s the Dak Lak Water Park. While on the topic of water, the one unmissable activity
					for kids in Vietnam is a performance of water puppets,
					either in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh
						City.


< Back to Vietnam Basics
Travel essentials
Addresses
Costs
Culture and etiquette
Electricity
Entry requirements
Insurance
Internet
Laundry
Mail
Maps
Money
Opening hours
Telephones
Time
Tourist information
Travellers with special needs
Working and studying in Vietnam

Addresses
Locating an address is rarely a problem in Vietnam,
					but there are a couple of conventions it helps to know about. Where two numbers
					are separated by a slash, such as 110/5, you simply make for no. 110, where an
					alley will lead off to a further batch of buildings – you want the fifth one.
					Where a number is followed by a letter, as in 117a, you’re looking for a single
					block encompassing several addresses, of which one will be 117a. Vietnamese cite
					addresses without the words for street, avenue and so on; we’ve followed this
					practice throughout the Guide except where ambiguity would result.

< Back to Travel essentials
Costs
With the average Vietnamese annual income hovering around
					£900–1200/US$1500–2000/€1140–1500,
					daily expenses are low, and if you come prepared to do as the locals do, then
					food and drink can be incredibly cheap – and even accommodation needn’t be too
					great an expense. However, constantly rising petrol prices mean that transport
					costs are creeping up all the time. Bargaining is very much a part of
					everyday life, and almost everything is negotiable, from fruit in the market to
					a room for the night.
  By eating at simple com (rice) and pho (noodle soup) stalls, picking up local
					buses and opting for the simplest accommodation there’s no reason why you
					shouldn’t be able to adhere to a daily budget in the
					region of £12–15/US$20–25/€15–19. Upgrading to more salubrious lodgings with a
					few mod cons, eating good food followed by a couple of beers in a bar and
					signing up for the odd minibus tour and visiting a few sights could bounce your
					expenditure up to a more realistic £24–30/US$40–50/€30–38. A fair mid-level
					budget, treating yourself to three-star hotels and more upmarket restaurants,
					would lie in the £30–60/US$50–100/€38–76 range, depending on the number and type
					of tours you took. And if you stay at the ritziest city hotels, dine at the
					swankiest restaurants and rent cars with drivers wherever you go, then the sky’s
					the limit.
PRICING POLICY
Although Vietnamese law requires that all prices
						are quoted in dong, you’ll find many hotels, the more upmarket restaurants,
						tour agents and so forth still use US dollars and, occasionally, euros. To
						reflect this and to avoid exchange-rate fluctuations, throughout the Guide
						we quote prices in the currency used on the spot.
  Incidentally, don’t be alarmed if you notice that Vietnamese pay less than
						you for plane tickets, at some hotels and at certain sights: Vietnam
						maintains a two-tier pricing system, with
						foreigners sometimes paying many times more than locals. The good news for
						tourists is that the system is being phased out, with prices for foreigners
						being adjusted downwards while those for Vietnamese rise to meet them. A
						single price system now applies on the trains, for example, while the gap
						has gradually been narrowing for air travel. It will take several more years
						before the practice disappears completely, however, and for the moment it
						remains something of a grey area, particularly as regards hotels and bus
						tickets, where the amount you pay may well depend on the person you happen
						to be dealing with.

Admission charges
Admission charges are usually levied at museums,
						historic sights, national parks and any place that attracts tourists –
						sometimes even beaches. Charges at some major
							sights range from a dollar or two up to around £3–4/US$5–6/€4–5
						for the Cham ruins at My Son or Hue’s citadel and royal mausoleums.
						Elsewhere, however, the amount is usually just a few thousand dong. Note
						that there’s often a hefty additional fee for cameras and videos at major
						sights.
  Apart from those with some historical significance, pagodas and temples are usually free, though it’s customary to
						leave a donation of a few thousand dong in the collecting box or on one of
						the altar plates.


