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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDEBOOK

IT'S REALLY VERY SIMPLE.

UNDERLINED TEXT
LINKS TO OTHER PAGES,
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3. FORTHE BEST READING EXPERIENCE:
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> Select ‘iBooks’ U
» Turn ‘Full Justification’ to ‘off’  auto-nyphenation
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welcome to
Vietnam

Blessed with a ravishing coastline, emerald-green mountains, breathtaking
national parks, dynamic cities, outstanding cultural interest and one of the world’s
best cuisines, Vietham has it all.

The Vietnamese Experience

Vietnam is a nation going places. Fast. Its people are energetic, direct, sharp in commerce and
resilient by nature. This is an outrageously fun country to explore, the locals love a laugh (and a
drink) and you'll have plenty of opportunities to socialise with them and hear their tales. The
American War is over, and yet its impact endures — you'll find reminders of that cataclysmic
conflict everywhere you travel. That said, the country was never broken and emerged with its
pride intact. Poor in parts but never squalid, Vietnam is developing at an astonishing pace. For
travellers, there are issues to consider (including minor scams), but little real danger — on the
whole it’'s a safe, wonderfully rewarding and incredibly varied country to explore.

A Cultural Smorgasbord

This is a country of myriad influences and reference points. In the south, Indian and Hindu
culture had a lasting influence in the Cham temples and spicy regional cuisine, spiked with chilli
and tempered with coconut. Head north and Chinese connections are far more apparent.
Between these two competing cultures, you'll find a quintessential Vietnam in the central
provinces: the graceful historic old port of Hoi An, and the royal tombs, pagodas and imperial
cuisine of Hue. Oh, and there’s more, far more. Factor in an enduring French colonial legacy,
which is evident in Hanoi’'s graceful boulevards, in Ho Chi Minh City’s stately museums and in
the crispy baguettes and coffee culture you'll find on every street corner. Add the American
interlude, more than 50 hill tribes, and of course the proud (battle-tested and victorious) ruling
Communist Party ideology and you've got Vietnam: heady, intoxicating and unique.

Big Nature, Booming Cities

If you want visual dramatics, Vietnam delivers. Cruise an azure ocean pierced by surreal-
looking limestone islands in Halong Bay, slalom through the majestic inland karst mountains of
Cao Bang. Hike mountain tracks and explore tribal villages near Sapa and Bac Ha. Then
witness the spectacular sandy bays of the central coastline and explore the reefs and coves of
the Cham and Con Dao Islands. Highway 1 is near-relentlessly urban, so get off it at regular
intervals to see the astonishing cave systems of Phong Nha, national parks like Cat Tien, and
the bewitching backwaters of the Mekong Delta. Finally, no visit would be complete without



experiencing the energy of big-city life in Viethnam’s capital Hanoi, the grand old lady of the
Orient, and Ho Chi Minh City, the engine room of the economy and the nation.
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Women sitting by the beach near moored fishing boats, Mui Ne
MICAH WRIGHT / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



TOP
experiences

Halong Bay

1 Halong Bay'’s stunning combination of karst limestone peaks and sheltered, shimmering
seas is one of Vietnam’s top tourist draws, but with more than 2000 different islands there’s

plenty of superb scenery to go around. Definitely book an overnight cruise and make time for

your own special moments on this World Heritage wonder — rising early for an ethereal misty

dawn, or piloting a sleek kayak into grottoes and lagoons. If you're hankering for more karst

action, move on to the less touristed but equally spectacular Lan Ha Bay (Click here ).
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Hoi An

2 Medieval-looking Hoi An ( Click here ) was once Vietnam’s most cosmopolitan port. Today
the good times have returned and this beautiful, ancient town is bursting with gourmet
Vietnamese restaurants, hip bars and cafes, quirky boutiques and expert tailors. Immerse
yourself in history in the warren-like lanes of the Old Town, shop till you drop, tour the temples
and pagodas, dine like an emperor on a peasant’s budget (then learn how to cook like the
locals), hit glorious An Bang Beach, explore the riverside and back roads — Hoi An has it all.

H. ¥F¥ R,
Riverfront restaurants along Bach Dang Street, Hoi An
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Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park

3 Just opening up to tourism, Phong Nha ( Click here ) won't be a secret for long, such is its
allure and beauty. Picture jungle-crowned limestone hills, rainforest, turquoise streams and
traditional villages. Then throw in some of the globe’s most impressive cave systems — the
river-created Phong Nha Cave, the aircraft hanger-like space and ethereal beauty of aptly
named Paradise Cave — and you can see why Phong Nha'’s star is on the rise. Accommodation
options are fast improving and the national park is perfect for exploring on two wheels.

Rock formations in Phong Nha Cave
ANDERS BLOMQVIST / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



Food

4 Perhaps Asia’s greatest culinary secret, Viethnamese food is on the radar but hardly a global
phenomenon. Essentially it’s all about the freshness of the ingredients — chefs shop twice-
daily to source just-picked herbs from the market. The result? Incomparable texture and flavour
combinations. For the Vietnamese, a meal should balance sour and sweet, crunchy and silky,
fried and steamed, soup and salad. Wherever you are, you'll find exquisite local specialities
(Click here) — the ‘white rose’ of Hoi An, the canh chua of the Mekong Delta or good ol’ pho of
the north.

Adish of steamed crab with herbs
GREG ELMS / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



Hanoi Old Quarter

5 Don't worry, it happens to everyone when they first get to Hanoi. Get agreeably lost in the
city’s centuries-old Old Quarter ( Click here ), a frantic commercial labyrinth where echoes
of the past are filtered and framed by a thoroughly 21st-century energy. Discover Vietham'’s
culinary flavours and aromas at street level, perched on a tiny chair eating iconic Hanoi dishes
like pho bo , bun cha and banh cuon . Later at night, join the socialising throngs enjoying
refreshingly crisp bia hoi at makeshift street corner bars.

RICHARD 'ANSON / LONLY PLANET IMAGES ©



Ho Chi Minh City

6 Increasingly international but still unmistakably Vietnamese, the former Saigon’s visceral
energy will delight big-city devotees. HCMC doesn't inspire neutrality; either you'll be drawn
into its thrilling vortex, hypnotised by the perpetual whir of its orbiting motorbikes, or you'll find
the whole experience overwhelming. Dive in and you'll be rewarded with a wealth of history,
delicious food and a vibrant nightlife that sets the standard for Vietham. The heat is always on
in Saigon; loosen your collar and enjoy.

Spirals of incense in Quan Am Pagoda, Ho Chi Minh City
KRZYSZTOF DYDYNSKI/LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



Con Dao Islands

7 Once hell on earth for a generation of political prisoners, Con Dao ( Click here ) is now a
heavenly destination known for its remote beaches, pristine dive sites and diverse nature.

Life is extraordinarily slow paced here compared with the frenetic mainland and it's a wonderful

place to explore by bike. The remote islands also provide a refuge for the rare green sea turtle

and it is possible to visit nesting sites from May to November, and camp on a remote and

isolated beach.




Sapa & the Tonkinese Alps

8 Dubbed the Tonkinese Alps by the French, the spectacular Hoang Lien Mountains soar
skywards along the rugged, uncompromising edges of northwest Vietnam towards the

Chinese border. Shape-shifting banks of cloud and mist ebb and flow in this mountainous area,

parting teasingly to reveal a glimpse of Fanispan ( Click here ), Vietnam’s highest peak. From

the sinuous and spidery ridges, rice terraces cascade down into river valleys, home for several

centuries to ethnic minority villages of Hmong, Red Dzao and Giay peoples.
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Red Dzao girls in Sapa
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Hue

9 The capital of the nation for 150 years in the 19th and early 20th centuries, Hue is perhaps
the easiest Vietnamese city to love and spend time in. Its situation on the banks of the

Perfume River is sublime, its complex cuisine is justifiably famous and its streets are relatively

traffic free. And that’s without the majesty of the Hue Citadel ( Click here ), its royal residences

and elegant temples, formidable walled defences and gateways. On the city’s fringes are some

of Vietnam’s most impressive pagodas and royal tombs, many in wonderful natural settings.
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Ngo Mon Gate at Hue Citadel
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Cat Tien National Park

1 O One of the most accessible and impressive protected areas in Vietnam, Cat Tien lies
conveniently midway between Ho Chi Minh City and Dalat. Set on a bend in the Dong Nai
River, there is something vaguely Apocalypse Now about arriving here. Popular activities
include trekking, cycling and wildlife-spotting. The park is home to the Dao Tien Endangered
Primate Species Centre (Click here ) where gibbons and langurs are coaxed back into their
natural environment. The Wild Gibbon Trek is a must, one of the wildlife highlights of Vietnam.
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Mui Ne

11 One of Vietnam’s most popular beach destinations, Mui Ne has more than 20km of

beachfront that stretches invitingly along the shores of the South China Sea. From
guesthouses to boutique resorts, family-run seafood shacks to designer bars, Mui Ne has a
broad appeal. If you tire of spa treatments and sundowner cocktails, there are plenty of high-
adrenaline activities on offer ( Click here ): Mui Ne is the kitesurfing capital of Vietham when the
waves come crashing in during the second half of the year. For those who prefer dry land,
sandboarding is a popular pastime.

CHRISTER FEDRIKSSON / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



Biking the Northwest Loop

1 2 Saddle up for the ride of a lifetime into the mountains of Vietnam’'s deep north. Bicycle or

motorbike? The choice is yours, but the roads are absolute roller coasters, the scenery
simply stunning and the population an ethnic mosaic. The journey starts in Sapa and
switchbacks up endless hairpins to the 1900m Tram Ton Pass ( Click here ), then follows idyllic
river valleys past minority villages. Stop to take in the battlefields and war museums of Dien
Bien Phu before looping back to Hanoi via the White Thai homestays of Mai Chau.

JOHN BORTHWICK / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



Nha Trang

1 3 Welcome to Vietnam'’s beach-party capital. Subtle Nha Trang is not, but it is a whole lot of

fun. Boasting the best municipal beach in the country, sun seekers flock here to bask on
the sand, trip around the bay islands by boat and crawl the many bars and pubs. Other
activities on tap include surfing the breaks of nearby Cam Ranh Bay ( Click here ) and getting
deep down and dirty in the local mud baths. Throw in some ancient Cham towers ( Click here )
and Nha Trang has something for everyone.

Po Nagar Cham Towers, Nha Trang
JOHN ELK Il / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



Bia Hoi

1 4 One of the great pleasures of travelling in Vietnam, bia hoi (fresh beer) is brewed daily,

without additives or preservatives, to be drunk that day. Incredibly cheap and widely
available, bia hoi places offer a very local experience. Park (or attempt to park) your rear on
one of the tiny plastic stools and get stuck in. Bites to eat are often sold too. Said to have been
introduced to Hanoi by Czech brewers, every town in the nation now has a bia hoi place, often
with a street terrace.
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Mekong Delta

1 5 Where Saigon sizzles, its rural southern neighbours saunter, floating through life in a

watery world of canals and broad river branches. The food bow! of Vietnam, the Mekong
Delta is an overwhelmingly green expanse but surprisingly heavily populated all the same.
Those longing for a taste of local life far from fellow travellers will find it in many of the small,
isolated cities in the Mekong’s forgotten (by tourism at least) corners. Down here, it's less
about the sights and more about the experience.

Floating market in the Mekong Delta
JOHN BANAGAN / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



Ba Be Lakes

16 Detour off the regular Vietnam tourist trail in Ba Be National Park ( Click here ), an

essential destination for active and intrepid travellers with towering limestone mountains,
plunging valleys and evergreen forests. Waterfalls, caves and lakes combine in a landscape
that sustains over 550 different plants and hundreds of different bird and animal species.
Explore Ba Be’s natural spectacle by boat or on trekking and mountain biking excursions,
before relaxing and recharging in the rustic homestays and village guesthouses of the local Tay
ethnic minority.
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Mai Chau

17 Mai Chau is the perfect relaxing antidote to the incessant energy and bustle of Hanoi. Just

a few hours from the close shaves with Old Quarter motorcycle traffic, this sleepy valley
is surrounded by paddy fields and lush countryside. Spend a few nights chilling out in traditional
Thai stilt houses in the friendly villages ( Click here ), and fill your days with gentle bursts of
trekking, mountain biking and kayaking. For even more laid-back travellers, there’s the
opportunity to visit local village markets or learn to cook Vietnamese food.



Woman tending rice paddies, Mai Chau
PETER STUCKINGS / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©




Dalat

1 8 Perched at a lofty 1475m, Dalat ( Click here ) is the queen of the central highlands and
has been popular with international tourists since the days of the French colonialists.
Grand French villas are dotted amid pine groves and Vietnamese tourists flock here in their
thousands for a summer escape from the heat. Natural attractions include waterfalls and roller-
coaster roads for mountain biking. An up-and-coming activity centre, it is also possible to try

abseiling, canyoning and rafting. New coastal roads to Mui Ne and Nha Trang are paradise for
motorcyclists.
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Central Market, Dalat
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Angkor Wat

19 One of world’s most magnificent sights, the temples of Angkor ( Click here ) are so much
better than the superlatives. Choose from Angkor Wat, the world’s largest religious
building; Bayon, the world’s weirdest, with its immense stone faces; or Ta Prohm, where nature

runs amok. Siem Reap is the base for exploring Angkor and is a buzzing destination with a
superb selection of restaurants and bars. Beyond the temples lie floating villages on the Tonle
Sap Lake, adrenaline-filled activities like quad biking and microlighting, and cultured pursuits like
cooking classes and bird-watching.

CAROL WILEY / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



Phu Quoc Island

20 At some stage of every Southeast Asian odyssey it's necessary to stop and rest, with a
cocktail in hand on the white sands of a tropical beach, and catch your breath. Phu Quoc
Island (Click here ), in the extreme south of Vietnam, provides just such an opportunity. When
you've had enough of lazing around, hire a motorbike or bicycle and gad about the island until
your hair is full of red dust and the warm waters of the Gulf of Thailand once again beckon.

PETER STUCKINGS / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©



need to
know

CURRENCY

» » Dong (d)

LANGUAGE

» » Vietnamese

MONEY

» » ATMs widely available except well off the beaten track. Credit cards accepted in
upmarket hotels but rarely in restaurants.

VISAS

» » Most nationalities need a visa, which must be arranged in advance.
MOBILE PHONES

» » Local SIM cards can be used in most European, Asian and Australian (and many North
American) phones.

TRANSPORT

» » Buses, trains and planes between regions. Motorbikes are widely available for hire.

When to Go



Warm to hot summers, mild winters
- Tropical climate, wet & dry seasons

GO Mar-May & Sep-

o, .
) Mar-May & Sep-Nov

HIGH SEASON (JUL-AUG)

» » Prices increase by up to 50% by the coast; book hotels well in advance.

» » All Vietnam, except the far north, is hot and humid, with the summer monsoon bringing
downpours.

SHOULDER (DEC-MAR)

» » During the Tet festival, the whole country is on the move and prices rise.

» » North of Nha Trang can get cool weather. Expect cold conditions in the far north.
» » In the south, clear skies and sunshine are the rule.



LOW SEASON (APR-JUN, SEP-NOV)
» » Perhaps the best time to tour the whole nation.
» » Typhoons can lash the central and northern coastline until November.

Set Your Budget

BUDGET LESS THAN US$40

» » Cheap hotel: US$10-15 a night, dorms less
» » Eat at local, not Western-style places

» » Get a taste for bia hoi

» » Can survive on as little as US$15 a day

MIDRANGE US$40- 100

» » Comfortable double room: US$20-50
» » Eat and drink almost anywhere

» » Indulge in the odd spa treatment

» » Travel by taxi when necessary

TOP END OVER US$100

» » Luxury hotel room: from US$70

» » Shop in smart boutiques

» » Hit Vietnam’s gourmet restaurants

Websites

» » Living in Vietham (www.livinginvietnam.com) Expat website.

» » Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com/vietnam) Destination information, hotel bookings,
traveller forum and more.

» » Thanh Nien News (www.thanhniennews.com) Government-approved news.

» » Things Asian (www.thingsasian.com) Culture and arts.

» » Vietham Adventures Online (www.vietnamadventures.com) Travel info.

» » Vietham Online (www.vietnamonline.com) Good all-rounder.

Exchange Rates
Australia A$1 22,269d

Canada C$1 21,711d

Euro €1  29,547d
Japan ¥100 26,285d
New Zealand NZ$1 17,783d
UK £1  33,500d
uUsS US$1 20,570d

For current exchange rates see www.xe.com.
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http://www.thanhniennews.com
http://www.thingsasian.com
http://www.vietnamadventures.com
http://www.vietnamonline.com
http://www.xe.com

Important Numbers

To call Vietnam from outside, drop the initial 0 from the area code. Mobile numbers begin with
2 09.

Country Code < 84
International Access Code -/ 00
Directory Assistance < 116
Police /1113

General Information Service - 1080

Arriving in Vietnam

» » Ho Chi Minh City Airport ( Click here)

Taxi to central districts — 100,000d; around 30 minutes.

Air-conditioned bus (Route 152) to centre — 4000d; every 15 minutes, 6am—6pm; around 40
minutes.

» » Hanoi Airport ( Click here )

Taxi to the centre — 300,000d; around one hour.

Vietnam Airlines minibus to centre — US$3; every 30 minutes.

Route 17 public bus from airport to Long Bien bus station (walking distance from Old Quarter)
— 5000d.

Internet

Getting online in Vietham is remarkably easy, with most guesthouses and hotels having free wi-fi and complimentary computer
terminals for their guests’ use. Cafes and restaurants are increasingly wired too. Internet connection speeds are generally
moderate in urban areas and pedestrian in the countryside.

For Skype calls and tech stuff it's usually best to head to a cybercafe, which are very widespread. Here you'll usually share
an environment with hardcore Viet gamers.

Be aware that the Vietnamese government regularly blocks access to social networking sites, so don’t plan to keep in touch,
upload and update friends via Facebook — it's sometimes down for months. Proxy servers, including www.hidemyass.com,
are one possible way around this issue, but don’t count on it.



http://www.hidemyass.com

what's new

For this new edition of Vietham our authors have hunted down the fresh, the
transformed, the hot and the happening. These are some of our favourites. For
up-to-the-minute recommendations, see lonelyplanet.com/vietnam.

PARADISE CAVE

1 This extraordinary cave system, only discovered in 2005, is now open to the public. It's
been professionally developed and has staggeringly beautiful rock formations to marvel at (
Click here ).

GIBBON TREK

2 Experience gibbons in the wild on a new trek inside Cat Tien National Park, then take in the
Dao Tien Primate Centre ( Click here ).

THE RIDE OF YOUR LIFE

3 Vietnam is densely populated. Get off the truck-plagued highways and onto one of Hoi An
Motorbike Adventures’ classic Minsk bikes to experience rural Vietnam at its best ( Click
here ).

BEACHSIDE CHIC

4 The scene looks set to explode at glorious An Bang beach, just west of Hoi An, where a
strip of wonderful new restaurants like Soul Kitchen are opening ( Click here ).

HIGH RISE IN HO CHIMINH CITY

5 The extraordinary 68-storey, 262m Bitexco Financial Tower is Saigon’s newest iconic
structure. Take a lift to the Skydeck on the 48th floor for an unrivalled city panorama (Click
here ).

LOOP THE LOOP

6 Improved transport connections in the country’s northwest have opened up Vietham’s most
spectacular mountain pass. Minibuses now link Ha Giang with Meo Vac and Cao Bang (
Click here ).

MIND THE MINORITIES

7 H'mong-owned-and-operated trekking agencies Sapa O’Chau and Sapa Sisters mean that
you can directly help minority villagers ( Click here ).

HOME ON THE RANGE


http://lonelyplanet.com/vietnam

8 Explore astonishing caves, wonderful countryside, forest trails and remote swimming holes

around the Phong Nha Farmstay, a fabulous new guesthouse that offers excellent tours (
Click here ).

DANANG RIVERSIDE TAKES OFF

9 Busy reinventing itself as one of the nation’s most progressive cities, Danang has a modish
new riverside that includes the excellent Waterfront bar-restaurant ( Click here ).

BIG BUDDHA

10 Near Ninh Binh, the huge new Buddhist complex of Chua Bai Dinh is the largest in Vietham
and boasts a pagoda skyscraper ( Click here ).

GREAT WALL

11 Its existence was only announced in 2011, but this ancient, 127km defence wall is
considered the longest monument in Southeast Asia ( Click here ).

BRIDGING THE DELTA

12 A bunch of new bridges in the Mekong Delta, including links between My Tho and Ben
Tre, and from Ben Tre towards Tra Vinh, have made travel much easier ( Click here ).



if you like...

Fabulous Food

Eating out in Vietnam is nothing short of exceptional. From street food served by hawkers to
Hue imperial-style banquets, it’s rarely less than wonderful. But in many ways there is no
national cuisine, as each region has a unique culinary tradition.

Hoi An Head here to taste Central Viethamese herb-rich dishes and unique creations like banh
bao and banh xeo then take a cooking course and do it yourself (Click here ).

Hanoi Dive into Hanoi's endlessly tasty street food scene at one of the stalls famous for bun
cha , sticky rice creations, fried eel or crab noodle soup ( Click here ).

Ho Chi Minh City A cornucopia of roadside stalls, gourmet Vietnamese restaurants and an
ever-expanding selection of international cuisines (Click here ).

Markets

To get a flavour of any Vietnamese town, head to the central market, the heart of the
community. Even touristy destinations like Sapa and Hoi An boast excellent markets, full of
unfamiliar spices and herbs, and fascinating food stalls. The photo opportunities are unrivalled
too.

Bac Ha One of the most colourful markets in Southeast Asia, at Bac Ha you'll have the chance
to see the unique costumes of the Flower Hmong (Click here ).

Mekong Delta ' s floating markets Get up early and experience the Delta’s famous floating
markets, selling everything from durian to dog meat (Click here ).