< Back to Travel essentials
Culture and etiquette
With its blend of Confucianism and Buddhism, Vietnamese society tends to be
					both conservative and, at the same time, fairly tolerant. This means you will
					rarely be remonstrated with for your dress or
					behaviour, even if your hosts disapprove of it. By following a few simple rules,
					you can minimize the risk of causing offence. This is particularly important in
					rural areas and small towns where people are less used to the eccentric habits
					of foreigners.
  As a visitor, it’s recommended that you err on the side of caution. Shorts and
					sleeveless shirts are fine for the beach, but are not welcome in pagodas,
					temples and other religious sites. When dealing with officialdom, it also pays
					to look as neat and tidy as possible. Anything else may be taken as a mark of
					disrespect.
  Women in particular should dress modestly,
					especially in the countryside and ethnic minority areas, where revealing too
					much flesh is regarded as offensive.
  It’s also worth noting that nudity, either male or
					female, on the beach is absolutely beyond the pale.
  When entering a Cao Dai temple, the main building of a pagoda or a private
					home it’s the custom to remove your shoes. In some
					pagodas nowadays this may only be required when stepping onto the prayer mats –
					ask or watch what other people do. In a pagoda or temple you are also expected
					to leave a small donation.
  Officially, homosexuality is regarded as a “social
					evil”, alongside drugs and prostitution. However, there is no law explicitly
					banning homosexual activity and, as long as it is not practised openly, it is
					largely ignored. Indeed, the number of openly gay men has increased noticeably
					in recent years, particularly in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, and homosexuality
					is discussed more frequently in the media, although the lesbian scene remains
					very low-key. Although outward discrimination is rare, this is still a very
					traditional society and it pays to be discreet in Vietnam. For more information,
					consult the excellent Utopia Asia website, [image: web_icon]utopia-asia.com.
  As in most Asian countries, it’s not done to get angry, and it certainly won’t
					get things moving any quicker. Passing round cigarettes (to men only) is always
					appreciated and is widely used as a social gambit aimed at progressing tricky
					negotiations, bargaining and so forth.
  Tipping, while not expected, is always
					appreciated. In general, a few thousand dong should suffice. Smart restaurants
					and hotels normally add a service charge, but if not ten percent is the norm in
					a restaurant, while the amount in a hotel will depend on the grade of hotel and
					what services they’ve provided. If you’re pleased with the service, you should
					also tip the guide, and the driver where appropriate, at the end of a
					tour.
  Other social conventions worth noting are that you shouldn’t touch children on the head and, unlike in the West, it’s best to
					ignore a young baby rather than praise it, since it’s believed that this
					attracts the attention of jealous spirits who will cause the baby to fall
					ill.
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Electricity
The electricity supply in Vietnam is 220 volts.
					Plugs generally have two round pins, though you may come across sockets
					requiring two flat pins and even some requiring three pins. Adaptors can be
					found in any electrical shop. Power supplies can be erratic, so be prepared for
					cuts and surges.
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Entry requirements
All foreign nationals need a visa to enter Vietnam,
					with certain exceptions: citizens of Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Finland, Japan and
					South Korea do not need a visa if they are travelling to Vietnam for less than
					fifteen days, have a passport valid for three months following the date of entry
					and hold a return air ticket. Citizens of certain ASEAN-member countries,
					including Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore are also exempt for stays of up to
					thirty days. Tourist visas are generally valid for thirty days and for a single
					entry, though three-month multiple-entry visas are also available. A standard
					thirty-day visa costs the local equivalent of US$60–80, depending on how quickly
					you want it processed.
Applying for a visa
Though visitors can apply for a visa in their
						country of residence, either from the embassy direct, or through a
						specialist visa agent or tour agent, it’s more convenient for most people to
						get their visa online. If you apply in person at the embassy, processing
						normally takes around a week, though many embassies also offer a more
						expensive “express” service. By contrast, the normal service for an online
						visa is just two days, and frequently you’ll receive your approval letter
						within just one day. There are several websites that offer a Vietnamese visa online service, and most,
						including [image: web_icon]vietnamvisa.com,
						are reliable. Prices range from US$17–20
						processing fee plus US$45 “stamping fee” (for a one-month, single-entry
						visa), to US$35 plus US$95 “stamping fee” (for a three-month, multiple-entry
						visa). On receipt of your fee (usually within 24hr), you’ll be sent an
							approval letter to print out and present to
						immigration on arrival, along with an application form (available at the
						desk), photographs and the stamping fee. The process is very efficient and
						currently only requires a short wait on arrival, though this wait could get
						longer if the system becomes more popular. If you follow this route, look
						out for the Visa on Arrival desk at the
						airport before you pass through immigration.
  To apply for a tourist visa, you have to submit
						an application form with one or two passport-sized
						photographs (procedures vary) and the fee. The visa shows specific start and
						end dates indicating the period of validity within
						which you can enter and leave the country. The visa is valid for entry via
						Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City and Da Nang international airports and any of
						Vietnam’s land borders open to foreigners (see Flights from neighbouring
								countries).
  Business visas are valid for one month
						upwards and can be issued for multiple entry, though you’ll need a
						sponsoring office in Vietnam to underwrite your application.
  One-year student visas are relatively easy to
						get hold of, for example, if you enrol on a Vietnamese language course at
						one of the universities; you’ll be required to attend a minimum number of
						classes per week to qualify. It’s easiest to arrange it in advance, but you
						can enter Vietnam on a tourist visa and apply for student status later – the
						only downside is that you may have to leave the country in order to get the
						visa stamp.
  Special circumstances affect overseas Vietnamese
						holding a foreign passport: check with the Vietnamese embassy in your
						country of residence for details.

Visa extensions
Thirty-day extensions are issued in Hanoi,
						Ho Chi Minh City, Nha Trang, Da Nang, Hue and Hoi An. Applications have to
						be made via a tour agent. In general they take three days to process and
						cost around US$25 for the first one-month extension. However, since it’s now
						easy to apply for a three-month visa in the first place, few visitors
						require this service.
  Holders of business visas can apply for an
						extension only through the office that sponsored their original visa, backed
						up with reasons as to why an extension is necessary.
  Incidentally, overstaying your visa will result
						in a fine of US$10–25 a day, depending on the mood of the immigration
						official, and is not recommended.
VIETNAMESE EMBASSIES AND CONSULATES
A full list of Vietnamese embassies and consulates is available at
								[image: web_icon]vietnamtourism.com.
Australia Embassy: 6 Timbarra Crescent, O’Malley, Canberra, ACT 2606
									[image: tel_icon]02 6286 6059,
								[image: email_icon]vnemb.au@mofa.gov.vn. Consulate: Suite 205, Level 2
								Edgecliff Centre, 202–233 New South Head Rd, Edgecliff, NSW 2027
									[image: tel_icon]02 9327 2539.


Cambodia Embassy 440a Monivong Blvd, Phnom Penh [image: tel_icon]023 726 274,
									[image: web_icon]vietnamembassy-cambodia.org. Consulates: Sihanoukville
									[image: tel_icon]034 934 039,
								[image: email_icon]tlsqsiha@camintel.com; Road No.3, Battambang
									[image: tel_icon]053 952 894,
								[image: email_icon]lsqvnbat@camintel.com.


Canada Embassy 55 Mackay St, Ottowa K1M 2B2 [image: tel_icon]613 236 0772,
									[image: web_icon]vietnameseembassy.org/canada-ottowa.


China Embassy: 32 Guang Hua Lu, Jian Guo Men Wai, PO Box 00600, Beijing
									[image: tel_icon]10 6532 1155,
								[image: email_icon]vnemb.cn@mofa.gov.vn. Consulates: 2nd floor, B
								Building North, Landmark Hotel, Qiaoguang
								Rd (Haizhu Square), Guangzhou [image: tel_icon]20 8330 5916; 15f Great
								Smart Tower, 230 Wanchai Rd, Hong Kong [image: tel_icon]852 2591 4510;
								507 Hong Ta Mansion, 155 Beijing Rd, Kunming 65001 [image: tel_icon]871 351
									5889, [image: email_icon]tlsqcm@yahoo.com.


Ireland 2nd Floor, Sentinel Place, 41a Ly Thai To, Hanoi; [image: tel_icon]04 3974
									3291 ext 610.


Lao PDR Embassy: 1 That Luang Rd, Vientiane [image: tel_icon]021 413 409,
									[image: email_icon]vnemb.lao@mofa.gov.vn. Consulates: 31 Ban Pha
								Bat, Pakse [image: tel_icon]031 212 827,
									[image: email_icon]vnemb.la@mofa.gov.vn; 118 Sisavangvong Rd,
								Savannakhet [image: tel_icon]06 212418,
									[image: email_icon]lanhsusavan@mofa.gov.vn.