Sinho Experience an authentic minority market in this isolated highland town, which now has a
good new hotel (Click here ).

Ben Thanh Market A symbol of Ho Chi Minh City since 1914 and still as frenetic as ever (Click
here ).



Tombs & Temples

Vietnam boasts an eclectic collection of monuments. Many of the Cham culture’s towers and
temples have fallen victim to wartime bombs and neglect, but you'll still find impressive remains.
Outside Hue there’s an outstanding number of imperial tombs and monuments, while all the big
cities have striking temples.

Hue Vietnamese emperors constructed dazzling monuments to their rule around the city of Hue.
Perhaps the highlights are the extraordinarily grandiose tombs of Tu Duc and Minh Mang (Click
here ).

My Son Unguestionably the most impressive Cham site, and the forested hilltop location is very
special too (Click here).

Hanoi Come face-to-face with history in Ho Chi Minh's austere mausoleum (Click here ).

Cao Dai Great Temple The home-grown religion’s Holy See is an exuberant explosion of styles
and colour (Click here ).

Colonial Architecture

Architecturally, the French left their mark throughout the nation — all the cities have a number of
stately structures that date from colonial times. Hanoi, and to a lesser extent Hoi An, even
boast French quarters.

Ho Chi Minh City Saigon is still administered from the chateau-style People’s Committee
Building, once the colonists’ Hotel de Ville. Also check out the Municipal Theatre, a sumptuous
survivor from France’s belle époque (Click here ).

Hanoi Dine in style or enjoy a night at the opera in the colonial villas and grandiose public
buildings of the French Quarter (Click here ).

Dalat There are 2500 French villas dotted about the city; some have been turned into gourmet
restaurants and boutigue accommodation like Ana Mandara Villas (Click here ).

Haiphong Stroll around Haiphong's sleepy boulevards to uncover French-era gems like the
city’s Opera House (Click here ).

Spectacular Treks

The mountains of northwest Vietnam offer perhaps the nation’s most dramatic hiking, but you'll
also find excellent trails in other regions and inside most national parks.

Sapa Join chatty H'mong guides to explore the ethnic minority villages around Sapa, framed by
cascades of verdant rice terraces. (Click here ).

Bac Ha Much less hyped than Sapa, Bac Ha offers mountain scenery and minority culture,
waterfalls and crowd-free trails (Click here ).



Hang Son Doong Hike pristine mountain and valley trails to the entrance of the world’s largest
cave (Click here).

Mai Chau Escape the incessant energy of Hanoi with a take-it-easy trekking, kayaking and
mountain biking sojourn around sleepy Mai Chau (Click here ).

Cuc Phuong You'll find outstanding hikes through wildlife-rich forests and up to tribal villages in
the Cuc Phuong National Park (Click here ).

Beautiful Beaches

Spectacular ocean-washed stretches of sand define Vietham’s coastline. Some of the very best
are on the south-central coast, while all the offshore islands boast delightful coves.

Mui Ne Squeaky sands along the shore, towering sand dunes nearby and expanses of empty
beaches up the coast ( Click here ).

Nha Trang Flop on the inviting sands, then explore the bay’s islands by boat (Click here ).

Con Dao Islands We suggest a self-imposed exile of at least three nights (Click here ).

Phu Quoc Stretching for many kilometres, Long Beach offers white sand in profusion while
Sao Beach is a quieter stretch of sand (Click here ).

Lan Ha Bay Kayak to hidden sandy coves amid the karst labyrinths of spectacular Lan Ha Bay
(Click here ).

Bai Tu Long Bay Find your own slice of sandy perfection around the remote islands of Bai Tu
Long Bay (Click here ).




month by
month

Top Events

Tet , January—February

Hue Festival , June (biennial)

Wandering Souls Day , August

Danang Fireworks Festival , April
Buddha’s Birth, Enlightenment and Death , May

Major religious festivals in Vietnam have lunar dates; check against any Vietnamese calendar
for the Gregorian dates. If you know when Tet kicks off, simply count from there. Special
prayers are held at Vietnamese and Chinese pagodas when the moon is full or a thin sliver.
Many Buddhists eat only vegetarian food on these days, which according to the Chinese lunar
calendar, fall on the 14th and 15th days of the month and from the last day of the month to the
first day of the next month.

January

Winter temperatures can be bitterly cold in the far north, with snow possible. The
further south you go the milder the weather. Watch out for Tet celebrations towards the
end of the month (or in February).

x4 DALAT FLOWER FESTIVAL

Held early in the month, this is always a wonderful occasion, with huge elaborate displays and
the whole town involved. Increasingly it's become an international event, with music and fashion
shows and a wine festival.

February



North of Danang, chilly ‘Chinese winds’ usually mean grey, overcast conditions.
Conversely, sunny hot days are the norm in the southern provinces.

;-’f\ TET (TET NGUYEN DAN)

The Big One! Falling in late January or early February, Viethamese Lunar New Year ( Click here
) is like Christmas, New Year and birthdays all rolled into one. Travel is difficult at this time, as
transport is booked up and many businesses close.

March

Grey skies and cool temperatures can affect anywhere north of Hoi An, but towards the
end of the month the thermometer starts to rise. Down south, the dry season is ending.

;-’f\ BUON MA THUOT COFFEE FESTIVAL
Caffeine cravers should make for the Central Highlands during March, as Buon Ma Thuot plays
host to an annual coffee festival. Growers, grinders, blenders and addicts rub shoulders in the
city’s main park and local entertainment is provided.

%" SAIGON CYCLO RACE

On your marks...get peddling. Ho Chi Minh City’s fastest rickshaw drivers battle it out in their
three-wheeled chariots to raise funds for charity. The event takes place in mid-March every
year and is a lot of fun.

April
Generally an excellent time to cover the nation, as the winter monsoon rains should

have subsided and there are some excellent festivals. Flights are usually moderately
priced (unless Easter falls in this month).

;.’1‘, HOLIDAY OF THE DEAD (THANH MINH)

It's time to honour the ancestors with a visit to graves of deceased relatives to tidy up and
sweep tombstones. Offerings of flowers, food and paper are presented. It's held on the first
three days of the third moon.

;.’1‘, HUE FESTIVAL (BIENNIAL)

Vietnam’s biggest cultural event (www.huefestival.com) is held every two years, with events in
2012, 2014 and 2016. Most of the art, theatre, music, circus and dance performances,
including many international acts, are held inside Hue’s Citadel.



http://www.huefestival.com

Modelling the costumes of Asia during the biennial Hue Festival
MICHAEL GEBICKI/ LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©

;.’1‘, DANANG FIREWORK FESTIVAL

Danang'’s riverside explodes with sound, light and colour during this spectacular event, which
features competing pyrotechnic teams from China, Europe and Vietnam, and accompanying
musical performances. Held in the last week of the month.

May

A fine time to tour the centre and north, with a good chance of clear skies and warm
days. Sea temperatures are warming up nicely and it’s a pretty quiet month for tourism.




*4 BUDDHA'S BIRTH, ENLIGHTENMENT AND DEATH (PHONG SINH)

A big celebration at Buddhist temples with lively street processions and lanterns used to
decorate pagodas. Complexes including Chua Bai Dinh ( Click here ) near Ninh Binh and
HCMC'’s Jade Emperor Pagoda ( Click here ) host lavish celebrations. Fifteenth day of the
fourth lunar month.

;.’1‘, NHA TRANG SEA FESTIVAL

Officially it's the Nha Trang—Khanh Hoa Vietnam Civilisation and Friendliness, but we can't see
that catching on. It falls at the end of May (and the beginning of June) and includes a street
festival, photography exhibitions, embroidery displays and kite-flying competitions.

;-’5 CAMA FESTIVAL, HANOI

Run by an energetic bunch of music-mad expats, Hanoi's Club for Art and Music
(www.camavietnam.org) promote this annual one-day festival (Click here ), an excellent
opportunity to experience the best of Hanoi's emerging music scene.

June

A great time to tour Vietnam as it’s just before the peak domestic season. Humidity can
be punishing at this time of year, so plan to spend some time by the coast.

*4 SUMMER SOLSTICE DAY (TET DOAN NGO)

Keep the epidemics at bay with offerings to the spirits, ghosts and the God of Death on the fifth
day of the fifth moon. Sticky rice wine ( ruou nep ) is consumed in industrial quantities.

August

This is the peak month for tourism with domestic and international tourists flocking to
the coast and main sights. Book flights and accommodation well ahead. Weather-wise
it’s hot, hot, hot.

x4 WANDERING SOULS DAY (TRUNG NGUYEN)

Second in the pecking order to Tet is this ancient Vietnamese tradition. Huge spreads of food
are left out for lost spirits who, it's believed, wander the earth on this day. Held on the 15th day
of the seventh moon.

*4 CHILDREN'’S (OR MID-AUTUMN) FESTIVAL, HOI AN

This is a big event in Hoi An, when citizens celebrate the full moon, eat moon cakes and beat
drums. The lion, unicorn and dragon dance processions are enacted and children are fully
involved in the celebrations.


http://www.camavietnam.org

October

A good time to visit the far north, with a strong chance of clear skies and mild
temperatures. Winter winds and rain begin to affect the centre, but down south it’s
often dry.

#:-fw MID-AUTUMN FESTIVAL (TRUNG THU)

A fine time for foodies with moon cakes of sticky rice filled with lotus seeds, watermelon seeds,
peanuts, the yolks of duck eggs, raisins and other treats. It's celebrated across the nation on
the 15th day of the eighth moon and can fall in September or October.

x4 CHAM NEW YEAR (KATE)

This is celebrated at Po Klong Garai Cham Towers in Thap Cham ( Click here ) on the seventh
month of the Cham calendar. The festival commemorates ancestors, Cham national heroes and
deities, such as the farmers’ goddess Po Ino Nagar.

Cham elders attend Kate festivities (Cham New Year) at Po Klong Garai Cham Tower
PETER STUCKINGS / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©

q-' KHMER OC BOM BOC FESTIVAL

The Mekong Delta’s Khmer community celebrate on the 15th day of the 10th moon of the lunar
calendar (late October or November) with colourful boat races at Ba Dong Beach ( Click here )
in Tra Vinh Province and on the Soc Trang River.



December

The month begins quietly, but from mid-December the popular tourist resorts get
increasingly busy and you should book well ahead to secure a room over the Christmas
break. It’s still steamy in the south but can get chilly up north.

*2 CHRISTMAS DAY (GIANG SINH)

This is not a national holiday, but it is celebrated throughout Vietnam, particularly by the
sizeable Catholic population. It's a special time to be in places like Phat Diem ( Click here ) and
HCMC where thousands attend midnight mass.



itineraries

Whether you've got six days or 60, these itineraries provide a starting point for the
trip of a lifetime. Want more inspiration? Head online to
lonelyplanet.com/thorntree to chat with other travellers.
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Two Weeks The Great Ocean Road

Acclimatise in the capital, Hanoi ; see the sights, wine and dine, take in a temple or two and
experience the Old Quarter’s street life. Then head to nearby Ninh Binh for a couple of days.
It's the gateway to the striking scenery of Tam Coc and the primates and trails of Cuc Phuong
National Park . Next it's a long train or bus journey south to experience Hue , imperial and



http://lonelyplanet.com/thorntree

irresistible capital of old. Then head up and over (or under) the mighty Hai Van Pass before
hitting charming Hoi An , the perfect place for some time out — sightseeing, shopping and
sunning yourself on the beach. Enter Nha Trang , the biggest and brashest beach resort in
Vietnam, and try a hedonistic boat trip to nearby islands. If that’s all too much, carry on south to
Mui Ne Beach , a tropical idyll with smart resorts, blissed-out budget options, towering dunes
and crazy kitesurfing. Finish up in Ho Chi Minh City , where you can indulge in sophisticated
shopping, delectable dining and the liveliest nightlife in the country.
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One Month The Works

Run this one in reverse, and start out in the cauldron of commerce that is Ho Chi Minh City .
Spend three days hitting the markets, browsing museums and eating some of the globe’s best
cuisine. Take a day trip to discover wartime history at the Cu Chi Tunnels and then carry on to
Tay Ninh , headquarters of the Cao Dai religion, and its fairy-tale temple. Dip into the Mekong
Delta for a day or two. Stay at Can Tho , the social and commercial heart of the region, and
take to the water to cruise through the floating markets. Head up into the central highlands to
the romantic hill station of Dalat to tour its quirky sights. Back down on the coast, the beach
resort of Nha Trang has some serious partying, boat trips, scuba diving and snorkelling. Ease
you way up the stunning central coastline stopping at beaches like Doc Let or My Khe when
you fancy, visiting Whale Island and taking in Cham ruins including My Son . Cultured charmer
and culinary mecca Hoi An is the next essential stop, before a quick look at booming Danang
and on to the old imperial capital of Hue and its citadel, tombs and pagodas. Take a day trip to




the former Demilitarised Zone (DMZ) where you'll find famous sites from the American War,
including Khe Sanh Combat Base and the Vinh Moc Tunnels . Then head into the hills to the
Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park , a World Heritage site where the world’s largest cave
has been discovered. From here, follow the stunning Ho Chi Minh Highway to the capital,
stopping to see Cuc Phuong National Park and the surreal landscapes around Ninh Binh . To
the east lies Halong Bay , with more than 2000 limestone outcrops dotting the scenic bay.
Stop for a couple of days on rugged Cat Ba Island , an important adventure-sports centre,
before looping back to the capital. Arrive in time to catch the night train to Sapa , unofficial
capital of the northwest hill-tribe region and a beautiful base for hiking and biking. Be sure to
take a side trip to Bac Ha to catch its famous markets and tribal villages before the return
journey to Vietnam’s intoxicating capital, Hanoi , and its evocative Old Quarter.
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Seven Days Vietnam in a Week

Vietnam is a large, densely-populated developing country where journeys are slow. To get an
overview of the nation in a week you're going to have to take a couple of internal flights (or
overnight train journeys). Begin in Hanoi , basing yourself in the Old Quarter, for a full-on
introduction. Hit the ground running, spend a day touring the capital’s sights and a night
munching street food and sampling bia hoi . Then take a day-trip to Halong Bay for
magnificent scenery and revitalising sea air. Day three takes in a morning flight to Hue and an
afternoon exploring the imperial citadel (with a good guide to make the most of your time).

On day four bus, train or automobile down to Hoi An , making sure you have dinner at one of
the town’s sublime Vietnamese restaurants. The following morning, soak up Hoi An’s unique
atmosphere and explore its pagodas and temples on foot. If the sun’s out, hit nearby An Bang
Beach for a swim later on. On day six it's up to Danang airport and a flight to Ho Chi Minh
City , for a brief taste of Vietham’s most dynamic city: its fabled restaurants, nightlife and
sights.

10 Days Northwest Loop by Bike

Northern Vietnam is a world unto itself, a land of brooding mountains, a mosaic of ethnic
minorities, a region of overwhelming beauty. It's ideal terrain to cover on two wheels with light




traffic, breathtaking views and pretty decent paved roads. Leaving Hanoi , head west to Mai
Chau , home to the White Thai people, for your first two nights; it's a perfect introduction to the
life of the minorities. Northwest of here, where the road begins to climb into the Tonkinese Alps,
a logical stop is Son La . Dien Bien Phu is a name that resonates with history; it was here that
the French colonial story ended with defeat. Plan on two nights here. Tour the military sights
then revel in the stunning alpine scenery to the north, breaking the journey with a night in
Muong Lay . On day seven, climb over the mighty Tram Ton Pass to Sapa . This is the
premier destination in the northwest, thanks to the infinite views (on a clear day!), an amazing
array of minority peoples and some of the region’s most colourful markets. On your last day,
head down to Lao Cai , then let the train take the strain — load your bike on a goods carriage
while you slumber on a sleeper berth back to Hanoi.



vietnam
outdoors

Best Trekking

Sapa Superlative views but can
be crowded.

Cat Ba An emerging hiking
hotspot.

Mai Chau Sublime landscapes
and tribal villages.

Bac Ha Explore fascinating hill-
tribe terrain.

Cuc Phuong National Park A
network of well-established trails.

Best Surfing & Kitesurfing

China Beach When it rolls, it
rolls.

Mui Ne Southeast Asia’s
kitesurfing capital.

Vung Tau Post-storm it can kick-
off.

Best Diving & Snorkelling

Con Dao Islands Remote, but
the best.

Nha Trang Professional scuba
schools and many dive sites.
Hoi An Macro life is fascinating.

PLANNING
When to Go

Whether you're a hardcore kitesurfer or a genteel
walker, some careful planning is essential — Vietham’s
climate is extremely variable and monsoon-dependent.

Best

Surfers should be aware that the wave action peaks in
winter (November to April). Kitesurfing also excels at
this time of year. Divers take note that water visibility
is best in the calm months of June, July and August.

Avoid

It would be foolish to attempt an ascent of Fanispan in
the height of the rainy season, from May to
September. Snorkelling and diving is virtually
impossible between November and April when the
winter winds blow and visibility drops.

Activities
If you're looking for outdoor action, Vietham can
increasingly deliver. Okay you have to get off your
sunlounger and make an effort, but the rewards are
amazing.

Cycling and hiking are taking off. Offshore there’s
surfing, sailing, kayaking and kitesurfing above the
water, and diving and snorkelling beneath.

Or, if this all sounds like far too much hard work, stroll around a golf course or jump on a

motorbike and let the engine take the strain.

TREKKING

Vietnam offers excellent trekking and less-strenuous walks. The scenery is often remarkable —
think plunging highland valleys, tiers of rice paddies and soaring limestone mountains. Anything



Is possible, from half-day hikes to assaults on Fansipan, Vietnam’s highest mountain. Even if
you're somewhere like An Bang Beach near Hoi An, you can stroll along the sands for an hour
or two and experience a near-pristine coastal environment.

Where To Hike

Generally northern Vietnam is your best bet: its dramatic mountain paths and fascinating
minority culture are a huge draw. Elsewhere, national parks and nature reserves have
established trails (and usually guides available to keep you on them).

Northern Vietnam

The region north of Hanoi is truly spectacular. Sapa (Click here ) is Vietham'’s trekking hub, full
of hiking operators and hire stores (renting out sleeping bags, boots and waterproof gear).
Maps detailing trails are available, as are guides. The scenery is remarkable, with majestic
mountains, impossibly green rice paddies and some fascinating tribal villages. But prepare
yourself — the main trails are incredibly popular and some villagers see hiking groups on an
hourly basis. To trek remote paths you'll have to find an expert local guide.

Bac Ha (Click here ) is at a lower elevation, less rainy and the trails are not heavily trampled.
Though it’s very picturesque, it lacks Sapa’s jaw-dropping mountain scenery — but you will find
great hikes to waterfalls and to Flower Hmong and Nung villages.

Other key destinations include Ba Be (Click here ), with its network of beautiful trails amid
spectacular karst scenery, and Cat Ba (Click here ), which has a popular 18km hike as well as
shorter alternatives.

Central Vietham

You'll find excellent trails inside Cuc Phuong National Park (Click here ) through superb forest
and past ancient trees and caves to a minority village. Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park
(Click here ) is just opening up to tourism but hiking trails here between the limestone hills
include a trek to the world’s largest cave, Hang Son Doong.

Close to Danang, Bach Ma National Park (Click here ) has some good trails (though there’s
road construction ongoing here) while the Ba Na Hill Station (Click here ) has short trails and
awesome views. Adventure tours operators in Hoi An (Click here ) also offer some intriguing
treks in the tribal areas west of town.

Southern Vietnam

With a bit of luck you might glimpse one of the dozens of mammals present in Yok Don (Click
here ) near Buon Ma Thuot. You'll need to hire a guide to see the best of Cat Tien National
Park (Click here ), where crocodiles can be seen and night hikes are possible. The Wild
Gibbon Trek here is proving a big hit. Over in Dalat (Click here ), several adventure tour
operators offer short hiking trips.

Further south there’s little for hikers to get excited about — the climate is perennially hot and
humid and landscape largely flat. Con Son (Click here ) is one curious exception, an island with
cooling sea breezes and hikes through rainforest and mangroves.

Safety Guidelines for Hikers
» » Don't stray from established paths — Vietnam is full of unexploded ordnance.
» » Guides are usually worth hiring; they’re inexpensive, speak the language and understand



indigenous culture.
» » Dogs can be aggressive; a stout stick can come in handy.
» » Boots with ankle support are a great investment.

Hiking Tour Operators

Agencies are recommended in the relevant destination chapters. Rangers inside national parks
can also help craft trekking itineraries. It may be necessary to arrange special permits,
especially if you plan to spend the night in remote mountain villages.

CYCLING

Cycling is an excellent way to experience Vietnam as bikes are a popular mode of transport.
Basic bicycles can be rented for US$1-3 per day, and good-quality mountain bikes for US$7—
12. For cycling tour operators Click here .

The flatlands of the Mekong Delta region are ideal for long-distance rides down backroads.
The entire coastal route along Hwy 1 has allure, but the insane traffic makes it tough going and
dangerous. Consider the inland Ho Chi Minh Highway (Hwys 14, 15 and 8), which offers
stunning scenery and little traffic. Hoi An is an excellent base for village tours.

North of the old Demilitarised Zone (DMZ), cycling is a bad idea in the winter months thanks
to northerly monsoon winds. There are some incredible, and incredibly challenging, rides
through the Tonkinese Alps (Hoang Lien Mountains).

For the lowdown on cycling in Vietnam, visit the website www.mrpumpy.net.

CYCLING HIGHLIGHTS

LOCATIONDETAILS PAGE
Dalat Lots of dirt trails and base camp for the dramatic two-day descent to Mui Ne Click here
Hoi An Flat terrain to explore craft villages and cut across rice paddies using paths and country lanes Click here
Mekong Delta Backroads beside waterways under the shade of coconut palms Click here
Hue Temples, pagodas and the Perfume river Click here
MOTORBIKING

Motorbiking through Vietnam is an unforgettable way to experience the nation. It’s the mode of
transport for most Vietnamese, so you'll find repair shops everywhere. It puts you closer to the
countryside — its smells, people and scenery — compared with getting around by car or bus. For
those seeking true adventure there is no better way to go.