Malaysia 4 Persiaran Stonor, 50450 Kuala Lumpur [image: tel_icon]03 2148
								4534, [image: web_icon]mofa.gov.vn/vnemb.my.


New Zealand Level 21, Grand Plimmer Tower, 2 Gilmer Terrace, PO Box 8042,
								Wellington [image: tel_icon]04 473 5912, [image: web_icon]vietnamembassy-newzealand.org.


Singapore 10 Leedon Park, Singapore 267887 [image: tel_icon]06 462
								5938.


Thailand Embassy: 83/1 Wireless Rd, Bangkok 10330 [image: tel_icon]02 2515
									836, [image: email_icon]vnemb.th@mofa.gov.vn. Consulate:
								65/6 Chatapadung, Khonkaen 40000 [image: tel_icon]043 242 190,
									[image: email_icon]konkaen.th@mofa.gov.vn.


UK Embassy: 12–14 Victoria Rd, London W8 5RD [image: tel_icon]020 7937
									1912, [image: email_icon]vnemb.uk@mofa.gov.vn.


US Embassy: 1233 20th St NW, Suite 400, Washington DC 20036
									[image: tel_icon]202 861 0737, [image: web_icon]vietnamembassy-usa.org. Consulate: 1700 California St,
								Suite 430, San Francisco, CA 94109 [image: tel_icon]415 922 1707, [image: web_icon]vietnamconsulate-sf.org.
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Insurance
It is essential to have a good travel insurance
						policy to cover against theft, loss and illness or injury. It’s
					also advisable to have medical cover that includes evacuation in the event of
					serious illness, as the local hospitals aren’t that great. Most policies exclude
					so-called dangerous sports unless an extra premium is paid: in Vietnam this can
					include scuba diving, whitewater rafting, kitesurfing, rock-climbing and
					trekking. If you’re doing any motorbike touring, you are strongly advised to
					take out full medical insurance including emergency evacuation; make sure the
					policy specifically covers you for biking in Vietnam, and ascertain whether
					benefits will be paid as treatment proceeds or only after you return home, and
					whether there is a 24-hour medical emergency number. If you need to make a
					claim, you should keep receipts for medicines and medical treatment, and in the
					event that you have anything stolen, you must obtain an official statement from
					the police.
ROUGH GUIDES TRAVEL INSURANCE
Rough Guides has teamed up with [image: web_icon]WorldNomads.com to offer great travel insurance deals. Policies are available to
						residents of over 150 countries, with cover for a wide range of adventure
						sports, 24hr emergency assistance, high levels of medical and evacuation
						cover and a stream of travel safety information. [image: web_icon]Roughguides.com users can take
						advantage of their policies online 24/7, from anywhere in the world – even
						if you’re already travelling. And since plans often change when you’re on
						the road, you can extend your policy and even claim online. [image: web_icon]Roughguides.com users who buy
						travel insurance with [image: web_icon]WorldNomads.com can also leave a positive footprint and donate to
						a community development project. For more information, go to [image: web_icon]roughguides.com/travel-insurance.
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Internet
Accessing the internet in Vietnam has become a great
					deal easier, though it is still monitored and controlled by a government fearful
					of this potentially subversive means of communication. Occasionally social
					networking sites like Facebook have been blocked.
  There’s no problem about logging on in the major cities and tourist centres in
					Vietnam, where most cafés provide wi-fi, while many
					hotels also offer in-room computers. Most upmarket and budget hotels offer wi-fi
					broadband access in your room – usually free, though top-end hotels often charge
					a hefty fee for the privilege. Even remote regions are wired to the web these
					days, though the service may be slower.
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Laundry
Most top- and mid-range hotels provide a laundry
						service, and many budget hotels too, but rates can vary wildly, so
					it’s worth checking first. In the bigger cities, especially in tourist areas,
					you’ll find laundry shops on the street, where the rate is usually around
					20,000đ per kilo. Washing is often given a rigorous scrubbing by hand, so don’t
					submit anything delicate.
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Mail
Mail can take anything from four days to four weeks in or out of Vietnam,
					depending largely where you are. Services are quickest and most reliable from
					the major towns, where eight to ten days is the norm. Overseas postal rates are reasonable: a postcard costs around
					10,000đ, while the price of a letter is in the region of 18,000đ for the minimum
					weight. Express Mail Service (EMS) operates to
					most countries and certain destinations within Vietnam; the service cuts down
					delivery times substantially and the letter or parcel is automatically
					registered. For a minimum-weight dispatch by EMS (under 500g), you’ll pay around
					US$30 to the UK or the US, and US$21 to Australia.
  When sending parcels out of Vietnam, take everything
					to the post office unwrapped since it will be inspected for any customs
					liability and wrapped for you, and the whole process, including wrapping and
					customs inspection, will cost you upwards of 30,000đ. Pirated CDs and DVDs and
					any other suspect items will be seized. It’s advisable to register any package
					containing valuable items.
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Maps
Decent maps of the country include the Travel Map of
						Vietnam (1:1,250,000), published by the Vietnam Publishing House of
					Natural Resources, Environment and Cartography (NARENCA), which is updated
					annually, or Nelles' (1:1,500,000) map of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia: both
					feature plans of Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi. Alternatively, the locally produced
					maps you’ll find on sale in all the major towns and tourist destinations in
					Vietnam aren’t bad.
  As with elsewhere in the world, Google Maps can be very useful, though they
					are sometimes prone to wild errors, so cross-check with other online maps where
					possible.
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Money
Vietnam’s unit of currency is the dong, which you’ll
					see abbreviated as “đ”, “d” or “VND” after an amount. Notes come in
					denominations of 500đ, 1000đ, 2000đ, 5000đ, 10,000đ, 20,000đ, 50,000đ, 100,000đ,
					200,000đ and 500,000đ, coins in 200đ, 500đ, 1000đ, 2000đ and 5000đ (though coins
					are rarely seen). In addition to the dong, the American
						dollar operates as a parallel, unofficial currency and it’s a good
					idea to carry some dollars as a back-up to pay large bills. On the whole,
					though, it’s more convenient to operate in dong, and you’ll often find dong
					prices are slightly lower than the equivalent in dollars.
  Dong are not available outside Vietnam at present, but there are ATMs in all
					international airports. Most banks and exchange bureaux don’t charge for changing foreign
					currency into dong; banks in major cities will accept euros and other major
					currencies, but elsewhere may only accept dollars. Some tour agents and hotels
					will also change money, though at a less attractive rate than the banks, and
					some jewellery shops in Vietnam will exchange dollars at a slightly better rate
					than the banks, but this practice has now been outlawed. Wherever you change
					money, ask for a mix of denominations (in remote places, bigger bills can be
					hard to split), and refuse really tatty banknotes, as you’ll have difficulty
					getting anyone else to accept them.
  There’s also a comprehensive network of ATMs, many
					open 24 hours: most accept Visa, MasterCard and American Express cards issued
					abroad. The maximum withdrawal is between two and five million dong at a time
					(depending on the bank), with a charge of 20,000–30,000đ per transaction (in
					addition to whatever surcharges your own bank levies). In Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh
					City you’ll also find ATMs operated by ANZ and HSBC. These accept a wider range
					of cards, including those in the Cirrus and Plus networks.
  Major credit cards – Visa, MasterCard and, to a
					lesser extent, American Express – are accepted in Vietnam’s main cities and
					major tourist spots. All top-level and many mid-level hotels will accept them,
					as will a growing number of restaurants, though some places levy surcharges of
					three to four percent.
  Traveller’s cheques are less common now that
					ATMs are so widespread, but can be cashed at major banks (you need your passport
					as ID), for a commission of up to two percent. Vietinbank generally charges the
					lowest rates: at the time of writing these were 0.50 percent (minimum US$2) when
					changing into dong and 1.25 percent (minimum US$2) into dollars or other foreign
					currencies. Vietcombank waives commission on American Express travellers’
					cheques.
  Having money wired from home via MoneyGram (UK
						[image: tel_icon]0800 026 0535, US [image: tel_icon]1 800 666 3947; [image: web_icon]moneygram.com) or Western Union (US
						[image: tel_icon]1 800 325 6000, [image: web_icon]westernunion.com) is never cheap, and should be considered a last
					resort. It’s also possible to have money wired directly from a bank or post
					office in your home country to a bank in Vietnam, although this has the added
					complication of involving two separate institutions; money wired this way
					normally takes two working days to arrive, and charges vary according to the
					amount sent.
EXCHANGE RATES
At the time of writing, the exchange rate was
						around 33,000đ to £1; 20,000đ to US$1; 29,000đ to €1; 19,000đ to CAN$1;
						19,000đ to AUS$1; and 17,000đ to NZ$1. Recently the country has been plagued
						by high inflation rates, so these exchange rates are liable to fluctuate.
						For the latest exchange rates go to [image: web_icon]xe.com.
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Opening hours
Basic hours of business are 7.30–11.30am and 1.30–4.30pm, though after lunch
					nothing really gets going again before 2pm. The standard closing day for offices is Sunday, and many now also close on Saturdays,
					including most government offices.
  Most banks tend to work Monday to Friday 8–11.30am
					and 1–4pm, though some stay open later in the afternoon or may forego a lunch
					break. In tourist centres you’ll even find branches open evenings and weekends.
						Post offices keep much longer hours, in
					general staying open from 6.30am through to 9pm with no closing day. Some
					sub-post offices work shorter hours and close at weekends.
  Shops and markets open
					seven days a week and in theory keep going all day, though in practice most
					stallholders and many private shopkeepers will take a siesta. Shops mostly stay
					open late into the evenings, perhaps until 8pm or beyond in the big
					cities.
  Museums tend to close one day a week, generally
					on Mondays, and their core opening hours are 8–11am and 2–4pm. Temples and pagodas
					occasionally close for lunch but are otherwise open all week and don’t close
					until late evening.
PUBLIC HOLIDAYS
January 1 New Year’s Day