If you're not confident riding a motorbike, it's comparatively cheap to hire someone to drive
one for you. Easy Riders ( Click here ) is one such scheme.

Unless you relish getting high on exhaust fumes and barged by trucks, avoid Hwy 1 if you
can. Many bikers are now choosing to follow the Ho Chi Minh Highway ( Click here ) running the
spine of the country from north to south instead of Hwy 1.

For more on what to take and expect see the boxed text on Click here . And for more
information about motorbiking tours Click here and for rentals Click here .


http://www.mrpumpy.net

MOTORBIKING HIGHLIGHTS

LOCATION DETAILS PAGE
Ho Chi Minh Highway: Duc Tho- Wonderful karst scenery, forests, little traffic and an excellent paved road Click
Phong Nha here
Hai Van Pass Reach for the stars, this coastal pass features hairpin after hairpin and Click
outstanding ocean views here
Sapa-Dien Bien Phu Glorious mountain scenery, river valleys and tribal villages Click
here
Ha Giang-Dong Van-Bao Lac The ultimate. Superlative vistas, stupendous mountain roads. Feels like the end Click
of the earth here
Nha Trang-Dalat This spectacular new road cuts through forests and takes in a 1700m pass Click
here

There’s surf most times of year in Vietnam, though it isn't an acclaimed destination — the wave
scene in Apocalypse Now was shot in the Philippines. Dedicated surf shops are rare, though
the odd guesthouse and adventure sport tour operator have boards for hire.

When to Surf

Surf’'s up between November and April when the winter monsoon blows from the north. Several
typhoons form in the South China Sea each year, and these produce the biggest wind swells,
though the action is usually short lived.

Surf Safety

Anyone searching for fresh waves in remote locations should be extremely wary of unexploded
ordnance, which litters the countryside, particularly near the DMZ. Garbage, stormwater run-off
and industrial pollution are other hazards, particularly near cities. Rip tides can be powerful, so
use a leash on your board.

RIDE THAT WAVE: VIETNAM’S BEST SURF SPOTS

SURF
LOCATIONDETAILS
SHOPS
China Beach The original Gl Joe break on a 30km stretch of sand. Can produce clean peaks of over 2m, Tam’s Pub &
though watch out for pollution after heavy rains. Nice left and rights over the sand bank Surf Shop
offshore from Hoa's Place. (Click here)
Da Boys Surf
(Click here)
Hoa’s Place
(Click here)
Nha Trang area In season, head to Bai Dai beach, 27km south of Nha Trang, where’s there’s a good left- Shack Vietnam
hand break up to 2m during stormy conditions. Powerful body surfing on Nha Trang's main  (Click here)
beach.
Waves

Watersports (
Click here)




Mui Ne Ideal for beginners. Multiple breaks around the bay including short right and left-handers. Surf Point
Occasionally barrels. Several places rent boards. ( Click here )

Vung Tau Inconsistent, but when conditions are right some of Vietham'’s best waves. Surf Station (
Click here)

KITESURFING & WINDSURFING

Windsurfing and kitesurfing have only recently arrived on the scene, but these are quickly
catching on. Mui Ne Beach ( Click here ) is fast becoming a windchasers’ hotspot in Asia with
competitions and a real buzz about the place. Nha Trang and Vung Tau are other possibilities.

If you've never kitesurfed, have a taster lesson (from US$75) first before enrolling on a
lengthy course — a three-day course costs around US$250. It's tough to get your head around
all the basics (and also tough on your body).

The best conditions in Mui Ne are in the dry season from November to April. Mornings are
ideal for beginners, while in the afternoon wind speeds regularly reach 35 knots. Nha Trang and
Vung Tau are also best at this time of year.
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DIVING & SNORKELLING

Vietnam is not a world-class dive destination but it does have some fascinating dive sites. If
you've experienced reefs in Indonesia or Australia, prepare yourself for less sea life and
reduced visibility however. The most popular scuba-diving and snorkelling is around Nha Trang (
Click here ) where there are several reputable dive operators with equipment and training up to
international standards. Hoi An’s two dive schools head to the lovely Cham Islands ( Click here )
where macro life can be impressive. Phu Quoc Island ( Click here ) is another popular spot.

The Con Dao Islands ( Click here ) offer unquestionably the best diving and snorkelling in
Vietnam, with bountiful marine life, fine reefs and even a wreck dive. Two professional dive
schools are based here but expect to pay more than you would elsewhere in Vietnam.

It is also possible to hire snorkelling gear and scuba equipment at several beach resorts
along the coast, including Cua Dai Beach ( Click here ), Ca Na ( Click here ) and China Beach (
Click here ).

Dive & Snorkelling Costs

» » Discover Scuba US$60-80

» » 2 Fun Dives US$70-80 (US$140 in Con Dao Islands)
» » Padi Open Water US$350-500

» » Snorkelling Day Trip US$30—-40

KAYAKING & SAILING

Kayaking has exploded in popularity around Halong Bay in the past few years. Many standard
Halong Bay tours now include an hour or so of kayaking through the karsts, or you can choose
a kayaking specialist and paddle around majestic limestone pinnacles, before overnighting on a
remote bay.

The rest of the nation is catching up and other kayaking destinations now include Cat Ba
Island, Phong Nha, Dalat and rivers in the Hoi An region. You can also rent sea kayaks on
beaches including Nha Trang.

Sailing trips, lessons and courses are available; Nha Trang is a excellent base.

Operators include:

» » Blue Swimmer (Click here ) Guided kayak tours around the glorious islets of Lan Ha Bay.
Also rents kayaks and organises sailing trips.

» » Cat Ba Ventures (Click here ) Kayak trips around Halong Bay, Lan Ha Bay and Cat Ba
Island.

» » Marco Polo Travel (Click here ) Kayak Ba Be Lakes, Bai Tu Long bay or Halong Bay.

» » Waves Watersports (Click here ) Sail a fast catamaran or kayak around Nha Trang’s
beaches and islands.

WHITE-WATER RAFTING

Rafting is in its infancy in Vietham. One company offering trips is Dalat-based Phat Tire ( Click
here ) which runs a day trip down the Langbian River with Class 2, 3 or 4 rapids, depending on
the season. Prices start at US$57. Companies based in Nha Trang, including Whitewater
Rafting ( Click here ), also offer trips.



ROCK CLIMBING

It's early days, but with the sheer range of limestone karsts found up and down the country, it is
only a matter of time before Vietnam becomes a climbing mecca. The pioneers, and
acknowledged specialists, are Asia Outdoors, a highly professional outfit based in Cat Ba Town
that has instruction for beginners and dedicated trips for rock addicts. For a taste of what’'s on
offer check out Click here . In Dalat there are a couple of good adventure tour operators
offering climbing and canyoning too ( Click here ).

GOLF

Most Vietnamese golf clubs will allow you to pay a guest fee. The best golf courses in Vietnam
include those around Dalat ( Click here ), Mui Ne and Phan Thiet ( Click here ), but there are
also plenty of courses in and around Hanoi and HCMC.

Golfing package deals are offered by Luxury Travel (www.luxurytravelvietnam.com) and
UK-based Vietnam Golf (www.vietnamgolf.co.uk).



http://www.luxurytravelvietnam.com
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regions at a
glance

Occupying a slender slice of the east Asian landmass, Vietnam combines jagged
alpine peaks in the north, a pancake-flat river delta in the south, cave-riddled
limestone hills in its central provinces and dense rainforest along its western
border with some of the world’s most productive rice-growing terrain. And that’s
just the countryside.

Climatically the northern half of the nation experiences a much cooler winter,
and the cuisine, lifestyle and character of the people reflect this. As you head
south, the country has more of a tropical feel, with coconut trees outnumbering
bamboo plants and fish sauce replacing soy sauce on the menu. The southern
provinces are always humid, hot and sticky, their food sweet, spicy, aromatic and
complex.

Hanoi

Food
History
Culture

FOOD

Discover — meal by tasty meal — that Hanoi is one of the planet’s great food cities. Dine in
restored colonial villas or contemporary cafes, or pull up a stool and chow down on street food
classics like pho bo (beef noodle soup) or bun cha (barbecued pork and rice vermicelli).

HISTORY



Explore the centuries-old commercial labyrinth of the Old Quarter, before moving on to
understand the tumultuous events of the 20th century, recounted in fascinating detail at Hanoi’s
excellent museums.

CULTURE

There’s a lot more to Hanoi's cultural scene than bootleg DVDs and karaoke. Experience the
ancient art of water puppetry, before graduating to the more challenging cultural spectacle of
hat tuong (Vietnamese opera).

Click here

%

Northeast Vietham

Landscapes
Beaches
Adventure

LANDSCAPES

You'll probably be sharing the majesty of Halong Bay with a few nearby tour boats, but don't
worry, there’s plenty of stunning scenery to go around — especially when breakfast comes with
ethereal, misty morning views.

BEACHES

Invest in leisurely off- the-beaten-path travel by catching a slow boat to the laid-back islands of
Bai Tu Long Bay. Expect scenery very similar to Halong Bay, but this time with the addition of
glorious beaches.

ADVENTURE

Challenge yourself on one of Asia’s best rock climbing destinations around Cat Ba, where you
can also trek through lush forest and negotiate a kayak to hidden coves and sandy beaches.

Click here



Northwest Vietnam

Trekking
Culture
History

TREKKING

Trek along centuries-old paths to hill-tribe villages or set the bar higher with an ascent of
Fansipan, Vietnam’'s highest peak. For a truly rustic trekking experience, continue further west
to the wild landscapes of Ha Giang.

CULTURE

Experience the diversity of northern Vietham'’s ethnic minorities from the Black H'mong around
Sapa to the Flower H'mong people of the Bac Ha region. Time your travels to visit the
northwest’s fascinating and incredibly colourful weekly markets.

HISTORY

Understand Vietnam’s robust and singular determination to remain independent in the museums,
war cemeteries and battlefields around the isolated town of Dien Bien Phu. They commemorate
Vietnam’s defeat of the colonial French in 1954.

Click here

)

North-Central Vietham

Wildlife
Landscapes
Adventure

WILDLIFE

Cuc Phuong National Park’s wildlife, including clouded leopards and brown bears, is normally
elusive but monkeys (including gibbons and langurs) and turtles are impossible to miss at the



twin rehabilitation centres here. Van Long Nature Reserve is a paradise for bird-watchers.

LANDSCAPES

The area around Ninh Binh is typified by stunning limestone mountains known as karst hills.
Further south, the Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park offers more of the same, with the addition
of several immense cave systems to explore.

ADVENTURE

Riding the Ho Chi Minh Highway through the Truong Son mountains south of Vinh is an
unforgettable experience. There’s also terrific hiking and tribal villages to investigate in the Pu
Luong Nature Reserve.

Click here

Central Vietnam

Architecture
Food
Beaches

ARCHITECTURE

At Hue’s citadel, despite wartime bombing, you'll still see a unique collection of palaces,
temples, gateways and towers. Then take in the majestic royal tombs and soaring pagodas
that line the Perfume River. Hoi An's Old Town represents a perfectly preserved trading port.
Down the road, Danang riverfront is looking impressive these days, with several sleek new
modernist structures.

FOOD

Hoi An is one of the foodie capitals of the nation, replete with outstanding Vietnamese and
Western restaurants, excellent cafes and delicious local dishes. While you're in Hue, be sure to
sample its incredibly intricate imperial cuisine.

BEACHES

An Bang Beach is one of Vietnam’s most enjoyable places to lounge by the waves, or you could
head to the Cham Islands and search for a secret cove beach.

Click here



)

South-Central Coast

Beaches
Ancient Temples
Food

BEACHES

This is Vietnam’s coastline at its most voluptuous. Mui Ne and Nha Trang are the big hitters, but
there are hundreds of kilometres of empty beaches to discover, including the invitingly empty
shores of the Con Dao Islands.

ANCIENT TEMPLES

The Kingdom of Champa once held sway over much of this region and the legacy is still visible
in a host of ancient brick temples dotting the coastal region, including the Po Nagar towers of
Nha Trang and the Po Klong Garai towers of Thap Cham.

FOOD

Vietnamese cuisine is always a delight, but in this region fresh seafood stands out. Choose
from succulent prawns, soft squid or juicy crabs, grilled on a barbecue at your table.

Click here

3

Central Highlands

Adventure
Wildlife
Culture

ADVENTURE

Get off the trail with a motorbike trip into the hinterlands. Self-drive like the Top Gear boys on a
Minsk, Vespa or Honda Cub. Or hook up with the Easy Riders to explore a Vietnam less
travelled on the backroads between Dalat and Hoi An.



WILDLIFE

Explore some of Vietham'’s leading national parks where the wild things are. Cat Tien is home
to endangered primates and the innovative Gibbon Trek. Yok Don is where the elephants roam
and is easily accessible from Buon Ma Thuot.

CULTURE

Leave the lowlanders behind on the busy coast and meet some of the minority people who
inhabit the high ground. Get to know them with a traditional village homestay around Kon Tum.

Click here

Ok

Ho Chi Minh City

War History
Nightlife
Food

WAR HISTORY

The fall of Saigon (or liberation, depending on your perspective) was one of the most dramatic
events of the latter part of the 20th century. Military and history buffs will find plenty to interest
them here, including the War Remnants Museum, Reunification Palace and the fascinating Cu
Chi Tunnels.

NIGHTLIFE

Saigon’s nightlife was legendary during the American War and Ho Chi Minh City’s is hardly less-
so now, with burgeoning hip cocktail bars, boozy pubs and old faithfuls such as Apocalypse
Now.

FOOD

There’s so much variety on offer, it’s difficult to know where to start. Even if you stick to
Vietnamese cuisine, there is a baffling array on offer — from the finest street food to innovative
linen-tablecloth dining.

Click here



[ 4
Mekong Delta

Beaches
Boat Trips
Pagodas

BEACHES

The white sands and warm waters of Phu Quoc Island and Mui Nai offer plenty of sedentary
allure for beach lovers. These Gulf of Thailand resorts are a world away from the muddy
shores of the Mekong Delta.

BOAT TRIPS

This is a region where life is lived on the water and women still paddle their boats to floating
markets to stock up on fruit and vegetables for their families. Travellers can get a taste of the
life aquatic in journeys ranging from paddle-powered explorations of the canal network to
luxurious overnight cruises heading into Cambodia.

PAGODAS

As well as numerous Vietnamese Buddhist sites, including the holy Sam Mountain, the Delta
region offers a wealth of Khmer pagodas to explore, populated by young shaven-headed
monks in saffron robes.

Click here



On the Road

Look out for these icons:

Our author's A green or m No payment
CHOICE (" recommendation sustainable option required

HANOI

AROUND HANOI

Ho Chi Minh Trail Museum
Perfume Pagoda

Handicraft Villages

Thay & Tay Phuong Pagodas
Ba Vi National Park

Co Loa Citadel

Tam Dao Hill Station

NORTHEAST VIETNAM
Ba Be National Park
Con Son & Den Kiep Bac

Haiphong
HALONG BAY

Halong City
Cat Ba Island

Bai Tu Long Bay

MONG CAIl & THE CHINESE BORDER
Mong Cai

Lang Son

Cao Bang
Hang Pac Bo (Water-Wheel Cave)

Ban Gioc Waterfall & Nguom Ngao Cave

NORTHWEST VIETNAM
Hoa Binh




Mai Chau

Son lLa

Tuan Giao

Pa Khoang Lake
Dien Bien Phu

Muong Lay
Lai Chau

Sapa

Lao Cai

Bac Ha

Ha Giang Province

NORTH-CENTRAL VIETNAM
Ninh Binh Province

Vinh

Around Vinh

Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park
Dong Hoi & Around

CENTRAL VIETNAM
Demilitarised Zone (DMZ)

Dong Ha
Quang Tri

Hue

Around Hue

Bach Ma National Park
Suoi Voi (Elephant Springs)
Lang Co Beach

Hai Van Pass & Tunnel
Ba Na Hill Station
Danang

Around Danang

Hoi An

Around Hoi An

My Son

Tra Kieu (Simhapura)
Chien Dan

SOUTH-CENTRAL COAST
Quang Ngai




Around Quang Ngai

Sa Huynh

Quy Nhon
Cha Ban Cham Area

Quang Trung Museum
Ham Ho Nature Reserve

Song Cau

Tuy Hoa

Tuy Hoa to Nha Trang
Nha Trang

Around Nha Trang
Phan Rang & Thap Cham
Ninh Chu Beach

Ca Na

Mui Ne

Phan Thiet

Ta Cu Mountain

Binh Chau Hot Springs
Phan Thiet to Long Hai

Long Hai

Vung Tau
Con Dao Islands

CENTRAL HIGHLANDS
Dalat & Around

Bao Loc

Ngoan Muc Pass

Cat Tien National Park
Buon Ma Thuot

Around Buon Ma Thuot
Pleiku

Kon Tum

HO CHI MINH CITY
AROUND HO CHI MINH CITY
Cu Chi

Tay Ninh

One Pillar Pagoda

Can Gio




MEKONG DELTA
My Tho

Around My Tho
Ben Tre

Tra Vinh

Around Tra Vinh
Vinh Long

Can Tho

Around Can Tho
Soc Trang

Bac Lieu

Around Bac Lieu
Ca Mau

Around Ca Mau
Rach Gia

Phu Quoc Island
Ha Tien

Around Ha Tien
Chau Doc
Around Chau Doc
Long Xuyen

Cao Lanh
Around Cao Lanh
Sa Dec

SIEM REAP & THE TEMPLES OF ANGKOR
SIEM REAP

AROUND SIEM REAP

Cambodia Landmine Museum

Chong Kneas

Kompong Pluk

TEMPLES OF ANGKOR

Angkor Wat

Angkor Thom

Around Angkor Thom




Hanoi

#/ 04/ POP 6.5 MILLION

Includes »

Sights

Activities

Courses

Tours

Festivals & Events

Sleeping
Eating
Drinking
Entertainment
Shopping
Markets
Around Hanoi

|
Why Go?
Showcasing sweeping boulevards, tree-fringed lakes and ancient pagodas, Hanoi is perhaps

Asia’s most graceful, atmospheric and exotic capital city. It's an energetic city on the move, and
it often seems Hanoi's ambitious citizens are determined to make up for lost time.

As motorbikes and pedestrians ebb and flow through the Old Quarter’s centuries-old
commercial chaos, hawkers in conical hats ply their wares while other locals sip drip-coffee and
bia hoi (beer). At dawn on the shores of Hoan Kiem Lake, synchronised t’ai chi sessions take
place beside goateed grandfathers contemplating their next chess moves.

In Lenin Park, Communist Party youth practise military drills, while nearby, Hanoi’'s bright
young things celebrate contrasting values in cosmopolitan restaurants and bars.

Real estate development and traffic chaos increasingly threaten to subsume Hanoi's
compelling blend of Parisian grace and Asian pace, but a beguiling coexistence of the medieval
and the modern still enthrals.



When to Go

Hanoi
°C/°F Temp Rainfall inches/mm
40/104 — — 32/800

30/86 — . . . . . —24/600

20/68 — o —16/400
e © 8
10/50 — —8/200
0/32 — —0

J F M A M J J A S O N D
Jan-Apr Expect cooler days and the energy and colour of the annual Tet and Dong Da Hill
festivals.
May Grab a glimpse of the city’s alternative arts and music scenes at the CAMA festival.
Oct-Dec Clear, sunny days and low humidity make this the best time to visit Hanoi.

Best Places to Eat

» » Hanoi's street food kitchens (Click here )
» » La Badiane ( Click here)

» » Highway 4 ( Click here )

» » Ly Club ( Click here)

» » Quan An Ngon ( Click here )

Best Places to Stay

» » Sofitel Metropole Hotel ( Click here )
» » Daluva Home ( Click here )

» » Art Hotel ( Click here)

» » Hanoi Elite Hotel ( Click here')

» » 6 on Sixteen ( Click here)
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Hanoi Highlights

© Experience Asia at its raw, pulsating best in the labyrinthine streets of the Old Quarter (
Click here )

© Step into history, and a spiritual retreat from the busy streets, at the Temple of
Literature (Click here )

© Get an authentic taste of the city while exploring Hanoi's intoxicating street food scene

(Click here )
O Awake at dawn to ease peacefully into another Hanoi day with the t’ai chi buffs along

Hoan Kiem Lake (Click here )
© Piece together the country’s ethnic mosaic at the wonderful Vietham Museum of

Ethnology (Click here )

History
The site where Hanoi stands today has been inhabited since the neolithic period. Emperor Ly
Thai To moved his capital here in AD 1010, naming it Thang Long (City of the Soaring Dragon).
Spectacular celebrations were held in honour of the city’s 1000th birthday in 2010.

The decision by Emperor Gia Long, founder of the Nguyen dynasty in 1802, to rule from Hue



relegated Hanoi to the status of a regional capital for a century. The city was named Hanoi (The
City in a Bend of the River) by Emperor Tu Duc in 1831. From 1902 to 1953, Hanoi served as
the capital of French Indochina.

Hanoi was proclaimed the capital of Vietham after the August Revolution of 1945, but it was
not until the Geneva Accords of 1954 that the Viet Minh, driven from the city by the French in
1946, were able to return.

During the American War, US bombing destroyed parts of Hanoi and killed hundreds of
civilians. One of the prime targets was the 1682m-long Long Bien Bridge. US aircraft
repeatedly bombed this strategic point, yet after each attack the Vietnamese managed to
improvise replacement spans and return road and rail services. It is said that the US military
ended the attacks when US POWSs were put to work repairing the structure. Today the bridge
Is renowned as a symbol of the tenacity and strength of the people of Hanoi. An essential Hanoi
experience is to ride by xe om (motorcycle taxi) across this iconic structure.