Late January/mid-February (dates vary each year): Tet, Vietnamese New Year (four days, though
							increasingly offices tend to close down for a full week)

10th day of 3rd lunar month (usually April): Vietnamese Kings Commemoration Day (aka Hung Kings
							Festival)

April 30 Liberation of Saigon, 1975

May 1 International Labour Day

September 2 National Day
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Telephones
Mobile phones are ubiquitous in Vietnam – there’s now more than one phone per
					user. However, transport centres like airports and bus stations still maintain a
					few functioning land line booths, which accept only pre-paid phone cards, not
					coins. All post offices also operate a public phone service, where the cost is
					displayed as you speak and you pay the cashier afterwards. Local calls are easy
					to make and are often free, though you may be charged a small fee of a few
					thousand dong for the service.
  Nearly all post offices also offer IDD (international direct dialling)
					services. Rates cost around 5000đ per minute (depending where you are calling).
					Using the prefix 171 reduces rates by a further 10–20 percent. The 171 service
					can be used from any phone, except for operator-assisted calls or faxes: post
					offices will charge a small fee for using it.
Mobile phones
If you want to use your own mobile phone in
						Vietnam, the simplest – and cheapest – thing to do is to buy a SIM card and
						a prepaid phone card locally. Both the big phone companies, Vinaphone ([image: web_icon]vinaphone.com.vn) and
						Mobifone ([image: web_icon]mobifone.com.vn),
						offer English-language support and similar prices, though Vinaphone perhaps
						has the edge for geographical coverage (which extends pretty much
						nationwide). At the time of writing, Vinaphone starter kits including a SIM
						card cost 100,000đ (with 50,000đ worth of calls credited to your account).
						Further prepaid cards are available in various sizes from 100,000đ to
						500,000đ. Phone calls cost slightly more than from a land line, while
						sending an SMS message costs 250–500đ in Vietnam and about 2500đ
						internationally. However, rates are falling rapidly as more competitors
						enter the increasingly deregulated market. All major phone companies also
						offer competitively priced packages that include 3G.
  The other, far more expensive, option is to stick with your home
						service-provider – though you’ll need to check beforehand whether it offers
						international roaming services. In many cases it could work out cheaper to
						just buy a simple mobile phone in Vietnam for around US$20 and give everyone
						your new number.
DIALLING CODES
All phone numbers in Vietnam consist of nine to eleven digits, with
							the first two to four digits representing the area code and the
							remaining digits the specific number. The complete number must be
							dialled whether you are phoning locally or long distance.
  To call Vietnam from abroad, dial your
							international access code, then [image: tel_icon]84 + number minus the first 0.
  To call abroad from Vietnam, dial either [image: tel_icon]171
							00 or just [image: tel_icon]00 followed by the country code + area code minus first 0 + number.
Australia [image: tel_icon]61