As recently as the early 1990s, motorised transport was rare; most people got around on
bicycles and the only modern structures were designed by Soviet architects. Today Hanoi's
conservationists fight to save historic structures, and the city struggles to cope with a booming
population, soaring pollution levels and an inefficient public transport system.

© Sights

Note that some museums are closed on Mondays and take a two-hour lunch break on other
days of the week. Check the following opening hours carefully before setting off.

HANOI IN...

One Day

Rise early for a morning walk around misty Hoan Kiem Lake before a classic Hanoi breakfast of pho bo (beef noodle soup) at
Pho Gia Truyen . Pay your respects at the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum , before checking out the surreal museum and stilt
house . Wander down P Dien Bien Phu to the interesting Vietham Military History Museum . Have lunch at the nearby
Matchbox Winebar & Restaurant before taking in the cultural treasures at the adjacent Fine Arts Museum . After lunch,
walk five minutes to the peaceful Temple of Literature , before catching a cab back to jettison your new-found serenity amid
the irresistible chaos of the Old Quarter . Browse the ancient neighbourhood’s buildings, shops and galleries, stopping for a
well-earned and refreshing glass of bia hoi (draught beer). Catch a performance of the water puppets before heading to the
sprawling Quan An Ngon for dinner. Good luck in choosing from the diverse menu, which spans all of Vietham’s regional
cuisines.

Two Days

Hanoi has some terrific sights away from the central zone, so head into the suburbs to the excellent Vietnam Museum of
Ethnology to discover the ethnic mosaic that makes up Vietnam today. Have a local lunch in Nha Hang Lan Chin , tucked
away next to the Museum of Vietnamese Revolution and hop across the road to the National Museum of Vietnamese
History . The building is stunning and the contents a fine introduction to 2000 years of highs and lows. After this focus on
what's gone before, detour north by taxi to the emerging restaurant and bar scene on trendy P Xuan Dieu near Tay Ho (West
Lake). Dinner and cocktails at the House of Son Tinh is recommended as a glimpse into the Hanoi of tomorrow.

OLD QUARTER

This is the Asia dreamed of from afar. Steeped in history, pulsating with life, bubbling with
commerce, buzzing with motorbikes and rich in exotic scents, the Old Quarter is Hanoi's historic



heart. The streets are narrow and congested, and crossing the road is an art form, but
remember to look up as well as down, as there is some elegant old architecture in and among
the chaos. Hawkers pound the streets with sizzling and smoking baskets that hide cheap meals
for the locals. Pho stalls and bia hoi dens hug every corner and resonate with the sound of
gossip and laughter. Modern yet medieval, there is no better way to spend time in Hanoi than
walking the streets, soaking up the sights, sounds and smells.

Home to 1000 years of history, the commercial quarter of the city evolved alongside the Red
River and the smaller To Lich River, which once flowed through the city centre in an intricate
network of canals and waterways that teemed with boats. Waters could rise as high as 8m
during the monsoon. Dykes were constructed to protect the city and these can still be seen
along Tran Quang Khali.

In the 13th century, Hanoi's 36 guilds established themselves here, each taking a different
street — hence the original name ‘36 Streets’. There are more than 50 streets in today’s Old
Quarter, typically named Hang (merchandise) followed by the word for the product traditionally
sold in that street. Thus, P Hang Gai translates as ‘Silk Street’. See the boxed text on Click
here for the rest. These days the street name may not indicate what businesses are there;
otherwise there would be lots of P Hang Du Lich (Tourism Streets).

Exploring the maze of backstreets is fascinating: some open up while others narrow into a
warren of alleys. The area is known for its tunnel (or tube) houses — so called because of their
narrow frontages and long rooms. These tunnel houses were developed to avoid taxes based
on the width of their street frontage. By feudal law, houses were also limited to two storeys
and, out of respect for the king, could not be taller than the royal palace. These days there are
taller buildings, but no real high-rises.

Opportunities to dispense with your Vietnamese dong are endless. As you wander, you'll find
clothes, cosmetics, fake sunglasses, luxury food, T-shirts, musical instruments, plumbing
supplies, herbal medicines, jewellery, religious offerings, spices, woven mats and much, much
more.

Some of the specialised streets include P Hang Quat, with its red candlesticks, funeral
boxes, flags and temple items; and the more glamorous P Hang Gai, with its silk, embroidery,
lacquerware, paintings and water puppets — silk sleeping-bag liners and elegant ao dai (the
national dress of Vietnam) are popular here. Finally, no trip to the Old Quarter would be
complete without a visit to the Dong Xuan Market ( cnr P Hang Khoai &

P Dong Xuan) , rebuilt after a fire in 1994.

A stroll through the historic Old Quarter can last anywhere from an hour to the better part of
a day, depending on your pace. However long, or whatever detours you might take, our walking
tour (Click here ) will provide you with a heady dose of Viethamese culture, lots of shopping
opportunities and some insight into the city’s long history.

Along the western periphery of the Old Quarter is the ancient Hanoi Citadel, which was
originally constructed by Emperor Gia Long. Today the citadel is a military base, home to high-
ranking officers and their families, and closed to the public. Most of the ancient buildings were
destroyed by French troops in 1894, and US bombers took care of the rest. There are
persistent rumours that this area will soon be opened up to development, but for now it’s still a
military compound.

Bach Ma Temple TEMPLE


http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0381952246679,105.849679140017&z=15&t=m

( cnr P Hang Buom & P Hang Giay; ~ 8-11lam & 2-5pm Tue-Sun) In the heart of the Old
Quarter, the small Bach Ma Temple is said to be the oldest temple in the city, though much of
the current structure dates from the 18th century and a shrine to Confucius was added in 1839.
It was originally built by Emperor Ly Thai To in the 11th century to honour a white horse that
guided him to this site, where he chose to construct his city walls. Pass through the wonderful
old wooden doors of the pagoda to see a statue of the legendary white horse, as well as a
beautiful red-lacquered funeral palanquin.
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http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0357827551192,105.85102260629&z=15&t=m

© @ Sights

1 Cua O Quan Chuong (Old East Gate) D1
Dong Xuan Market (see 55)
2 Memorial House E3

¢» Activities, Courses & Tours

Free Wheelin' Tours (see 51)
Highway 4 (Cooking) (see 29)

& © Sleeping

3 Art Hotel Ab
4 Camel City Hotel E2
5 Classic Street Hotel E4
6 Duc Thai Hotel A4
7 Hanoi Backpackers 2 E2
8 Hanoi Boutigue 2 E2
9 Hanoi Elite E3
10 Hanoi Gecko 3 B4
11 Hanoi Guesthouse B3
12 Hanoi Rendezvous Hotel A4
13 Manh Dung Guesthouse B5
14 Rising Dragon Hotel E4
15 Serenity Hotel A3
16 Sports Hotel D3
17 Thu Giang Guesthouse B5
18 Thuy Nga Guesthouse D3
19 Tirant Hotel E4
Vega Hotel (see 31)

o+ 44 Eating

20 Banh Cuon A2
21 Bun Bo Nam Bo Ab
22 Bun Cha Nem Cua Be Dac Kim Ab
23 Bun Oc Saigon F5
24 Bun Rieu Cua F4
25 Cha Ca Thanh Long A4
26 Che Ab
27 Green Mango C4
28 Green Tangerine E4
29 Highway 4 F4
30 Highway 4 B3
31 Mien Xao Luon Ab
32 New Day E3
33 Nola E3
34 Pho Gia Truyen B4
35 Quan Bia Minh D4
36 Tamarind Cafe E3
37 The Spot E4
38 Xoi Yen F4

& © Drinking



39 Beca F4
40 Bia Hoi Ha Noi A4
41 Bia Hoi Junction D3
42 Cafe Lam F4
43 Cafe Pho Co C5H
44 Cheeky Quarter D2
45 Dragonfly D2
Funky Buddha (see 51)
Green Mango (see 27)
46 Le Pub E4
47 Legends Beer D5
48 Mao's Red Lounge D3
49 Roots F3
50 Temple Bar E2
51 Tet D2
52 Thanh Binh C3
& & Entertainment
53 Municipal Water Puppet Theatre ES5
54 Vietnam National Tuong Theatre Ab
@ © Shopping
55 Dong Xuan Market Cl
56 Hadong Silk C5H
57 Khai Silk C5
58 Night Market C3
59 Old Propaganda Posters D3
60 Vietham Quilts E4

Memorial House

HISTORICAL BUILDING

( 87 P Ma May; admission 5000d; ~ 8.30am-5pm) One of the Old Quarter’s best-restored
properties, this traditional merchants’ house is sparsely but beautifully decorated, with rooms
set around two courtyards and filled with fine furniture. Note the high steps between rooms, a
traditional design incorporated to stop the flow of bad energy around the property. There are
crafts and trinkets for sale here, including silver jewellery, basketwork and Vietnamese teasets,

and there’s usually a calligrapher or another craftsperson at work too.

AROUND HOAN KIEM LAKE

Hoan Kiem Lake

LAKE

The epicentre of old Hanoi, Hoan Kiem Lake is an enchanting body of water. Legend has it that,
in the mid-15th century, Heaven sent Emperor Le Thai To (Le Loi) a magical sword, which he
used to drive the Chinese out of Vietnam. One day after the war he happened upon a giant
golden turtle swimming on the surface of the lake; the creature grabbed the sword and
disappeared into the depths. Since that time, the lake has been known as Ho Hoan Kiem (Lake


http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0343687339421,105.853535107614&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0288014987015,105.853520633557&z=15&t=m

of the Restored Sword) because the turtle restored the sword to its divine owners.

Ngoc Son Temple sits on an island in Hoan Kiem Lake. The ramshackle Thap Rua (Turtle
Tower), on an islet near the southern end, is topped with a red star and is often used as an
emblem of Hanoi. Every morning at around 6am local residents practise traditional t'ai chi on
the shore.
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Around Hoan Kiem Lake

© @ Top Sights

Hoa Lo Prison Museum A4
Hoan Kiem Lake D2
Museum of the Viethamese Revolution F4
National Museum of Viethamese History F4
© @ Sights
1 Martyrs' Monument D1
2 Ngoc Son Temple C1
3 St Joseph Cathedral B2

4 Thap Rua (TurtleTower) C2




¢» Activities, Courses & Tours

5 Army Hotel F4
6 Hanoi Foreign Language College F4
__LaSiesta Spa (see 16)
__7 QT Anam Spa c2
o © Sleeping
8 6 on Sixteen Cl
9 Central Backpackers Hostel Bl
10 Church Hotel B2
11 Cinnamon Hotel B2
12 Especen Hotel B2
13 Especen Hotel B2
14 Golden Lotus Hotel B1
15 Hanoi Backpackers Hostel B2
16 Hanoi Elegance Diamond Hotel El
17 Heart Hotel Cl
18 Hilton Hanoi Opera F4
19 Hotel L'Opera E4
20 Hotel Thien Trang B2
21 Impressive Hotel B2
22 Jasmine Hotel El
23 Joseph's Hotel B2
24 Madame Moon Guesthouse B1
25 Sofitel Metropole Hotel E4

&+ 44 Eating

26 Apple Tart B1
27 Banh Ghoi B2
28 Cart B2
Cine Café (see 45)
29 Citimart A3
30 Fanny Ice Cream C3
31 Fivimart El
32 Hanoi House B2
33 Kem Dac Diet Trang Tien D4
34 Khazaana E2
35 La B1
36 LaPlace B2
37 La Salsa B2
38 Ly Club E3
39 Madame Hien B1
Mediterraneo (see 37)

& © Drinking

Angelina (see 25)
Bamboo Bar (see 25)
40 Factory Bl
41 Gambrinus F2
42 GC Pub C1

43 Nha Hang Lan Chin F4




& & Entertainment

B

44 Centre Culturel Francaise de Hanoi E4
45 Cinematheque D4
46 Face Club D4
47 Hanoi Opera House F4
Tunnel (see 40)
= © Shopping
Indigenous (see 11)
48 Mosaique Bl
49 Thang Long Bookshop D4
50 Things of Substance Cc2
Three Trees (see 50)
TEMPLE

Ngoc Son Temple

(Jade Mountain Temple; Click here ; admission 10,000d; ~ 7.30am-5pm) Perhaps the most
visited temple in Hanoi, Ngoc Son Temple sits pretty on a delightful little island in the northern
part of Hoan Kiem Lake. An elegant scarlet bridge, Huc (Rising Sun) Bridge, constructed in

classical Vietnamese style and lined with flags, connects the island to the lake shore.

Surrounded by water and shaded by trees, the small temple is dedicated to General Tran Hung
Dao (who defeated the Mongols in the 13th century), La To (patron saint of physicians), and the
scholar Van Xuong. Inside you'll find some fine ceramics, a gong or two, some ancient bells and
a glass case containing a stuffed lake turtle, which is said to have weighed a hefty 250kg during

its life.

The nearby Martyrs’ Monument was erected as a memorial to those
who died fighting for Vietnam'’s independence.

o UP CLOSE & PERSONAL WITH CU RUA

We were there! On a misty day in April 2011, our latest Vietham research trip was put on hold as we joined thousands of
curious locals and tourists around the northern end of Hoan Kiem Lake. The singular attraction was to see Cu Rua (‘Great
Grandfather’), the lake’s legendary turtle, being captured so it could receive medical treatment for lesions caused by pollution.
Cu Rua is the last of the lake’s turtles — others were killed by fishermen in the 1960s — and he’s definitely not your common
garden-variety turtle. On display in the lake's Ngoc Son Temple is a specimen from 1968 weighing in at 250kg and 2.1m long,
and Cu Rua is a hefty 200kg and 2m long.

Many Hanoians believe Cu Rua to be magical and sacred, potentially over 600 years old, or at the very least, a direct
descendant of the same turtle that reclaimed the lake’'s magic sword used by Emperor Ly Thai To in the 15th century to defeat

China’s Ming dynasty.
Scientists consider Cu Rua to be around 100 years old, but this urban centenarian is still very special. It's reckoned there

are only three other freshwater turtles of the genus Rafetus swinhoei living today — one in a lake outside Hanoi and two others
in China. Little wonder Cu Rua was the biggest news in town for a few days.

Search YouTube for ‘Hanoi’ and ‘turtle’ to see how a crack team including Viethamese Special Forces gently captured the
city's most revered reptile.


http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0307181639351,105.852371464546&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0310383165183,105.853748895348&z=15&t=m

|TDP National Museum of Vietnamese History MUSEUM

CHOICK

( www.nmvnh.org.vn; 1 P Trang Tien; adult/student 20,000/10,000d; ~ 8am-4.30pm) A must
for both the architecture and the collection, the history museum was formerly home to the Ecole
Francaise d’Extréme Orient in Vietnam. It is an elegant, ochre-coloured structure built between
1925 and 1932. French architect Ernest Hebrard was among the first in Vietnam to incorporate
a blend of Chinese and French design elements.

Highlights include some excellent bronzes from the Dong Son culture (3rd century BC to 3rd
century AD), striking Hindu statuary from the Khmer and Champa kingdoms, and beautiful
jewellery and accoutrements from imperial Vietnam. More recent history includes the struggle
against the French and the story of the Communist Party.

Everything is comprehensively labelled in English and French.

|TDP Hoa Lo Prison Museum HISTORIC BUILDING

CHOICK

( cnr P Hoa Lo & P Hai Ba Trung; admission 10,000d; ~ 8am-5pm) This thought-provoking
site is all that remains of the former Hoa Lo Prison, ironically nicknamed the ‘Hanoi Hilton’ by US
POWSs during the American War.

The vast prison complex was built by the French in 1896. Originally intended to house around
450 inmates, records indicate that by the 1930s there were close to 2000 prisoners. Hoa Lo
was never a very successful prison, and hundreds escaped its walls over the years — many
squeezing out through sewer grates.

The bulk of the exhibits here relate to the prison’s use up to the mid-1950s, focusing on the
Vietnamese struggle for independence from France. A notable gruesome relic in its dark
chambers is the ominous French guillotine, used to behead Vietnamese revolutionaries.

Recently installed are several displays focusing on the American pilots who were
incarcerated at Hoa Lo, including Pete Peterson (the first US Ambassador to a unified Vietnam
in 1995), and Senator John McCain (the Republican nominee for the US presidency in 2008).
McCain'’s flight suit is displayed, along with a photograph of Hanoi locals rescuing him from Truc
Bach Lake after being shot down in 1967.

Use your discretion when visiting this part of the prison as the photographs of seemingly
content American POWSs playing basketball and decorating Christmas trees are at odds with
John McCain's memories of being tortured during his time here.

Viethamese Women’s Museum MUSEUM

( www.baotangphunu.org.vn; 36 P Ly Thuong Kiet; admission 30,000d; ~ 8am-4.30pm Tue-
Sun) One of Hanoi's most overlooked museums is also one of its best. Recently reopened after
a four-year renovation, the collection showcases women'’s role in Vietnamese society and
culture. Superbly laid out and labelled in English and French, it's the memories of the wartime
contribution by individual heroic women that are most poignant. There is a stunning collection of
propaganda posters, as well as costumes, tribal basketware and fabric motifs from Vietnam'’s
ethnic minority groups. Regular special exhibitions are held on topics as diverse as human
trafficking, street vendors and traditional medicine. Check the website for what’s on.



http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0256534307402,105.859104124805&z=15&t=m
http://www.nmvnh.org.vn
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0254866954924,105.846526487241&z=15&t=m
http://www.baotangphunu.org.vn

St Joseph Cathedral CHURCH

( P Nha Tho, ~ main gate 5am-noon & 2-7.30pm) The striking neo-Gothic St Joseph
Cathedral was inaugurated in 1886, and boasts a soaring facade that faces a little plaza. Its
most noteworthy features are its twin bell towers, elaborate altar and fine stained-glass
windows.

The main gate to St Joseph Cathedral is open when Mass is held. Guests are welcome at
other times of the day, but must enter via the compound of the Diocese of Hanoi, the entrance
to which is a block away at 40 P Nha Chung. Walking through the main gate, go straight and
then turn right. When you reach the side door to the cathedral, ring the small bell high up to the
right-hand side of the door.

On Sunday for the evening Mass (usually at 6pm), the congregation spills out on the streets,
hymns are beamed out, and the devout sit on motorbikes listening intently to the sermon. Other
Mass times are listed on a sign on the gates to the left of the cathedral.

Museum of The Viethamese Revolution MUSEUM

( 216 b Tran Quang Khai; admission 15,000d; ~ 8-11.30am & 1.30-4.15pm) A must for all
budding revolutionaries, the history of the Vietnamese Revolution is enthusiastically presented in
this museum. It's diagonally across the road from the History Museum.

WEST OF THE OLD QUARTER

|TDP Temple of Literature TEMPLE

CHOICK

( P Quoc Tu Giam; adult/student 10,000/5,000d; ~ 8am-5pm) About 2km west of Hoan Kiem
Lake, the Temple of Literature is a rare example of well-preserved traditional Vietnamese
architecture.

Founded in 1070 by Emperor Ly Thanh Tong, the temple is dedicated to Confucius (Khong
Tu) and honours Vietnam’s finest scholars and men of literary accomplishment. Vietnam'’s first
university was established here in 1076, though at this time entrance was only granted to those
of noble birth. After 1442, a more egalitarian approach was adopted and gifted students from
all over the nation headed to Hanoi to study the principles of Confucianism, literature and
poetry.

In 1484 Emperor Le Thanh Tong ordered that stelae be erected to record the names, places
of birth and achievements of exceptional scholars: 82 stelae remain standing. The imposing
tiered gateway (on P Quoc Tu Giam) which forms the main entrance is preceded by a curious
plague, whose inscription requests that visitors dismount their horses before entering. Make
sure you do.

Paths then lead through formal gardens to the Khue Van pavilion, constructed in 1802,
beyond which is a large square pond known as the Well of Heavenly Clarity.

The northern side of this courtyard is marked by a low-slung pagoda housing an
extraordinary statue of a majestic-looking Confucius, depicted with a goatee and bearing
scarlet robes, flanked by four of his disciples.


http://maps.google.com/?q=21.028665778101,105.848828283162&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0247255414128,105.859403366411&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0277480443481,105.835053547461&z=15&t=m
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West of the Old Quarter

@ © Top Sights

Fine Arts Museum B4
Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum Complex A3
Temple of Literature B5
Vietnam Military History Museum C4
© @ Sights
1 Ambassadors' Pagoda D6
2 Ba Dinh Square B3
3 Botanical Gardens A2
4 Flag Tower C4
5 Ho Chi Minh Museum A3
6 Ho Chi Minh's Mausoleum B3
7 Ho Chi Minh's Stilt House A2
8 One Pillar Pagoda B3
9 Presidential Palace B2
10 Quan Thanh Temple B1
11 Statue of Lenin C4

¢» Activities, Courses & Tours
12 Hanoi Cooking Centre D1

o+ 44 Eating

13 Café Smile B4
14 B Thuy Khue (Speciality Food Street) Al
15 KOTO B5
16 La Badiane D5
17 Matchbox Winebar & Restaurant B4
18 Net Hue D5
19 P Cam Chi (Speciality Food Street) D5
20 Puku D4
21 Quan An Ngon D5
22 San Ho Restaurant D6
23 Southgate D5
& © Drinking
24 Kinh Do Café D5
25 Rooftop Bar D6

& & Entertainment

26 Jazz Club By Quyen Van Minh D6
= © Shopping

Bookworm (see 12)

27 Craft Link B5

28 Dome C5H

29 Mai Gallery D5

30 Viet Art Centre D6




Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum Complex HISTORICAL SITE

( entrance cnr P Ngoc Ha & P Doi Can) This is the holiest of the holies for many Vietnamese.
To the west of the Old Quarter, the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum Complex is an important place of
pilgrimage. A traffic-free area of botanical gardens , monuments,

memorials and pagodas, it's usually crowded with groups of all ages, from all over the nation,
who have come to pay their respects.

Ho Chi Minh’s Mausoleum

(admission free; ~ 8-11lam Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun Dec-Sep, last entry 10.15am) In the tradition
of Lenin and Stalin before him — and Mao afterwards — Ho Chi Minh’'s Mausoleum is a
monumental marble edifice. Contrary to his desire for a simple cremation, the mausoleum was
constructed from materials gathered from all over Vietnam between 1973 and 1975. The roof
and peristyle are said to evoke either a traditional communal house or a lotus flower, though to
many tourists it looks like a concrete cubicle with columns. Set deep in the bowels of the
building in a glass sarcophagus is the frail, pale body of Ho Chi Minh. The mausoleum is closed
for about two months each year while the embalmed body goes to Russia for maintenance.

The queue, which moves quite quickly, usually snakes for several hundred metres to the
mausoleum entrance itself. Inside, adopt a slow but steady pace as you file past Ho’s body.
Guards, regaled in snowy-white military uniforms, are posted at intervals of five paces, giving
an eerily authoritarian aspect to the slightly macabre spectacle of the body with its wispy white
hair.

The following rules are strictly applied to all visitors to the mausoleum:
» » People wearing shorts, tank tops and so on will not be admitted.
» » Nothing (including day packs, cameras and mobiles) can be taken inside.
» » Maintain a respectful demeanour at all times: no talking or sniggering.
» » Photography is absolutely prohibited inside the mausoleum.
» » It is forbidden to put your hands in your pockets.
» » Hats must be taken off inside the mausoleum building.
Most of the visitors are Vietnamese and it’s interesting to watch their reactions. Most show
deep respect for Ho Chi Minh, who is honoured for his role as the liberator of the Viethamese
people from colonialism, as much as for his communist ideology. This view is reinforced by
Vietnam’s educational system, which emphasises Ho’s deeds and accomplishments.

If you're lucky, you'll catch the changing of the guard outside Ho’'s mausoleum — the pomp
and ceremony displayed here rivals the British equivalent at Buckingham Palace. Photography
is permitted outside the building but not inside and visitors will be asked to leave bags and
mobile phones at a counter just inside the entrance.

Ho Chi Minh’s Stilt House & the Presidential Palace


http://maps.google.com/?q=21.036740294952,105.834686116203&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0393575492456,105.830252536991&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0367445796366,105.834643990388&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.039341623319,105.832305030578&z=15&t=m

(admission 15,000d; ~ summer 7.30-11am & 2-4pm, winter 8-11am & 1.30-4pm, closed
Mon, closed Fri afternoon) Behind Ho Chi Minh's Mausoleum is a humble stilt house, where Ho
lived intermittently from 1958 to 1969. The house is an interpretation of a traditional rural
dwelling, and has been preserved just as Ho left it. It's set in a well-tended garden next to a
carp-filled pond. Just how much time he actually spent here is questionable — the house would
have been a tempting target for US bombers had it been suspected that Ho was hanging out
here. In an adjacent building a sign proclaims, ‘Ho Chi Minh's Used Cars’ — in reality,
automobiles he used during his life.

In stark contrast to the understated stilt house is the imposing Presidential Palace, a
beautifully restored colonial building constructed in 1906 as the Palace of the Governor General
of Indochina. It is now used for official receptions and isn't open to the public. There is a
combined entrance gate to the stilt house and Presidential Palace grounds on P Ong Ich Kiem,
inside the mausoleum complex; when the main mausoleum entrance is closed, enter from B
Hung Vuong near the palace building.

Ho Chi Minh Museum

(www.baotanghochiminh.vn; admission 15,000d; ~ 8-11.30am daily & 2-4.30pm Tue-Thu, Sat
& Sun) Adjacent to Ho’s Mausoleum, the huge concrete Soviet-style Ho Chi Minh Museum is a
triumphalist monument dedicated to the life of the founder of modern Vietnam and to the
onward march of revolutionary socialism. Mementos of Ho’s life are showcased, and there are
some fascinating photos and dusty official documents relating the overthrow of the French and
the rise of communism.

Photography is forbidden and you may be asked to check your bag at reception. An English-
speaking guide costs around 100,000d, and given the quite surreal nature of the exhibition it's a
worthwhile investment.

One Pillar Pagoda

(P Ong Ich Kiem) A Hanoi landmark, the One Pillar Pagoda was originally built by the Emperor
Ly Thai Tong, who ruled from 1028 to 1054. According to the annals, the heirless emperor
dreamed that he had met Quan The Am Bo Tat, the Goddess of Mercy, who while seated on a
lotus flower, handed him a male child. Ly Thai Tong then married a young peasant girl and had
a son and heir by her. As a way of expressing his gratitude for this event, he constructed a
pagoda here in 1049. The delicate One Pillar Pagoda, built of wood on a single stone pillar, is
designed to resemble a lotus blossom, the symbol of purity, rising out of a sea of sorrow. One
of the last acts of the French before quitting Hanoi in 1954 was to destroy the original One
Pillar Pagoda; the structure was rebuilt by the new government.

Vietnam Military History Museum MUSEUM

( www.btlsgsvn.org.vn; P Dien Bien Phu; admission 20,000d, camera 20,000d; ~ 8-11.30am
& 1-4.30pm, closed Mon & Fri) Easy to spot thanks to a large collection of weaponry out front,
the Military Museum displays Soviet and Chinese equipment alongside French- and US-made
weapons captured during years of warfare. The centrepiece is a Soviet-built MiG-21 jet fighter,



http://www.baotanghochiminh.vn
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0359936131437,105.833655791799&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0318955740924,105.840389571197&z=15&t=m
http://www.btlsqsvn.org.vn

triumphant amid the wreckage of French aircraft downed at Dien Bien Phu, and a US F-111.
Adjacent is the hexagonal Flag Tower , one of the symbols of Hanoi.

Access is possible to a terrace overlooking a rusting collection of war matériel. Opposite the
museum is a small park with a commanding statue of Lenin

Fine Arts Museum MUSEUM

( 66 P Nguyen Thai Hoc; admission 20,000d; ~ 9.15am-5pm Tue-Sun) Hanoi's excellent Fine
Arts Museum is housed in two buildings that were once the French Ministry of Information.

There’s some outstanding art here, with a collection of superb textiles, furniture and ceramics
in the first building, which also showcases some terrific temporary exhibitions. But over in the
magnificent main building things get even more impressive as room after room reveals artistic
treasures from Vietnam including ancient Champa stone carvings and some astonishing effigies
of Guan Yin (the thousand-eyed, thousand-armed) goddess of compassion. Look out too for
the remarkable lacquered-wood statues of robed Buddhist monks, complete with drooping
earlobes and fabulously expressive faces, from the Tay Son dynasty. There’s also a large
collection of contemporary art.

There are a couple of galleries with contemporary art and folk-naive paintings. Reproductions
of antiques are available, but ask for a certificate to clear these goods through customs when
you leave Vietnam.

Ambassadors’ Pagoda PAGODA

( 73 P Quan Su) The official centre of Buddhism in Hanoi, the Ambassadors’ Pagoda attracts
quite a crowd on holidays. During the 17th century there was a guesthouse here for the
ambassadors of Buddhist countries. Today there are about a dozen monks and nuns based at
the Ambassadors’ Pagoda. Next to the pagoda is a shop selling Buddhist ritual objects. The
Ambassadors’ Pagoda is located between P Ly Thuong Kiet and P Tran Hung Dao.

Quan Thanh Temple TEMPLE

( P Quan Thanh) Shaded by huge trees, Quan Thanh Temple was established during the Ly
dynasty (1010-1225) and was dedicated to Tran Vo (God of the North), whose symbols of
power were the tortoise and the snake. A bronze statue and bell date from 1677. The temple is
on the shores of Truc Bach Lake, near the intersection of © Thanh Nien and P Quan Thanh.

FRENCH QUARTER

Hai Ba Trung Temple TEMPLE

( P Tho Lao) Two kilometres south of Hoan Kiem Lake, this temple was founded in 1142. A
statue shows the two Trung sisters (who lived in the 1st century AD) kneeling with their arms
raised in the air, as if they are addressing a crowd. Some say the statue shows the sisters,


http://maps.google.com/?q=16.4662842205705,107.580220235154&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0318046955504,105.839454870959&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=10.7699944201614,106.699184495355&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0240642168197,105.845109131967&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0420955612196,105.835376617583&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0126807733674,105.855723416432&z=15&t=m

who had been proclaimed the queens of the Viethamese, about to dive into a river. They are
said to have drowned themselves rather than surrender in the wake of their defeat at the hands
of the Chinese.
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@ © Top Sights

Hai Ba Trung Temple D3
© @ Sights

1 Lenin Park A2

2 Lenin Park Main Gate B2

= © Sleeping
3 Drift C1




4+ &4 Eating

Cay Cau (see 10)

4 Chay Nang Tam B1

5 Izakaya Yancha C3

6 Nha Hang Ngon D1

7 Wild Lotus B2
© © Drinking

8 Cong Caphe C3

9 Quanly C2
& & Entertainment

10 Cay Cau D1

11 Megastar Complex C3

@ © Shopping

12 Hom Market C2
GREATER HANOI
|TDP Vietnam Museum of Ethnology MUSEUM

CHOICE

( www.vme.org.vn, © Nguyen Van Huyen; admission 25,000d, guide 50,000d, camera fee
50,000d; -~ 8.30am-5.30pm Tue-Sun) The outstanding Vietnam Museum of Ethnology is one of
the country’s premier museums. Occupying a fine modern structure, the terrific collection
features well-presented tribal art, artefacts and everyday objects gathered from across the
nation. Displays are well labelled in Viethnamese, French and English. For anyone with an
interest in Vietnam’s minorities, it's an essential visit — though it is located way out in the
suburbs.

In the grounds are examples of traditional vilage houses — a Tay stilt house, an impressive
Bahnar communal structure and a Yao home. Don't miss the soaring, thatched-roofed Giarai
tomb, complete with risqué wooden statues.

A fair-trade craft shop sells books, beautiful postcards, and arts and crafts from ethnic
communities.

The museum is in the Cau Giay district, about 7km from the city centre and around 120,000d
each way in a taxi. Local bus 14 (3000d) departs from P Dinh Tien Hoang on the east side of
Hoan Kiem Lake and passes within a couple of blocks of the museum — get off at the Nghia Tan
bus stop and head to B Nguyen Van Huyen.

Tay Ho (West Lake) LAKE

The city’s largest lake, Tay Ho is around 13km in circumference and ringed by upmarket
suburbs. On the south side of the lake, along B Thuy Khue, is a string of popular seafood
restaurants, and to the east, the Xuan Dieu strip is lined with restaurants, cafes, boutiques and


http://www.vme.org.vn

luxury hotels. You'll also find two temples on its shores; the Tay Ho and Tran Quoc pagodas.

A newly installed pathway now circles the lake, making for a great bicycle ride. To rent a bike
ask at lakeside restaurant Don’'s A Chef Bistro (Click here ).

Two legends explain the origins of Tay Ho, which is also known as the Lake of Mist and the
Big Lake. According to one legend, Tay Ho was created when the Dragon King drowned an evil
nine-tailed fox in his lair, in a forest on this site. Another legend relates that in the 11th century a
Vietnamese Buddhist monk, Khong Lo, rendered a great service to the emperor of China, who
rewarded him with a vast quantity of bronze. The monk cast the bronze into a huge bell, the
sound of which could be heard all the way to China, where the Golden Buffalo Calf, mistaking
the ringing for its mother’s call, ran southward, trampling on the site and turning it into a lake.

The geological explanation is that it was created when Song Hong (Red River) overflowed its
banks. The flood problem has been partially controlled by building dykes — the highway along
the eastern side of Tay Ho is built upon one.

Tay Ho Pagoda PAGODA

( P Tay Ho) Jutting into West Lake, beautiful Tay Ho Pagoda is perhaps the most popular place
of worship in Hanoi. Throngs of people come here on the first and 15th day of each lunar month
in the hope of receiving good fortune from the Mother Goddess, to whom the temple is
dedicated.

Tran Quoc Pagoda PAGODA

One of the oldest pagodas in Vietham, Tran Quoc Pagoda is on the eastern shore of Tay Ho,
just off B Thanh Nien, which divides this lake from Truc Bach Lake. A stela here, dating from
1639, tells the history of this site. The pagoda was rebuilt in the 15th century and again in 1842.

Truc Bach Lake LAKE

Separated from Tay Ho only by B Thanh Nien, this lake is lined with flame trees. During the
18th century the Trinh lords built a palace on the lakeside; it was later transformed into a
reformatory for wayward royal concubines, who were condemned to spend their days weaving
pure white silk.

% Activities
Sports & Swimming

Daewoo Hotel Fithess Centre FITNESS CLUB

( < 3835 1000; www.hanoi-daewoohotel.com; 360 B Kim Ma; %) Situated 5km west of Hoan
Kiem Lake along B Kim Ma, the Daewoo Hotel Fitness Centre has a day-use fee of US$25 for
all facilities including the pool. There’s also a good spa.

Hash House Harriers RUNNING


http://www.hanoi-daewoohotel.com

(www.hanoih3.com; 100,000d incl beer; ~ from 1.30pm Sat) For the uninitiated, these are
drinkers with a running problem. The ‘hash’ meets at the American Club (Click here ).

Army Hotel SWIMMING

( 33C P Pham Ngu Lao; % ) In central Hanoi, the Army Hotel charges US$4 for day use of its
pool, which is big enough for laps and open all year. It gets very busy with children in the
afternoon.

Hanoi Water Park SWIMMING

( ~ 9am-9pm Wed-Mon Apr-Nov) Hanoi Water Park is around 5km north of the city centre and
has pools, slides and a lazy river. Entry costs 50,000d for those over 110cm tall, and 30,000d
for shorter people, translating roughly to adults and children. Again, it gets extremely busy here
on hot summer afternoons. It's a 15-minute taxi ride from central Hanoi on the northern edge of
Tay Ho.

King’s Island GOLF

( # 3772 3160; www.kingsislandgolf.com; from US$70) King’s Island, 45km west of Hanoi,
close to the base of Ba Vi Mountain, is north Vietnam'’s first 36-hole golf course. The course
offers lakeside or mountain-view play. There is also a popular course at Tam Dao Hill Station;
Click here .

Zenith Yoga YOGA

( 7 904 356 561; www.zenithyoga.posterous.com; 111 P Xuan Dieu; per class 250,000d)
Zenith Yoga has daily Asthanga, lyengar and Hatha yoga sessions in a smart studio. It’s in the
expat area near Tay Ho, around 5km north of central Hanoi. Phone ahead for the schedule of
classes.

Massage & Spa

Hanoi has an expanding choice of spas and massage centres. Rates are less than in the West,
or richer Asian countries, so it’s a great place for a little indulgence.

La Siesta Spa SPA

( 2 3935 1632, www.hanoielegancehotel.com/spa; 32 P Lo Su) Escape from the incessant
energy of the Old Quarter with spa, massage and beauty treatments across two floors of the
Hanoi Elegance Diamond Hotel ( Click here ).

QT Anam Spa SPA

( 27 3928 6116, www.qtanamspa.com; 26-28 Le Thai To) Excellent spa, massage and beauty
treatments.
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Cultural Centres

All of the following have newspapers and magazines to browse. Bring your passport to gain
access.

American Club CULTURAL CENTRE

( 2 3824 1850; amclub@fpt.vn; 19-21 P Hai Ba Trung) Also has a huge DVD library and is the
venue for the annual CAMA Festival (Click here )

British Council CULTURAL CENTRE

( 2 3728 1922; www.britishcouncil.org/vietham; 20 Thuy Khue, Tay Ho) Located in the Tay Ho
area, it hosts cultural events, exhibitions, workshops and fashion shows.

Centre Culturel Francais de Hanoi CULTURAL CENTRE

( 2 3936 2164, www.ithanoi-lespace.com; 24 P Trang Tien) In the L'Espace building near the
Opera House.

= Courses

Hanoi Cooking Centre COOKING

( 2 3715 0088; www.hanoicookingcentre.com; 44 Chau Long; per class US$50) Excellent
interactive classes including market visits and a special Kids Club — handy if your children are
aspiring chefs. The Hanoi Cooking Centre also runs a highly recommended walking tour
exploring Hanoi's street food scene, and cookery classes conclude with a shared lunch in its
elegant restaurant.

o HANOI FOR CHILDREN

Hanoi is a fun city for children thanks to the all-action Old Quarter and the city’s many parks and lakes. Wandering the Old
Quarter can be tiring for young ones, and you'll have to maintain a watchful eye for motorbikes, but there are enough

diversions to keep them entertained, and plenty of ice-cream shops and fruit markets for those little treats along the way. If they
like to cook their own food, book them in for a special Kid's Club session at the Hanoi Cooking Centre ( Click here ).

Boating is a fun family activity and there is the choice of bigger boats on Tay Ho or pedal-powered boats in Lenin Park
. Hanoi Water Park ( Click here ) is a great place to take children to cool off, but it is only open half the year. Come

evening, there is only one place for any self-respecting child to be in Hanoi and that is at a water-puppet show ( Click here ) —a
Punch and Judy pantomime on water.

Hidden Hanoi COOKING
( 2 091 225 4045; www.hiddenhanoi.com.vn; 137 P Nghi Tam, Tay Ho,; per class with market
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tour US$50) Offers cooking classes from its kitchen near the eastern side of Tay Ho. Options
include seafood and village food menus. Walking tours exploring Hanoi street food also
available. Hidden Hanoi also offers a language study program (per person from $US200)
including two field trips.

nghway4 COOKING

( 2 3715 0577, www.highway4.com; 3 Hang Tre; per class US$50) Classes begin at their Old
Quarter eatery (Click here ), incorporate a cyclo ride and market tour, and continue on to
Highway 4’s Tay Ho restaurant, the House of Son Tinh (Click here ). And yes, you can learn
how to make their signature catfish spring rolls. Also on offer are cocktail-making classes
(US$29 per person) using Highway 4’s traditional Son Tinh liquors ( Click here ).

Hanoi Foreign Language College LANGUAGE

( # 3826 2468; 1 P Pham Ngu Lao) Housed in the History Museum compound this is a branch
of Hanoi National University where foreigners can study Vietnamese for about US$10 per
lesson.

Hanoi Language Tours LANGUAGE

( 2 090 1352 2605; www.hanoilanguagetours.com, per person from US$150) Courses from
two to 10 days focusing on language and cultural essentials for travellers, expats and
businesspeople.
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Walking Tour: Old Quarter

Start at the @ Ngoc Son Temple on Hoan Kiem Lake. Return over the red © Huc Bridge , to the © Martyrs’ Monument .

Follow P Dinh Tien Hoang to the © water Puppet Theatre . Head north on P Hang Dau to Hanoi's © shoe shops . Cross P
Cau Go to P Hang Be, and the local © market on P Gia Ngu.

Back on P Hang Be, continue north to P Hang Bac. Look out for the artisans hand-carving intricate (7] gravestones . Next
head up P Ma May to the beautifully restored © Memorial House at No 87.

Return to P Hang Bac, passing L9 jewellery shops , to © house 102, which includes a fully functioning temple. Retrace
your steps slightly and head up narrow @ P TaHien, popular for after-dark bars. Turn left on P Hang Buom to the @ Bach
Ma Temple , and continue to ® cua 0O Quan Chuong , the well-preserved Old East Gate.

Continue north on P Thanh Ha to a @ street market . Veer left to © Dong Xuan Market .



Backtrack south on Nguyen Thien Thuat and turn right on to P Hang Chieu, past 6, shops selling straw mats and rope.
This becomes @ P Hang Ma where imitation ‘ghost money’ is sold for burning in Buddhist ceremonies. Follow your ears to
the @ blacksmiths near the corner of P Lo Ren and P Thuoc Bac. Adjoining P Thuoc Bac and P Lan Ong, the Thanh Binh
store sells traditional rice wine. Continue along Lan Ong to the pungent fragrances of © herb merchants .

Double back to P Thuoc Bac and head south past the D tin-box makers , opposite the @ mirror shops on P Hang Thiec.
Continue left towards shops selling 2 Buddhist altars and statues along P Hang Quiat.

Head south past P Luong Van Can’s 23 toy shops , and continue along P Hang Gai for elegant D silk shops . Head south
on P Ly Quoc Su to D st Joseph Cathedral , and the cafes on P Nha Tho.

G Tours

Most people prefer to explore Hanoi at their own pace, but Hidden Hanoi and the Hanoi
Cooking Centre both offer interesting tours with a foodie slant (Click here ).

Also recommended is Hanoi Kids (www.hanoikids.org) , a student-run volunteer organisation
that partners visitors with Hanoi teens and young adults wishing to improve their English-
language skills. Tours are customised to the needs of visitors and can include Hanoi sights like
the Temple of Literature and Hoa Lo Prison Museum, or restaurant and market visits. It's best
to arrange tours online before you arrive in Hanoi.

Another worthwhile tour is with Bloom Microventures (www.bloom-
microventures.org/vietnam) , taking in the village of Soc Son 40km north of Hanoi. It's a good
opportunity to see how micro-loans are funding rural entrepreneurs, and is an excellent insight
into Vietnamese rural life.

*% Festivals & Events

Tet VIETNAMESE NEW YEAR

(Tet Nguyen Dan/Vietnamese Lunar New Year; late Jan or early Feb) During the week
preceding Tet, there is a flower market on P Hang Luoc. There’s also a colourful, two-week
flower exhibition and competition, beginning on the first day of the new year, that takes place in
Lenin Park near Bay Mau Lake. For more on Tet, see the boxed text on Click here .