Canada [image: tel_icon]1

Ireland [image: tel_icon]353

New Zealand [image: tel_icon]64

UK [image: tel_icon]44

US [image: tel_icon]1




< Back to Travel essentials
Time
Vietnam is seven hours ahead of London, twelve hours ahead of New York,
					fifteen hours ahead of Los Angeles, one hour behind Perth and three hours behind
					Sydney – give or take an hour or two when summer time is in operation.
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Tourist information
Tourist information on Vietnam is at a premium. The Vietnamese government
					maintains a handful of tourist promotion offices and a
					smattering of accredited travel agencies around the globe, most of which can
					supply you with only the most general information. A better source of
					information, much of it based on firsthand experiences, is the internet, with
					numerous websites around to help you plan your visit.
					Some of the more useful and interesting sites are [image: web_icon]travelfish.org, a regularly updated
					online guide to Southeast Asia; [image: web_icon]activetravelvietnam.com, with helpful information about national
					parks and beaches; and [image: web_icon]rustycompass.com, candid reviews of attractions, hotels and
					restaurants by an expat resident.
  In Vietnam itself there’s a frustrating dearth of free and impartial advice.
					The state-run tourist offices – under the auspices of
					either the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism ([image: web_icon]vietnamtourism.com) or the
					local provincial organization – are thinly disguised tour agents, profit-making
					concerns which don’t take kindly to being treated as information bureaux, though
					the official website has a lot of useful information about destinations and
					practicalities such as visas. In any case, Western concepts of information don’t
					necessarily apply here – bus timetables, for example, simply don’t exist. The
					most you’re likely to get is a glossy brochure detailing agents' tours and
					affiliated hotels.
  You’ll generally have more luck approaching hotel staff or one of the many
						private tour agencies operating in all the major
					tourist spots, where staff have become accustomed to Westerners’ demands for
					advice.
  Another useful source of information, including restaurant and hotel listings
					as well as feature articles, is the growing number of English-language magazines, such as Asialife, The Word and The Guide. There’s also a government-run telephone
						information service ([image: tel_icon]1080) with some
					English-speaking staff who will answer all manner of questions – if you can get
					through, since the lines are often busy.
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Travellers with special needs
Although Vietnam is home to so many war-wounded, few provisions are made for
					the disabled, so you’ll have to be pretty self-reliant. It’s important to
					contact airlines, hotels and tour companies as far in advance as possible to
					make sure they can accommodate your requirements.
  Getting about can be made a little easier by
					taking internal flights, or by renting a private car or minibus with a driver.
					Taxis are widely available in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City and other major cities.
					Even so, trying to cross roads with speeding traffic and negotiating the
					cluttered and uneven pavements – where pavements exist – pose real problems.
					Furthermore, few buildings are equipped with ramps and lifts.
  When it comes to accommodation, Vietnam’s new luxury
					hotels usually offer one or two specially adapted rooms. Elsewhere, the best you
					can hope for is a ground-floor room, or a hotel with a lift.
  One, albeit expensive, option is to ask a tour agent to arrange a customized tour. Contact one of the recommended agents in
						Ho Chi Minh City or Hanoi for more information.
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Working and studying in Vietnam
Without a prearranged job and work permit, don’t bank on finding work in
					Vietnam. With specific skills to offer, you could try approaching some of the
					Western companies operating in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City.
  Otherwise, English-language teaching is probably the
					easiest job to land, especially if you have a TEFL (Teaching English as a
					Foreign Language), TESOL (Teacher of English to Speakers of Other Languages) or
					CELTA (Certificate in English Language Teaching to Adults) qualification.
					Universities are worth approaching, though pay is better at private schools,
					where qualified teachers earn upwards of US$20 an hour. In either case, you’ll
					need to apply for a work permit, sponsored by your employer, and then a working
					visa. Private tutoring is an unwieldy way of earning a crust, as you’ll have to
					pop out of the country every few months to procure a new visa. Furthermore, the
					authorities are clamping down on people working without the proper
					authorizations.
  The main English-language teaching operations recruiting in Vietnam include
					the British Council ([image: web_icon]britishcouncil.vn), ILA Vietnam ([image: web_icon]ilavietnam.com), Language Link
					Vietnam ([image: web_icon]languagelink.edu.vn)
					and RMIT International University ([image: web_icon]rmit.edu.vn). The TEFL website ([image: web_icon]tefl.com) and Dave’s ESL Café ([image: web_icon]eslcafe.com) also have lists of English-teaching vacancies in
					addition to lots of other useful information.
  There are also opportunities for volunteer work. Try
					contacting the organizations listed below, or look on the websites of the NGO
					Resource Centre Vietnam ([image: web_icon]ngocentre.org.vn) and Volunteer Abroad ([image: web_icon]volunteerabroad.com).
STUDY, WORK AND VOLUNTEER PROGRAMMES
Australian Volunteers International Australia [image: tel_icon]03 9279 1788, [image: web_icon]australianvolunteers.com. Postings for up to two
							years, focusing on rural development, vocational education and capacity
							building.