Quang Trung Festival CULTURE

(Feb/Mar) Wrestling competitions, lion dances and human chess take place on the 15th day of
the first lunar month at Dong Da Mound, site of the uprising against the Chinese led by Emperor
Quang Trung (Nguyen Hué) in 1788.

CAMA Festival MUSIC

(www.camavietnam.org; late May) Hanoi's Club for Art and Music Appreciation brings an
eclectic bunch of performers to the city for an annual one-day music festival held in the grounds
of the American Club (Click here ). Electronica, punky Japanese garage rock, and Polynesian
hip hop — anything goes. It's also a good chance to see local bands and DJs.

Vietham’s National Day FESTIVAL
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(2 September) Celebrated with a rally and fireworks at Ba Dinh Sq, in front of Ho Chi Minh's
Mausoleum. There are also boat races on Hoan Kiem Lake.

= Sleeping

Much of Hanoi’'s cheap accommodation is in or around the Old Quarter. We receive numerous
complaints about budget-hotel owners pressuring guests to book tours with them. Some
travellers have even been turfed out into the street for not complying, while others have found
mysterious taxes added to their bills. In addition, Old Quarter traffic is oppressive, particularly
around Hang Be, Hang Bac and Ma May.

Emerging areas for good value accommodation include around St Joseph Cathedral, and on
and around P Hang Dieu on the western edge of the Old Quarter.

Expect to pay US$20 to US$25 for a decent budget room. For around US$30 to US$45,
rooms are loaded with gadgets and facilities including air-con, satellite TV, wi-fi, a computer
and minibar. There’s been a mini-boom in efficiently run hostels, and dorm beds range from
US$6 to US$9.

Contemporary boutique hotels are also emerging with tariffs around US$40 to US$80 a night.
Above US$100, you're looking at luxury hotels with pools, fithess centres and restaurants.

Most budget and midrange hotels include free internet access, while top-end hotels levy a
charge. Always check whether tax and service is included.

OLD QUARTER

TOP. Hanoi Elite $$ BOUTIQUE HOTEL

CHOICE |

( # 3828 1711; www.hanoielitehotel.com; 10/5032 Dao Duy Tu, r US$45-55; #@ % ) It's
surprising what you can find in the most narrow and hidden-away of lanes in the Old Quarter.
Hanoi Elite features cool and classy décor, top-notch staff, and the kind of touches — rainforest
shower-heads, breakfasts cooked to order and in-room computers — you'd expect only from
more expensive accommaodation.

Art Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 3923 3868; www.hanoiarthotel.com; 65 P Hang Dieu; s/d from US$38/44; # @ % ) The
young, friendly and very welcoming crew at the Art Hotel make this new opening really stand
out. Rooms are spacious with spotless bathrooms and wooden floors, and within a 30-metre
radius you'll find some of Hanoi's best opportunities for partaking in the city’s great street food.

Tirant Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 6269 8899; www.tiranthotel.com; 38 Gia Ngu; s/d from US$55/65; # @ % ) Negotiate a
good discount at this newly opened hotel and you'll be getting top-end digs for a midrange
price. Trendy decor, switched-on staff who speak excellent English and spacious bedrooms all
conspire to make this one of Hanoi's best new hotels. The buffet breakfast is definitely worth
lingering for and the huge Grand Suite (US$145) is undoubtedly the Old Quarter’s best room.
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Vega Hotel $$ HOTEL

( ¥ 3923 3366, www.vegahotel.vn; 75 P Hang Dieu; US$50-55; % @ % ) On the western edge
of the Old Quarter, P Hang Dieu is emerging as a hub for great value midrange hotels. The
Vega exemplifies what any new place in this part of town needs to offer; spacious bedrooms,
balcony views and spotless modern bathrooms.

Hanoi Rendezvous Hotel $$ HOTEL

( # 3828 5777; www.hanoirendezvoushotel.com; 31 P Hang Dieu; dm/s/d/tr US$7.50/
25/30/35; # @ =) Just one of the new Aussie-run accommodation options popping up in Hanoi.
Deliciously close to several brilliant street food places, Hanoi Rendezvous features spacious
rooms, friendly staff and well-run tours to Halong Bay, Cat Ba Island and Sapa. Don't miss the
reproductions of classic Vietnam-themed movies in the downstairs breakfast bar.

Serenity Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 3923 3549; www.hanoiserenityhotel.com; 1B Cua Dong; s/d from US$18/20; # @ %)
Spacious rooms, a friendly vibe at reception and a quieter location outside of Hanoi's
backpacker hub all add up to one of the city’s best budget sleeps. If you need more convincing,
there’s a terrific bun cha stall right on your doorstep. There’s no lift, so be prepared to tackle
up to six flights of stairs.

Hanoi Backpackers 2 $3$ HOSTEL

( ¥ 3935 1890; www.hanoibackpackershostel.com; 9 Ma May; dm US$6-9, tw & d US$40; *
@7 ) It's same, same but different at this sprawling Hanoi Backpackers offshoot in the middle
of Ma May’s tourist throng. Room options range from spotless dorms to designer doubles, and
there’s a nicely social restaurant and bar downstairs. The relaxed Aussie-Kiwi team on
reception books guests onto a range of well-run tours including to Halong Bay and Sapa.

DO THE HUSTLE

Hanoi is not only the political capital of Vietham. It is also the capital of hotel hustles. Copycat and fly-by-night hotels abound.
These will rent a building, appropriate the name of another hotel, and then work with touts to bring unwitting tourists to their
‘chosen’ accommodation. Visitors who question the alternative location are told the hotel has moved and it is not until they
check the next day that they realise they have been had. These hotels overcharge on anything they can, often giving a price for
the room on check-in and a price per person on check out. The best way to avoid this is to prebook a room by phone or email.
This way, you know the hotel is still open, still in the same location and not full.

Airport taxis and minibuses often work in partnership with these copycat hotels, as they give the biggest commissions and
there have even been reports of desperate Westerners working in tandem with these hotels, steering backpackers their way.
For more on scams and how to avoid them, Click here and the boxed text on Click here .
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Hanoi Guesthouse $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 3824 5732; www.hanoiguesthouse.com; 14 Bat Su; r $20-22; @ % ) Tucked away on quiet
Bat Su, the Hanoi Guesthouse is a bustling little spot with an eager young English-speaking
crew on reception. A heritage Asian decor flows from reception through to the simple but
spotless rooms. Hanoi's weekend night market is just a couple of blocks away.

Camel City Hotel $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 3935 2024; www.camelcityhotel.com; 8/50 Dao Duy Tu; s/d from US$20/25; # @ % ) A
family-owned operation in a quiet lane just a short walk from the after dark attractions on P Ta
Hien. Rooms are trimmed with Asian design touches and the service ethic is outstanding; yet
more proof of good value budget sleeps in the heart of the Old Quarter.

Hanoi Gecko 3 $ HOSTEL

( < 3923 3898; www.hanoigecko3hostel.com; 27 Bat Dan; dm US$6; % @ % ) Less social than
Hanoi’s larger hostels, the compact Hanoi Gecko 3 features simple bunk dorms, and is in a
more local section of the Old Quarter. There’s a pretty good restaurant downstairs and a 1st
floor chill-out space with funky scatter cushions.

Classic Street Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 3825 2421; www.classicstreet-phocohotel.com; 41 P Hang Be; r US$30-35; % % ) This
place on ever-busy Hang Be has cosy rooms with large beds and satellite TV. Plenty of
paintings and ceramics brighten up the communal spaces and corridors.

Hanoi Boutique 2 $$ HOTEL

( 2 3929 0366, www.hanoiboutiquehotel.vn; 32 Dao Duy Tu; d US$40-50, f US$100; # @ %)
Smart mini-hotel with attentive staff, a bar and restaurant.

Rising Dragon Hotel $ HOTEL

( #3926 3494; www.risingdragonhotel.com; 61 P Hang Be; s/d/tr from US$20/22/30; # @ =)
The attentive, helpful staff and spacious rooms make this place, though those at the rear only
have a tiny (or no) window and there’s no lift.

Thuy Nga Guesthouse $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 3826 6053, thuyngahotel@hotmail.com; 10D P Dinh Liet; r US$14; # @ % ) This homely
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little place is run by an accommodating family and has six rooms with natural light, a TV and
fridge. Pop outside for lots of good bars.

Duc Thai Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 3828 2897; www.ducthaihotel.com; 95B Hang Ga,; r US$28-38; = # ) Offering a
convenient location near Hoan Kiem Lake, this recently renovated hotel has 15 well-appointed
rooms with wi-fi and colonial features, including shuttered windows. It’s run by a friendly,
English-speaking team.

Sports Hotel $ HOTEL

( #3926 0154; www.hanoisportshotel.com; 96 P Hang Bac, s/d/tr/q US$22/25/36/40; # @ =)
Located on busy Hang Bac, this place has a long narrow lobby with several computer terminals
and smart, well-presented (and equipped) rooms.

Thu Giang Guesthouse $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 3828 5734; www.thugianggh.com; 5A P Tam Thuong; dm US$5, r US$7-15; =@ % )
Hidden at the end of a narrow alley, this modest place is owned and run by a hospitable family
who understand travellers’ needs. There’s a second branch for overspills at 35A P Hang Dieu.

Manh Dung Guesthouse $ GUESTHOUSE

( /' 3826 7201; lethomhalong@yahoo.com; 2 P Tam Thuong; r US$12-18; # @ % ) Opposite
the Thu Giang, this is a step up in quality and has a lift, though most rooms are on the small
side.

0 MAKE THAT COMPLAINT COUNT...

We get a lot of letters complaining about hotels, guesthouses, travel companies and more. It's great to give us feedback about
all these things, as it helps to work out which businesses care about their customers and which don’t. As well as telling us,

make sure you tell the Vietham National Administration of Tourism (' 3356 0789; wwwhanoitourism.gov.vn;

3 Tran Phu); its Hanoi office is reasonably helpful and needs to know about the problems before it can do anything about them.
Make a complaint here and in time it might well pressure the cowboys into cleaning up their acts.

AROUND HOAN KIEM LAKE

TOPY 6 on Sixteen $$ BOUTIQUE HOTEL

| CHOICE [
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( ' 6673 6729, www.sixonsixteen.com; 16 Bao Kanh; r US$50-88; * @ % ) Decked out with
designer textiles, ethnic art and interesting locally made furniture, 6 on Sixteen has a warm and
welcoming ambience. There’s just six concisely decorated rooms, but lots of shared areas to
encourage guests to mingle and share travel tips. Breakfast includes freshly baked pastries and
robust Italian coffee, and the hotel is aligned with Sapa Rooms and the Hmong Mountain
Retreat in Sapa. Try to book a balcony room as those at the back have tiny windows.

Sofitel Metropole Hotel $$$ HOTEL

( 2 3826 6919, www.sofitel.com; 15 P Ngo Quyen; r from US$210; * @ % 2 ) A historic hotel
and a supremely refined place to stay, the Metropole boasts an immaculately restored colonial
facade, mahogany-panelled reception rooms and two well-regarded restaurants. Rooms in the
old wing offer unmatched colonial style, while the modern Opera Wing has sumptuous levels of
comfort but doesn't have quite the same heritage character. Even if you're not staying here, it's
worth popping in for a drink at the Bamboo Bar.

Hotel L’Opera $$$ HOTEL

( 27 6282 5555; www.mgallery.com; 29 P Trang Tien; r from US$150; # @% ) Hanoi's newest
luxury hotel — opened December 2010 — effortlessly combines French colonial style with a
sophisticated design aesthetic. Rooms are trimmed in silk and Asian textiles, and splurge-
worthy features include a spa and the hip late-night vibe of the La Fée Verte (Green Fairy) bar.
If you're wondering, it's a reference to absinthe, the infamous green alcoholic beverage.

Cinnamon Hotel $$ BOUTIQUE HOTEL

( # 3938 0430, www.cinnamonhotel.net; 26 P Au Trieu; r US$70-80; = % @ % ) A hip hotel
overlooking St Joseph Cathedral in the smartest enclave of the Old Quarter. The design is
outstanding, combining the historic features of the building — wrought-iron and window shutters
— with Japanese-influenced interiors and modern gadgetry. Of the six rooms, all with balcony
and tropical names, ‘Lime’ has a commanding perspective of the cathedral. There’s also a small
bar-restaurant.

Golden Lotus Hotel $$ HOTEL

( # 3938 0901, www.goldenlotushotel.com.vn; 32 P Hang Trong; s/d from US$52/62; # @ %)
An elegant, polished lobby sets the tone at this atmospheric little hotel, which blends Eastern
flavours and Western chic. All rooms have wooden floors, silk trim, art aplenty and broadband
internet connections, though most rooms at the rear do not enjoy any natural light. Breakfast is
included.

Madame Moon Guesthouse $ GUESTHOUSE
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( 2 3938 1255; www.madammoonguesthouse.com; 17 Hang Hanh; r US$22-25; # @ %)
Keeping it simple just one block from Hoan Kiem Lake, Madame Moon has surprisingly chic
rooms and a (relatively) traffic-free location in a street filled with local cafes. If you're planning a
bigger night out, pop around to Ngo Bao Khanh for a few good bars.

Hilton Hanoi Opera $$$ HOTEL

( < 3933 0500, www.hanoi.hilton.com; 1 P Le Thanh Tong; r from US$160; # @ %2 ) Built in
1998, this impressive neoclassical edifice blends in well with its surroundings, especially the
adjacent Opera House. Rooms are spacious and plush, and both business and leisure facilities
— including a gym and a pool — are impressive.

Joseph’s Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 3939 1048; www.josephshotel.com; 5 P Au Trieu; r US$50-55; # @ % ) Tucked away in a
quiet lane behind St Joseph Cathedral, this compact 10-room hotel features pastel tones, Mod-
Asian decor and breakfasts cooked to order. Try to secure a room with views of the church’s
nearby towers. It's a laid-back location if the speed and scale of Hanoi's traffic doesn't appeal.

Hanoi Elegance Diamond Hotel $$ HOTEL

( ¥ 3935 1632; www.hanoielegancehotel.com; 32 P Lo Su; s/d from US$55/65; # @ % ) With
large rooms, each kitted out with a computer, wooden floors, modern furniture and cable TV,
this is a solid choice. La Siesta Spa (Click here ) is on site and four other Elegance hotels are
close by.

Church Hotel $$ BOUTIQUE HOTEL

( 2 3928 8118; www.churchhotel.com.vn; 9 P Nha Tho, r US$50-88; # @ % ) Classy mini-hotel
with real boutique appeal. Some rooms are smallish, but all have stylish furnishings and there’s
an elegant dining room for your complimentary breakfast. Location-wise this is as good as it
gets, on Nha Tho'’s epicentre of Old Quarter chic.

Hanoi Backpackers Hostel $ HOSTEL

( 2 3828 5372; www.hanoibackpackershostel.com; 48 P Ngo Huyen; dm US$6, r US$25-36;
# @7 ) An efficient, perennially popular hostel now occupying two buildings on a quiet lane. It's
impressively organised, with custom-built bunk beds and lockers, and the dorms all have en-
suite bathrooms. You'll also find a rooftop terrace for barbecues and a bar downstairs. A recent
Hanoi Backpackers offshoot on P Ma May is even more impressive.

Central Backpackers Hanoi $ HOSTEL
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( < 3938 1849; www.centralbackpackershostel.com; 16 P Ly Quoc Su; dm US$5; @ %)
Enjoying a prime spot on busy Ly Quoc Su, this well-run hostel is in close proximity to good
cafes, street eats and the faded grandeur of St Joseph Cathedral. It's a pretty social spot,
possibly due to the ‘free beer’ (very) happy hour every night from 8pm to 9pm.

Jasmine Hotel $$ HOTEL

( ¥ 3926 4420; www.thejasminehotel.com; 57 Lo Su; s/d US$40/55; # @ % ) Caution: must
like carved dark wood. The Jasmine’s decor is slightly ostentatious, but this hotel is handily
near Hoan Kiem Lake and good restaurants. Standard rooms are a touch dark, and there’s
some road noise from the front rooms with balconies, but it’s still good value for such a central
location.

Especen Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 3824 4401, www.especen.vn; 28 P Tho Xuong & 41 P Ngo Huyen; s/d US$17/20; % @ %)
Trying harder than most budget places, this hotel has two great locations near St Joseph
Cathedral. The spacious and light rooms are well kept, and the location is almost tranquil (by
Old Quarter standards anyway). The branches are a few doors apart and have near-identical
facilities.

Hotel Thien Trang $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 3826 9823, thientranghotel24@hotmail.com; 24 P Nha Chung; r US$12-22; # @ % ) This
place enjoys a quiet location in the stylish Nha Tho area. Its spacious rooms retain a degree of
period character alongside somewhat less pleasing modern additions.

Impressive Hotel $$ BOUTIQUE HOTEL

( ¥ 3938 1590; www.impressivehotel.com; 54-56 P Au Trieu; s/d/tr from US$40/50/60; # @ )
Impressive in name and impressive in nature, with clean and cosy rooms and a top-notch
location.

Heart Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 7 3928 6682, www.heart-hotel.com; 11B P Hang Hanh, r US$40-50; * @ ) Popular little hotel
with 10 neat rooms, some with lake views.

FRENCH QUARTER

Drift $ HOSTEL


http://www.centralbackpackershostel.com
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0311792863106,105.855129355038&z=15&t=m
http://www.thejasminehotel.com
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0291101038684,105.848466521068&z=15&t=m
http://www.especen.vn
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0285063595549,105.849571360871&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0283304020521,105.848007337116&z=15&t=m
http://www.impressivehotel.com
http://maps.google.com/?q=21.0316535598081,105.850527588321&z=15&t=m
http://www.heart-hotel.com

( 2 3944 8415; www.thedriftbackpackershostel.com; 42 Truong Han Sieu; dm US$6, r
US$20-25; # @ = ) You can always trust an Aussie-run hostel to know what travellers really
need and want. In this case it's a social ambience, free breakfast and a dedicated movie room
with a huge plasma screen. The attached cafe specialises in Western-style comfort food
including fajitas, burgers and toasted sandwiches. The Old Quarter is a 20-minute walk away.
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X Eating

Hanoi is an international city, and whatever your budget (or your tastes) it's available here. If
you've just flown in, get stuck into the local cuisine, which is wonderfully tasty, fragrantly spiced
and inexpensive. Don't miss the essential experience of dining on Hanoi's street food.

If you've been up in the hills of northern Vietnam subsisting on noodles and rice, the capital’'s
cosmopolitan dining, including Japanese, French, Italian and Indian, will be a welcome change.

OLD QUARTER

|TOP Highway 4 $$ VIETNAMESE

CHOICE

( < 3926 0639; www.highway4.com; 3 P Hang Tre & 25 Bat Su; meals 100,000-200,000d)
Providing a memorable dining experience, this is the original location (inside a tottering old
house) of an expanding family of restaurants that specialise in Viethamese cuisine from the
northern mountains. There’s an astounding array of dishes from bite-sized snacks like superb
nem ca xa lo (catfish spring rolls) through to meaty dishes like lin luec mam tep (pork fillet with
shrimp sauce). Wash it all down with a bottle or two of delicious Son Tinh liquor made from
sticky rice (Click here ). There is another, newer branch in the Old Quarter on Bat Su, and it
owns the flash House of Son Tinh ( Click here ) complex incorporating a restaurant and cocktail
bar on the trendy Xuan Dieu strip near Tay Ho.

Cha Ca Thang Long $$ VIETNAMESE

( 21 P Duong Thanh; cha ca fish 150,000d; ~ 10am-3pm & 5-10pm) Bring along your DIY
cooking skills here and grill your own succulent fish with a little shrimp paste and plenty of
herbs. Cha ca is an iconic Hanoi dish, and while another nearby more famous cha ca eatery
gets all the tour-bus traffic, the food here is equally good.

e
TOP 10 STREET FOOD EXPERIENCES

Deciphering Hanoi's Old Quarter street food scene can be bewildering, but it's worth persevering and diving in. The city’s best
food definitely comes from the scores of vendors crowding the city’s pavements with smoking charcoal burners, tiny blue
plastic stools and expectant queues of canny locals. Many of the stalls have been operating for decades, and often they offer
just one dish. After that long perfecting their recipes, it's little wonder the food can be sensational. Note that opening hours may
be somewhat flexible.

Bun Cha Visiting Hanoi and not eating bun cha should be classed as a capital offence. Try the combination of grilled pork
patties, crab spring rolls, vermicelli noodles and mountains of fresh herbs at Bun Cha Nem Cua Be Dac Kim

( 67 Duong Thanh; > 1lam-3pm) .

Banh Cuon (14 P Hang Ga; - 8am-4pm) Don't even bother ordering here; just squeeze onto a

table, and a plate of gossamer-light banh cuon (steamed rice crepes filled with minced pork, mushrooms and ground shrimp)
will be placed in front of you.

Pho Bo Service at the iconic Pho Gia Truyen (49 P Bat Dan; ~ 7-10am) can be a tad surly, but
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the hearty broth-laden combo of noodles and tender beef is truly a breakfast of champions. Get there when it opens at 7am
and be prepared to queue.

Banh Ghoi (52 P Ly Quoc Su; ~ 10am-7pm) Nestled under a banyan tree near St Joseph
Cathedral, this humble stall turns out banh ghoi, moreish deep-fried pastries crammed with pork, vermicelli, and mushrooms.

Bun Oc Saigon ( cnr P Nguyen Huu Huan & P Hang Thung; ~ 1lam-11pm) Look closely in the
plastic buckets and you'll see more than a few unfamiliar shellfish species. Try the bun oc (shail noodle soup) with a hearty
dash of tart tamarind, or the steamed so huyet xao toi (blood cockles fried with garlic).

Bun Bo Nam Bo (67 P Hang Dieu; ~ 1lam-10pm) Bun bo nam bo (dry noodles with beef) is a
dish from southern Vietnam, but it's certainly travelled well this far north. Mix in bean sprouts, garlic, lemongrass and green
mango for a zingy, filling treat.

Xoi Yen ( cnr P Nguyen Huu Huan & P Hang Mam; ~ 7am-11pm) Equally good for breakfast or
as a hangover cure, Xoi Yen specialises in sticky rice topped with goodies, including sweet Asian sausage, gooey fried egg
and slow-cooked pork.

Mien Xao Luon ( 87 P Hang Dieu; > 7am-2pm) OK, starting to feel more adventurous? Head to
this humble stall trimmed with mini-mountains of crunchy fried eels for three different ways of eating the crisp little morsels.
Try them stir-fried in vermicelli with egg, bean sprouts and fried shallots.

Bun Rieu Cua (40 P Hang Tre; = 7-9am) You'll need to get to this incredibly simple and

incredibly popular spot early, as its sole dish of bun rieu cua (crab noodle soup) is only served for a couple of hours from 7am.
Look forward to what is just maybe Hanoi's best breakfast, a hearty combo of noodles and broth made from tiny rice-paddy
crabs. Laced with fried shallots and garlic, and topped with shrimp paste and chilli, it's a Hanoi classic.

Che ( 76 P Hang Dieu; > 7am-3pm) Always leave room for dessert, and in Hanoi that means

leaving room for the many tasty variations of che (sweet mung beans). In winter try che banh troi tau, laced with sesame and
ginger, or in summer the refreshing che thap nam with up to 10 colourful ingredients including coconut milk, crushed peanuts,
lotus seeds and dried apples.

Quan Bia Minh $ VIETNAMESE

( 7a Dien Liet; mains 80,000-120,000d) This bia hoi joint has evolved into an Old Quarter
favourite with well-priced Vietnamese food and excellent service led by the eponymous Mrs
Minh. Grab an outdoor table and a cold beer and watch the beautiful chaos unfold below.

New Day $ VIETNAMESE

( 72 P Ma May; mains 30,000-60,000d) Despite being in the most touristy part of Hanoi, New
Day continues to attract a mix of locals, expats and hungry travellers. The keen-as-mustard
staff always find space for new diners, so look forward to sharing a table with some like-
minded fans of Vietnamese food.

The Spot $$ INTERNATIONAL

( 47 P Hang Be; mains 100,000-200,000d) Decorated with propaganda posters and with a
soundtrack of great music, this er...Spot is good for a Western-style breakfast if you're fed up
with pho . Healthy menu options include salads, grilled tuna, and a Greek-style salmon
sandwich, and there’s a good range of wines by the glass. Occasional DJs kick in later at night
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to energise the easygoing ambience.

Nola $ CAFE

( 89 P Ma May; snacks 30,000-60,000d) Retro furniture is mixed and matched in this bohemian
labyrinth tucked away from Ma May’s tourist bustle. Pop in for coffee and cake, or return after
dark for one of Hanoi's best little bars. Occasional exhibitions showcase local artists, and it's a
good place to meet Hanoi's hip young things. Service can be a little slow, so just go with the
flow.

Green Mango $$ MEDITERRANEAN

( 2 3928 9917; www.greenmango.vn; 18 P Hang Quat; meals 180,000-250,000d) This hip
restaurant-cum-lounge has a real vibe as well as great cooking. The stunning dining rooms,
complete with rich silk drapes, evoke the feel of an opium den while the huge rear courtyard
comes into its own on summer nights. Menu-wise there’s everything from pizza and pasta to
mod-Asian fusion creations. Pop in for a cocktail even if you're planning on dining somewhere
else.

Green Tangerine $3$ FUSION

( 2 3825 1286, www.greentangerinehanoi.com; 48 P Hang Be; mains US$10-20; = )
Experience the mood and flavour of 1950s Indochine at this elegant restaurant located in a
beautifully restored colonial house with a cobbled courtyard. The fusion French-Vietnamese
cuisine is not always entirely successful, but it’s still worth popping in for coffee or a drink. Two-
course lunches (198,000d) are good value.

Tamarind Cafe $$ VEGETARIAN

( www.tamarind-cafe.com; 80 P Ma May; meals US$4-7; ') Arelaxed cafe-restaurant with
lounge-around cushioned seating and plenty of space. Offers an eclectic menu but is best for
tabouli, eggplant claypot and salads. Drinks include heavenly lassis, zesty juices and wine by
the glass.

AROUND HOAN KIEM LAKE

TOP!, Ly Club $$3$ VIETNAMESE

| CHOICE [

( 2 3936 3069, www.lyclub.vn; 4 Le Phung Hieu; meals US$10-15) Set in an elegant French
colonial mansion, this restaurant’s impressive dining room is a great location for a gourmet
meal. For Asian and Vietnamese flavours, try the soft-shell crab or sautéed clam with
lemongrass and chilli. Standouts on the international menu include salmon baked in a banana
leaf and chargrilled Australian Wagyu beef. When someone asks, ‘So where did you go for your
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last night in Hanoi?’, this is the correct answer.

Madame Hien $$$ VIETNAMESE

( < 3938 1588; www.verticale-hanoi.com; 15 P Chan Cam; mains US$10-15) Housed in a
restored 19th-century villa, Madame Hien is a tribute to French chef Didier Corlu’'s Vietnamese
grandmother. Look forward to more elegant versions of traditional Hanoi street food, with the
‘36 Streets’ fixed menu (435,000d) a good place to kick off your culinary knowledge of the city.
A good-value lunch (200,000d) is also available.

La $$ INTERNATIONAL

( 2 3928 8933; 49 P Ly Quoc Su; mains US$13-18) An intimate, modest-looking and yet
atmospheric bistro with a creative menu that includes roast pork loin with mango, coriander and
garlic. Regular seasonal specials include Dalat strawberries, and La also offers wines by the
glass.

Khazaana $$ INDIAN

( www.khazaana.vn; 1C P Tong Dan, meals 100,000-270,000d) Very pukka, upmarket Indian
restaurant with delicious cooking from the north and south of the subcontinent. There’s plenty of
vegetarian choice and the filling thalis offer great value.

La Salsa $% MEDITERRANEAN

( # 3828 9052; www.lasalsa-hanoi.com; 25 P Nha Tho; meals 150,000-200,000d; ~ 8am-
11pm) Informal place on two floors that’s good for tapas, or for something more substantial off
the menu, which has both Spanish (try the paella) and French dishes (such as cassoulet).

6 HANOI'S COFFEE CULTURE

Western-style cafes and coffee shops are becoming increasingly common in Viethamese cities, but most of them pale in
comparison to the traditional cafes dotted around central Hanoi. Here’s where to go and what to order for an authentic local
experience. Most cafes are open from around 7am to 7pm, but hours sometimes vary.

Café Duy Tri

(43a P Yen Phu) In the same location since 1936, this caffeine-infused labyrinth is a Hanoi classic. You'll feel like Gulliver as
you negotiate the tiny ladders and stairways to reach the 3rd floor balcony. Order the delicious caphe sua chua (iced coffee
with yoghurt), and you may have discovered your new favourite summertime drink. You'll find P Yen Phu a couple of blocks
east of Truc Bach Lake.

Kinh Do Café (252 P Hang Bong) Fans of Catherine Deneuve will want to make a pilgrimage

here, as this was the setting for her morning cuppa during the making of the film /ndochine . It serves healthy yoghurt, plus
tasty French pastries and feisty coffee. The toasted ham and cheese sandwiches are also very good.

Cafe Pho Co ( 11 P Hang Gai) One of Hanoi's best-kept secrets, this place has plum views over
Hoan Kiem Lake. Enter through the silk shop, and continue through the antique-bedecked courtyard up to the top floor for the
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mother of all vistas. You'll need to order coffee and snacks before tackling the final winding staircase. For something
deliciously different try the caphe trung da, coffee with a silkily smooth beaten egg white.

Cafe Lam ( 11 P Nguyen Huu Huan) Another classic cafe that's been around for yonks — long

enough to build up a compact gallery of paintings left behind by talented patrons who couldn’t afford to pay their tabs during the
American War. These days, you're just as likely to spy Converse-wearing and Vespa-riding bright young things refuelling on
wickedly strong caphe den (black coffee).

Cong Caphe ( 152 P Trieu Viet Vuong) As essential pilgrimage for coffee-fiends is P Trieu Viet

Vuong, around 1km south of Hoan Kiem Lake. This street is lined with scores of cafes — some modern spots with iPad-toting
teens and others more old school. Settle into the eclectic beats and kitsch Communist memorabilia at Cong Caphe with a
caphe sua da (iced coffee with condensed milk).

Mediterraneo $$ TALIAN

( 2 3826 6288; www.mediterraneo-hanoi.com; 23 P Nha Tho; mains US$10-15) Popular,
authentic little Italian restaurant that serves up great homemade pasta: try the gorgonzola
ravioli or gnocchi, which go down perfectly with a crisp salad. The wood-fired pizzas are
Hanoi’'s best and there’s a cute upstairs terrace that looks out onto St Joseph Cathedral. We
just wish the place wasn't quite so smoky.

Cart $ CAFE

( www.thecartfood.com; 18 P Au Trieu, baguettes 40,000d; ~ 7.30am-5pm; # ) Superlative
pies, excellent juices and interesting baguette sandwiches feature at this little haven of Western
comfort food tucked away near St Joseph Cathedral. Have a baguette crammed with roasted
eggplant and coriander pesto, and a cleansing apple, carrot and ginger juice if you're
recovering after a particularly social bia hoi session.

Apple Tart $ BAKERY

( 11 Ngo Bao Khanh; snacks 30,000-50,000d) Tiny hole-in-the-wall spot serving superlative
eat-on-the-run French baked goods like creme caramel and apple tartine . Eat alfresco on the
edge of nearby Hoan Kiem Lake, or pop next door and combine your still-lwarm baked goodies
with a robust espresso.

Hanoi House $ CAFE

( P 48A Ly Quoc Su; snacks 30,000-50,000d; = ) A chic and bohemian cafe with superb
upstairs views of St Joseph Cathedral. Chill out in the lounge, which is decked out with rustic
crafts from Sapa, or nab a spot on the impossibly slim balcony. Excellent juices and the best
ginger tea in all of Hanoi.

Cine Café $ CAFE
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( 22A P Hai Ba Trung,; snacks US$2-4, drinks US$1-3) The Cinematheque’s (Click here ) cafe-
bar offers a quiet retreat from the fury of Hanoi's streets where you can enjoy a fresh juice,
espresso or a snack in the courtyard. It’s a bit difficult to find; from Hai Ba Trung walk down the
lane beside the DVD shop for around 20m and then turn right.

La Place $ CAFE

( 4 P Au Trieu; meals from 65,000d; = ) This stylish, popular little cafe adjacent to St Joseph
Cathedral has walls covered in propaganda art and an East-West menu. Plenty of wine by the
glass is on offer and the coffee has a real kick. Pop upstairs for great cathedral views and a
cool collection of vintage propaganda posters.

Fannyice Cream $ ICE CREAM

(48 P Le Thai To; ice creams from 15,000d) The place for French-style ice creams and
sorbets in Hanoi. During the right season try the com, a delightful local flavour extracted from
young sticky rice; other innovative options include ginger and green tea.

Kem Dac Diet Trang Tien $ ICE CREAM

( 35 P Trang Tien; ice creams from 5000d) It's barely possible to walk down the road to get to
this parlour on hot summer nights, such is its popularity.

Fivimart SELF CATERING

( 27A P Ly Thai Tho) One of the best-stocked supermarkets in the centre of town.

Citimart SELF-CATERING

( Hanoi Towers, 49 Hai Ba Trung) Supermarket that has a good range of deli-style treats.

WEST OF THE OLD QUARTER

TOP, Quan An Ngon $ VIETNAMESE

| CHOICE [

( 15 P Phan Boi Chau; dishes 35,000-80,000d; ~ 1lam-11pm) Fancy that street-food
experience, but afraid to take the plunge? Head to this incredibly busy, popular place that’s
crammed with locals and a smattering of expats. Mini-kitchens turn out terrific food, including
specialities from all over the nation like squid with lemongrass and chilli or chao tom (grilled
sugar cane rolled in spiced shrimp paste). Be prepared to wait for a table, or try to visit outside
of the busy lunch and dinner periods.
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SPECIALITY FOOD STREETS

To combine eating with exploration, head to these locations crammed with interesting restaurants and food stalls.

» » Pho Cam Chi This narrow lane is packed with local eateries turning out cheap, tasty food for a few dollars.
Cam Chi translates as ‘Forbidden to Point’ and dates from centuries ago. It is said that the street was named as a reminder for
the local residents to keep their curious fingers in their pockets when the king and his entourage went through the
neighbourhood. Cam Chi is about 500m northeast of Hanoi train station. Adjoining Tong Duy Tan is an up-and-coming area for
hip cafes and restaurants.

» » Buong Thuy Khue On the southern bank of Tay Ho, Buong Thuy Khue features dozens of outdoor seafood
restaurants with a lakeside setting. The level of competition is evident by the daredevil touts who literally throw themselves in
front of oncoming traffic to steer people towards their tables. You can eat well here for about 150,000d per person.

» » Truc Bach Aquieter waterfront scene is around the northeast edge of Truc Bach Lake . Many lau (hotpot)

restaurants are huddled together in an almost continuous strip for a few hundred metres. Grab a few friends and settle in at
one of the dinky lakeside tables for a DIY session of fresh seafood, chicken or beef. Make a beeline for the busiest spots. It's
perfect on a cool Hanoi night.

» » Pho Nghi Tam About 10km north of central Hanoi, P Nghi Tam has a 1km-long stretch of about 60 dog-meat restaurants:
keep an eye out for the words thit cho . Hanoians believe that eating dog meat in the first half of the month brings bad luck, so
the restaurants are deserted. If you happen to drive past on the last day of the lunar month however, you'll see them packed
with locals.

|ﬁ La Badiane $$$ INTERNATIONAL

CHOICK

( # 3942 4509, www.labadiane.hanoi.sitew.com; 10 Nam Ngu; mains US$15) This stylish
bistro is set in a restored whitewashed French villa arrayed around a breezy central courtyard.
French cuisine underpins the menu — La Badiane translates to ‘star anise’ — but Asian and
Mediterranean flavours also feature. Menu highlights include sea bass tagliatelle with smoked
paprika, and prawn bisque with wasabi tomato bruschetta. Three-course lunches for 255,000d
are excellent value.

Southgate $3$ FUSION

( 2 3938 1979, www.southgatehanoi.com; 28 Tong Duy Tan, tapas 90,000-120,000d, mains
130,000-250,000d) Tempting fusion tapas — try the double-cooked pork belly — and superb
desserts, including thyme, honey and yoghurt panna cotta, feature at this stylish restaurant and
bar in a wonderfully restored colonial villa. Excellent cocktails hint at a hip vibe transplanted
from New York or Sydney.

KOTO $$ CAFE

( # 3747 0338; www.koto.com.au, 59 P Van Mieu; meals 95,000-140,000d; ~ closed dinner
Mon,; = @ ) Stunning four-storey modernist cafe-bar-restaurant overlooking the Temple of
Literature, where the interior design has been taken very seriously, from the stylish seating to
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the fresh flowers by the till. Daily specials are chalked up on a blackboard and the short menu
has everything from excellent Vietnamese food to yummy pita wraps and beer-battered fish 'n’
chips. The bar also has a fine cocktail list. KOTO is an extraordinarily successful not-for-profit
project that provides career training and guidance to disadvantaged kids.

San Ho Restaurant $$$ SEAFOOD

( # 3934 9184, 58 P Ly Thuong Kiet; meals around 300,000d) Set in an attractive French-era
villa, San Ho is considered one of the best seafood restaurants in Hanoi. Crustaceans and
molluscs come in every shape and size, bathed in delicious sauces. Most prices are by the
kilogram.

Matchbox Winebar & Restaurant $$ MEDITERRANEAN

( 2 3734 308; 40 Cao Ba Quat; mains 100,000-290,000d) Relocated to an elegant courtyard

space beside the Fine Arts Museum, Matchbox delivers on its promise of well-priced food with
a Mediterranean spin. Pop in for an informal plate of pasta and a glass of wine, or linger longer
over dinner options including excellent steaks and Australian red wine.

Puku $ CAFE

( 18 Tong Duy Tan; mains 60,000-110,000d; ~ 24hr; =% ) A little slice of Kiwi cafe culture —
Puku means ‘stomach’ in New Zealand’s indigenous Maori language — with great burgers,
Mexican wraps and all-day eggy breakfasts. The coffee is terrific and it’s a five-minute walk
from the Hanoi railway station, ideal for a restorative brunch after the overnight train back from
Sapa. Puku is also open 24 hours if you come down with the late-night/early-morning munchies.

Foodshop 45 $ INDIAN

( # 3716 2959; 59 Truc Bach; mains 70,000-100,000d) Hanoi's best Indian flavours feature at
this cosy lakeside spot sandwiched between the /lau (hotpot) restaurants on Truc Bach Lake.
The ambience is more authentic at the rustic downstairs tables, and menu standouts include a
superb kadhai chicken that will definitely have you ordering a second beer.

el
TAY HO - HANOI'S EMERGING HOTSPOT

Around 6km northwest of the Old Quarter, the Tay Ho (West Lake) area makes a fine alternative base out of the motorcycle-
fuelled hubbub of central Hanoi. There are a few excellent accommodation options, and because it's a popular neighbourhood
with expats, it's also an emerging area for restaurants, bars and nightlife. Ataxi from the Old Quarter should be around 80,000-
90,000d. Count on 30,000-40,000d for the hang-on-tight, after-dark thrills of a xe om.

Daluva Home $$$ APARTMENT
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( + 3718 5831; wwmndaluva.com; 33 To Ngoc Van, Tay Ho; apt US$94; = # % ) In a quiet residential neighbourhood above a
tapas and cocktail bar (Click here ), Daluva Home features a spacious one-bedroom apartment trimmed in chic, designer
decor. Aking-sized bed, self-contained kitchen and super-comfortable lounge make it the kind of place you'd love to live in if
you moved to Hanoi. It also makes perfect sense for a cosy holiday stay for couples. You can even stroll to a nearby farmers
market every Sunday morning.

InterContinental Westlake Hanoi $$$ LUXURY HOTEL

( < 6270 8888; wwwintercontinental.com/hanoi; 1A Nghi Tam, Tay Ho; d from US$120; #% @ % 2 ) The most luxurious
address in the north of the city, this hotel features a contemporary Asian-design theme, and the whole complex juts out into the
lake. Many of the stunning rooms (all with balconies) are set on stilts above the water. The hotel's signature Sunset Bar
celebrates some of the city’s best cocktails (from 190,000d) and, sitting on its own man-made island, it's quite probably the
most romantic spot in town. It's certainly expensive for Hanoi, but more classy and intimate than bia hoi junction.

House of Son Tinh $$ VIETNAMESE

( < 3715 0577; wwwhighway4.com; 31 P Xuan Dieu, Tay Ho; meals 100,000-200,000d) This showcase for the Highway 4
empire (Click here ) features the Son Tinh Lounge Bar, an intimate, downstairs cocktail bar specialising in delicious
concoctions made from Son Tinh liquor ( Click here ). Upstairs is the elegant Highway 4 restaurant with Vietnamese food
inspired by the rustic flavours of the country’s north.

Net Hue $ VIETNAMESE

( cnr P Hang Bong & P Cam Chi; mains 30,000-60,000d) Spread across three floors, this
compact spot provides exceptional versions of food from the central Vietnamese city of Hue.
Run by a friendly family, it's exceedingly well priced for such comfortable surroundings. Head to
the top floor for the nicest ambience and enjoy Hue dishes including bun bo Hue (Hue-style
noodles), and banh nam (steamed rice pancake with minced shrimp).

Café Smile $ CAFE

( 5 P Van Mieu, meals 70,000-120,000d; @ ) This relaxed cafe-restaurant is renowned for its
cakes and pastries, but also serves delicious Vietnamese (try the pho ) and Western dishes.

FRENCH QUARTER

Nha Hang Ngon $$ VIETNAMESE

( 26A Tran Hung Dao,; mains 80,000-130,000d; ~ 1lam-11pm) If you find the food-court
ambience of Quan An Ngon a little frenetic, consider detouring to this sister establishment.
There’s the same focus on authentic street food flavours from around Vietnam, but the
courtyard ambience in a restored French villa is more romantic.

Izakaya Yancha $$ JAPANESE

( # 3974 8437; 121 Trieu Viet Vuong; meals 100,000-200,000d) Surrounded by local cafes on
‘Coffee St’, Izakaya Yancha serves izakaya — think Japanese tapas — in a buzzy and friendly
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atmosphere. Secure a spot near the open kitchen and work your way through lots of Osaka-
style goodies including excellent tuna sashimi and chicken, and miso with udon noodles.

Wild Lotus $$$ VIETNAMESE

( 2 3943 9342; www.wildlotus.com.vn; 55A P Nguyen Du; mains 180,000-250,000d) This
seriously upmarket restaurant in a converted colonial mansion has a stately dining room full of
dramatic artwork. The menu includes three spice journeys: set menus that guide you through
the highlights of the Vietnamese table.

Chay Nang Tam $$ VEGETARIAN

( 79A P Tran Hung Dao; meals from 80,000d; - 1lam-11pm; # ) Dishes of vegetables that
look like meat, reflecting an ancient Buddhist tradition designed to make carnivore guests feel
at home.

GREATER HANOI

Quan Hai San Ngon $$ SEAFOOD

( 2 3719 3169; 198 Nghi Tam, Tay Ho; mains 150,000-200,000d) Just maybe Hanoi's most
atmospheric dining space — arrayed elegantly around giant alfresco reflecting pools — Quan Hai
San Ngon showcases excellent Vietnamese seafood. It’s in the Tay Ho area, a 10-minute taxi
ride north from central Hanoi, but dishes like sea bass with mango and chilli, and briny Halong
Bay oysters topped with wasabi make the short hop worthwhile.