British Council UK [image: tel_icon]0161 957 7755, [image: web_icon]britishcouncil.org. TEFL vacancies are posted at
								[image: web_icon]britishcouncil.org/jobs/careers, or call [image: tel_icon]020 7389
								4385.


Brockport Vietnam Project US [image: tel_icon]1 800 298 7869, [image: web_icon]brockportabroad.com. Opportunities for American
							undergraduates and graduates to study in Da Nang, and to participate in
							community service activities.


Council on International Educational Exchange
							(CIEE) US [image: tel_icon]1 207 553 4000, [image: web_icon]ciee.org. This
							non-profit organization runs semester and academic-year programmes in
							Vietnam.


Earthwatch Institute UK [image: tel_icon]01865 318838, US and Canada
									[image: tel_icon]1 978 461 0081, Australia [image: tel_icon]03 9016
									7590; [image: web_icon]earthwatch.org. Long-established international
							charity with environmental and archeological research projects
							worldwide, including Vietnam. Participation mainly as a paying volunteer
							but fellowships for teachers and students are available.


Global Volunteer Network UK [image: tel_icon]0800 032 5035, US [image: tel_icon]1 800
									963 1198, Australia [image: tel_icon]1800 203 012; [image: web_icon]globalvolunteernetwork.org. Non-governmental
							organization that supports the work of local communities through the
							placement of international volunteers.


Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) UK [image: tel_icon]020 8780 7500, [image: web_icon]vso.org.uk. A
							British government-funded organization that places volunteers in various
							projects around the world.


Volunteers for Peace US [image: tel_icon]802 540 3060, [image: web_icon]vfp.org. Non-profit
							organization with links to a huge international network of “workcamps”,
							two- to four-week programmes that bring volunteers together from many
							countries to carry out needed community projects. Most workcamps are in
							summer, with registration by April or May.
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		Help us update

		We’ve gone to a lot of effort
				to ensure that this Rough Guides Snapshot Ho Chi Minh City is
				accurate and up-to-date. However, things change – places get “discovered”, opening
				hours are notoriously fickle, restaurants and rooms raise prices or lower standards.
				If you feel we’ve got it wrong or left something out, we’d like to know, and if you
				can remember the address, the price, the hours, the phone number, so much the
				better.

				Please send your
				comments with the subject line “Rough Guide Vietnam Update” to mail@uk.roughguides.com. We’ll credit all
				contributions and send a copy of the next edition (or any other Rough Guide if you
				prefer) for the very best emails.
Find more travel information,
				connect with fellow travellers and plan your trip on roughguides.com


							
							
A ROUGH GUIDE TO ROUGH
					GUIDES
Published in 1982, the first Rough Guide – to Greece – was a student scheme that became a publishing phenomenon. Mark Ellingham, a recent graduate in English from Bristol University, had been travelling in Greece the previous summer and couldn’t find the right guidebook. With a small group of friends he wrote his own guide, combining a highly contemporary, journalistic style with a thoroughly practical approach to travellers’ needs.

The immediate success of the book spawned a series that rapidly covered dozens of destinations. And, in addition to impecunious backpackers, Rough Guides soon acquired a much broader readership that relished the guides’ wit and inquisitiveness as much as their enthusiastic, critical approach and value-for-money ethos.

                These days, Rough Guides include recommendations from budget to luxury and cover more than 120 destinations around the globe, as well as producing an ever-growing range of ebooks.

                Visit roughguides.com to find all our latest books, read articles, get inspired and share travel tips with the Rough Guides community.
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