Oasis SELF-CATERING

(24 P Xuan Dieu) Italian-owned deli with excellent bread, cheese and salami as well as
homemade pasta and sauces. It's north of central Hanoi in the Tay Ho restaurant strip on P
Xuan Dieu.

Don’s A Chef’s Bistro $$$ INTERNATIONAL

( 2 3718 5988; www.donviet.vn; Lane 16, 27 P Xuan Dieu; mains US$14-25, pizza US$10-
22; ~ 8.30am-midnight Mon-Fri, from 7.30am Sat & Sun) This multilevel lakeside spot is
definitely worth the journey north to Tay Ho. It’s really three restaurants in one with an
innovative bistro (try the sashimi or crab cakes), an oyster bar, and excellent wood-fired pizzas.
Check the website for what's happening with the live music schedule. From Xuan Dieu, turn left
along the lake’s edge and look for the ‘Oyster Bar’ neon sign. Don’s is also a good spot to hire
bicycles to negotiate the 13km-long lakeside pathway around Tay Ho. You could combine it with
one of Don’s legendary weekend brunches (11am to 5pm) .

Daluva $$ TAPAS

( # 3718 5831; www.daluva.com; 33 To Ngoc Van, Tay Ho; tapas 70,000-140,000d, mains
160,000-320,000d; ~ 8am-late) Tapas, gourmet burgers and pizzas all feature at this chic Tay
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Ho cocktail bar with cool beats and a great wine list. Try the bacon-wrapped prawns or the
fried calamari with aioli, or come back for a lazy Sunday brunch of eggs Benedict with salmon.

Kitchen $$ CAFE

(7A/40 P Xuan Dieu, Tay Ho,; snacks & meals 80,000-130,000d; ~ 8am-9pm,; = ) This terrace
cafe in Tay Ho ticks all the right boxes with a mellow buzz and a creative, healthy menu of
delicious sandwiches and salads sourced from ‘virtually’ organic ingredients. Also great for
breakfast, a juice (try the ginger and watermelon tonic), or just a quick espresso.

e Drinking
Hanoi has a lively drinking scene, with an eclectic selection of places: grungy dive bars, a
Western-style pub or two, sleek lounge bars, cafes and hundreds of bia hoi joints .

However, as the no-fun police supervise a strict curfew, and regularly show up to enforce the
closure of places that flout this law, there’s minimal action after midnight. Lock-in action after
midnight does occur here and there though; ask around in Hanoi's hostels to find out which bars
are currently staying open beyond the witching hour.

The best places for a bar crawl include P Ta Hien with its strip of traveller-friendly places,
and Ngo Bao Khanh near the northwest edge of Hoan Kiem Lake. An alternative scene, popular
with expats, is in the Tay Ho Lake area on P Xuan Dieu.

e
BIA AHOY!

‘Tram phan tram!’ Remember these words, as all over Vietnam, glasses of bia hoi are raised and emptied, and cries of tram
phan tram (‘100%’ or ‘bottoms up’) echo around the table.

Bia hoi (beer) is Vietnam’s very own draught beer or microbrew. This refreshing, light-bodied pilsener was first introduced to
Vietnam by the Czechs in a display of Communist solidarity. Brewed without preservatives, it is meant to be enjoyed
immediately, and costs as little as 4000d a glass

Hanoi is the bia hoi capital of Vietham and there are microbars on many Old Quarter street corners. Awildly popular place is
‘bia hoi junction’ in the heart of the Old Quarter where P Ta Hien meets P Luong Ngoc Quyen.

It's now packed with backpackers and travellers though, and has really lost most of its local charm. Did you really come all this
way to drink Heineken and talk to boozed neighbours from Jersey City or Johnsonville?

An alternative, more local bia hoi junction is where P Nha Hoa meets P Duong Thanh on the western edge of the Old
Quarter. For something to go with the beer, Bia Hoi Ha Noi ( 2 P Duong Thanh) also does the
best spare ribs in town. You'll also have a great night at Bia Hoi Hang Tre at 22 P Hang Tre on the corner of P

Hang Tre and P Hang Thung. Order the roast duck ( vit quay ). One of the most popular local lunch spots in town, Nha Hang
Lan Chin (2 P Trang Tien) is also a great spot for bia hoi .

For another hoppy spin on the Cold War Czechoslovakia—Vietham camaraderie that led to the development of bia holi, visit
Gambrinus (198 P Tran Quang Khai) , a sprawling Prague-style brewhouse with shiny vats of

freshly brewed Czech pilsener. The food — both Czech and Viethamese — is pretty good and it's very popular with locals.

Le Pub PUB
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( 25 P Hang Be; ~ 7am-late) Sociable and enjoyable, Le Pub is a great place to hook up with
others, as there’s always a good mix of travellers and foreign residents here. There’s a cosy,
tavern-like interior (with big screens for sports fans), a street-facing terrace and a rear
courtyard. Bar snacks are served, the service is slick and the music usually includes tunes you
can sing along to. There’s another more spacious branch (9 P Xuan Dieu) in the Tay Ho (West
Lake) area.

Cheeky Quarter BAR

( 1 P Ta Hien) Quirky and sociable bar that comes complete with patterned wallpaper and
intriguing framed portraits (that look vaguely like they’re depicting some eccentric titled family).
Table footy (foosball) is taken very seriously here and the tunes are contemporary: drum 'n’
bass or house music. It's at the top end of the Ta Hien strip.

|TDP Quan Ly BAR

CHOICK

( 82 Le Van Hu) You're not at bia hoi corner now. Owner Pham Xuan Ly has lived on this block
since 1950, and now runs one of Hanoi’'s most traditional ruou (Vietnamese liquor) bars. Kick
off with the ginseng one, and work your way up to the snake or gecko variations. An English-
language menu makes it easy to choose, and there’s also cheap-as-chips bia hoi and good
Vietnamese food on offer. Quan Ly is a classic slice of old Hanoi and yes, that is the owner
meeting Ho Chi Minh in the photograph on the wall. If you're keen to take some ruou back to
your drinking buddies at home, visit Thanh Binh ( 62 P Lan Ong) . This

rice-wine store has bottles marinated with all kinds of exotica.

21N Club BAR

(49 Lang Yen Phu, Tay Ho) Here’s something really different for Hanoi. A Tay Ho lakeside
location spills out onto waterfront seating, there’s regular live music and the added attraction of
their own ‘Sailor’ microbrewed beer. Beer and cocktails are exceptionally well priced, and
pretty good burgers and fries taste even better as the night goes on. Check the bar’s listing on
www.newhanoian.xemzi.com to see what events are planned.

Mao’s Red Lounge BAR

( 5 P Ta Hien) Probably the most popular bar on Ta Hien, this place is crammed with a sociable
crowd on weekend nights. It's a classic dive bar with dim lighting and air thick with tobacco
smoke. Drinks are well priced and the music’s usually good. If you don't like what'’s playing, just
ask if you can hook your own iPod up to the sound system.

Funky Buddha BAR

( 2 P Ta Hien) Crowd around the L-shaped bar and enjoy some of Hanoi's better cocktails.
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Once the techno and house beats kick in, it's more of a nightclub than a bar. Cheap drinks
make it a favourite for travellers from nearby backpacker hostels.

Factory BAR

( www.factory.org.vn; 11a P Bao Khanh) Raising the bar along slightly grungy P Bao Khanh,
Factory combines a spacious roof terrace with a dramatic interior featuring interesting socialist
paintings. Keep exploring the multiple floors and you'll also uncover funky artwork by local artist
Le Quang Ha and a sheesha (water pipe) lounge. The bar is incredibly well stocked, good value
Vietnamese snacks are available and there’s usually a regular program of music and arts
events. Check the website for listings.

Legends Beer BREWERY

( 109 P Nguyen Tuan; -~ llam-late) Yes, it's extremely touristy, but as every microbrewed
beer comes with fine balcony views of Hoan Kiem Lake it's still worth dropping by for a cold
one. Bring your camera to capture essential video views of the incessant ebb and flow of Hanoi
traffic around one of the city’s busiest roundabouts.

Temple Bar BAR

( 8 P Hang Buom) Formerly called Egypt and celebrating a vaguely Middle Eastern theme, this
vaguely-Irish themed place now channels punters through a narrow bar to a spacious dance
floor. Regular DJs definitely make it more about drum 'n’ bass than downing pints of Guinness.
Expect a raucous and sweaty mix of Vietnamese locals and backpackers.

Green Mango BAR

( 18 P Hang Quat) This hotel-restaurant also has a great lounge bar, with stylish seating, a
tempting cocktail list and plenty of beautiful people enjoying the relaxed vibe. It's an essential
haven from the Old Quarter mayhem just outside.

Roots BAR

( 2 P Luong Ngoc Quyen) Primarily a reggae bar, this is the place for some serious bassline
pressure, although other musical genres like salsa and Afrobeat are also played. It can be a
riot on the right night with plenty of dance-floor skanking, and post-midnight lock-ins have been
known.

Angelina BAR

( Sofitel Metropole Hotel, 15 P Ngo Quyen,; ~ noon-2am) Flash hotel bar with glitzy decor and
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a late licence. DJs spin funky house and chill-out tunes here on weekend nights. Also in the
Sofitel Metropole is the poolside Bamboo Bar , dripping in chic, heritage cool.

MARKUS MADEJA - SON TINH LIQUOR

Most ruou (Vietnamese rice liquor) made in rural areas has impurities and gives you a bad hangover. Our Son Tinh
(www.sontinh.com) product is produced from quality sticky rice, processed with traditional ingredients and methods, and then
left to mature for three to five years.

Recommended Food Matches

Try the Tao Meo (rose apple) flavour with smoked or charcoal grilled meat. Tao Meo comes from an increasingly rare fruit
growing wild in Vietnam’s northern mountains. If you like fish and seafood, try Bach Sam (white ginseng) ruou . It's got an
earthy and slightly sweet taste, and is really good with the catfish spring rolls at Highway 4 (Click here ). For chicken, the
Minh Mang flavour is a good match. It's made from 19 different herbal ingredients and named after the 19th-century emperor
Minh Mang who apparently fathered more than 140 children.

Taking Ruou into the Future

Our next project is to produce fruit schnapps from local Vietnamese fruit. Despite the abundance of tropical and sub-tropical
fruits, there’s no product like this in Vietham. We're also using Vietnamese liquor in cocktails at the Son Tinh Lounge Bar
(Click here ).

Going Local
Quan Ly (Click here ) is a great local spot that's also good for trying traditional Viethamese liquor.
Dragonfly BAR

( 15 P Hang Buom) Bar-club with a handy Old Quarter location, it draws a (very) young crowd
and the music is pretty mainstream.

Rooftop Bar BAR

( 19th fl, Pacific Place, 83B Ly Thuong Kiet) The place to come for 19th-floor views of the city
— pop in for a beer and enjoy the vista.

Tet BAR

( 2A P Ta Hien) This compact bar has dim lighting and a great little mezzanine table for an
intimate drink. It's at its best very late, when the music is turned up and it morphs into one of
Hanoi's smallest clubs.

GC Pub PUB

( 7 P Bao Khanh) Looks pretty run down from the street but it gets very lively on weekend
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nights. Popular with gay Hanoians and has pool tables.

¥ Entertainment

Cinemas

Centre Culturel Francais de Hanoi CINEMA

( www.ithanoi-lespace.com, in French; 24 P Trang Tien) Set in the sublime L'Espace building
near the Opera House, it offers a regular program of French flicks. Musical events are also
staged on a regular basis; check the website for what’s on.

Cinematheque CINEMA

( 22A Hai Ba Trung) A hub for art-house film lovers, this is a Hanoi institution. There’s a great
little cafe-bar (Click here ) here too. It's nominally ‘Members Only’, but a 50,000d one-off
membership usually secures visitors an always-interesting themed double bill.

Megastar Cineplex CINEMA

( www.megastar.vn; 6th fl, Vincom Tower, 191 Ba Trieu) Multiplex cinema with quality screen
and audio and comfy seats. Here’s your chance to see blockbuster movies a few days before
they’re on sale as cheap DVDs in the Old Quatrter.

Nightclubs

Hanoi is definitely not a clubbers’ paradise, and the often-enforced midnight curfew means
dancing is pretty much confined to bar-clubs (Click here ) in and around the Old Quarter, and a
couple of other options.

0 GAY & LESBIAN HANOI

There are very few gay venues in Hanoi, but plenty of places that are gay-friendly. However official attitudes are still fairly
conservative and Hanoi is home to these official attitudes. Police raids in the name of ‘social reform’ aren’t unknown and that
tends to ensure the gay and lesbian community keeps a low profile.

The GC Pub is one of the more-established gay bars in Hanoi, and it's a good place to find out about the most happening
new places in town. Accommodation-wise, the teams at the Art Hotel ( Click here ) and Daluva Home (Click here ) are also
gay-friendly.

The website www.utopia-asia.com has up-to-date information about gay Hanoi. See also the Vietnam information section on
www.cambodiaout.com. See Click here for possible scams in the area around Hoan Kiem Lake.

Face Club NIGHTCLUB
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( 6 P Hang Bai) Formerly know as Loop, the narrow-as-anything Face Club dishes up lots of
lasers, music from hip hop to techno, and a booming sound system. Its popularity with well-off
Hanoians — look for the BMWs and Audis outside — means it can be pretty kitsch.

Tunnel NIGHTCLUB

( 11b P Bao Khanh) Regular happy-hour promotions, DJ nights and parties make this a popular,
if overly cosy, multi-floor spot on buzzy P Bao Khanh. There’s a pretty good chance it will be
open after midnight on Friday and Saturday nights.

Music

Traditional music is usually performed daily at the Temple of Literature (Click here ). Upmarket
Vietnamese restaurants in central Hanoi are also good places to catch traditional Viethamese

music. Try Cay Cau ( 17A P Tran Hung Dao; ~ 7.30-9.30pm) in the De
Syloia Hotel.
Hanoi Opera House OPERA

( 1 P Trang Tien) This wonderfully elaborate French colonial 900-seat venue was built in 1911.
On 16 August 1945 the Viet Minh—run Citizens’ Committee announced that it had taken over the
city from a balcony on this building. Performances of classical music and opera are periodically
held here in the evenings. Most weekends you'll see Hanoi wedding couples getting
photographed on the elegant front steps. Check the website www.ticketvn.com for forthcoming
performances.

Vietnam National Tuong Theatre OPERA

( www.vietnamtuongtheatre.com; 51 P Duong Thanh; admission 100,000d; ~ 6.30pm Thu-
Sun) Hat tuong is a uniquely Vietnamese variation of Chinese opera that enjoyed its greatest
popularity under the Nguyen dynasty in the 19th century. Until 2007, performances at this
theatre — originally a colonial French cinema — were by invitation only. Now performances are
open to both locals and visitors, and a night watching hat tuong is an interesting traditional
alternative to Hanoi’'s wildly popular water puppets. Expect highly-stylised acting, wonderfully
elaborate costumes and comedy and tragedy with characters from Vietnamese folklore.

Hanoi Rock City LIVE MUSIC

(www.hanoirockcity.com; 27/52 To Ngoc Van, Tay Ho) Hanoi finally has a great venue for live
music, hip hop, and more innovative DJs. Hanoi Rock City is tucked away down a residential
lane about 7km north of the city near Tay Ho, but it's a journey well worth taking for an eclectic
mix including reggae, Hanoi punk and regular electronica nights. A few international acts also
occasionally swing by, so check the website or www.newhanoian.xemzi.com for listings.

Jazz Club By Quyen Van Minh LIVE MUSIC
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( www.minhjazzvietnam.com; 65 Quan Su; ~ performances 9-11.30pm) This atmospheric
venue is the place in Hanoi to catch some live jazz. There’s a full bar, food menu, and high-
quality gigs featuring father-and-son team Minh and Dac, plus other local and international jazz
acts. Check the website for listings.

Water Puppets

This fascinating art form (see the boxed text) originated in northern Vietnam, and Hanoi is the
best place to catch a show. Performances are held at the Municipal Water Puppet Theatre
( 57B P Dinh Tien Hoang; admission 60,000-100,000d, camera fee

15,000d, video fee 60,000d; ~ performances 2.15pm, 3.30pm, 5pm, 6.30pm, 8pm & 9.15pm)
. Multilingual programs allow the audience to read up on each vignette as it’s performed. Try to
book well ahead.

e
PUNCH & JUDY IN A POOL

The ancient art of water puppetry (roi nuoc) was virtually unknown outside of northern Vietham until the 1960s. It originated with
rice farmers who worked the flooded fields of the Red River Delta. Some say they saw the potential of the water as a dynamic
stage, others say they adapted conventional puppetry during a massive flood. Whatever the real story, the art form is at least
1000 years old.

The farmers carved the puppets from water-resistant fig-tree timber (sung) in forms modelled on the villagers themselves,
on animals from their daily lives and on fanciful mythical creatures such as the dragon, phoenix and unicorn. Performances
were usually staged in ponds, lakes or flooded paddy fields.

Contemporary performances use a square tank of waist-deep water for the ‘stage’; the water is murky to conceal the
mechanisms that operate the puppets. The wooden puppets, up to 50cm long and weighing as much as 15kg, are decorated
with glossy vegetable-based paints. Each lasts only about three to four months if used continually, so puppet production
provides several villages outside Hanoi with a full-time livelihood.

Eleven puppeteers, each trained for a minimum of three years, are involved in the performance. The puppeteers stand in the
water behind a bamboo screen and have traditionally suffered from a host of water-borne diseases — these days they wear
waders to avoid this nasty occupational hazard.

Some puppets are simply attached to a long pole, while others are set on a floating base, in turn attached to a pole. Most
have articulated limbs and heads, some also have rudders to help guide them. In the darkened auditorium, it looks as if they
are literally walking on water.

The considerable skills required to operate the puppets were traditionally kept secret and passed only from father to son;
never to daughters through fear that they would marry outside the village and take the secrets with them.

The music, which is provided by a band, is as important as the action on stage. The band includes wooden flutes (sao),
gongs (cong), cylindrical drums (trong com), bamboo xylophones and the fascinating single-stringed zither (dan bau) .

The performance consists of a number of vignettes depicting pastoral scenes and legends. One memorable scene tells of
the battle between a fisherman and his prey, which is so electric it appears as if a live fish is being used. There are also fire-
breathing dragons (complete with fireworks) and a flute-playing boy riding a buffalo.

The performance is a lot of fun. The water puppets are both amusing and graceful, and the water greatly enhances the
drama by allowing the puppets to appear and disappear as if by magic. Spectators in the front-row seats can expect a bit of a
splash.
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a Shopping

The area around St Joseph Cathedral has good-quality furnishing stores and clothing boutiques.
Both P Nha Tho and P Au Trieu are filled with interesting shops, and there are also several
good cafes in the neighbourhood. For Vietnamese handicrafts, including textiles and
lacquerware, head to the stores along P Hang Gai, P To Tich, P Hang Khai and P Cau Go.

For upmarket art galleries stroll along P Trang Tien, between Hoan Kiem Lake and the Opera
House. It's also worth dropping by the Fine Arts Museum (Click here ) which has a couple of
interesting galleries.

P Hang Gai and its continuation, P Hang Bong, are good places to look for embroidered
tablecloths, T-shirts and wall hangings. P Hang Gai is also a fine place to buy silk and have
clothes custom-made.

Bookworm BOOKSTORE

( www.bookwormhanoi.com; 44 Chau Long) Stocks over 10,000 new and used English-
language books. There’s plenty of fiction and it's good on South Asian history and politics.

Thang Long BOOKSTORE

( 53-55 P Trang Tien) One of the biggest bookshops in town with English and French titles,
international newspapers and magazines, and a good selection of titles on the history of Hanoi.

Dome FURNISHINGS
( www.dome.com.vn; 71 P Yen The Trong) An elegant emporium with stylish furniture,

gorgeous curtains and cushions made from Vietnamese fabrics. Also has very high quality
basketry, lacquerware and gifts.

Khai Silk CLOTHING

( 96 P Hang Gai) Upmarket, nationwide store offering stylish, fashionable silk clothing, as well
as more classical creations.

Hadong Silk CLOTHING

( 102 P Hang Gai) One of the biggest silk shops on (appropriately enough) ‘silk street’, with a
terrific choice of designs.

Things of Substance CLOTHING

( 5 P Nha Tho) Tailored fashions and some off-the-rack items at moderate prices. The staff are
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professional and speak decent English.

OLD QUARTER STREET NAMES

STREET NAMEDESCRIPTION STREET NAMEDESCRIPTION

Bat Dan wooden bowls Hang Giay paper or shoes
Bat Su china bowls Hang Hanh onions

ChaCa roasted fish Hang Hom cases

Chan Cam string instruments Hang Huong incense

Cho Gao rice market Hang Khay trays

Gia Ngu fishermen Hang Khoai sweet potatoes
Hai Tuong sandals Hang Luoc combs

Hang Bac silversmiths Hang Ma votive papers
Hang Be rafts Hang Mam pickled fish
Hang Bo baskets Hang Manh bamboo screens
Hang Bong cotton Hang Muoi salt

Hang Buom sails Hang Ngang transversal street
Hang But brushes Hang Non hats

Hang Ca fish Hang Phen alum

Hang Can scales Hang Quat fans

Hang Chai bottles Hang Ruoi clam worms
Hang Chi threads Hang Than charcoal

Hang Chieu mats Hang Thiec tin

Hang Chinh jars Hang Thung barrels

Hang Cot bamboo lattices Hang Tre bamboo

Hang Da leather Hang Trong drums

Hang Dao (silk) dyers Hang Vai cloth

Hang Dau beans or oils Lo Ren blacksmiths
Hang Dieu pipes Lo Su coffins

Hang Dong copper Ma May rattan

Hang Duong sugar Ngo Gach bricks

Hang Ga chicken Thuoc Bac herbal medicines
Hang Gai silk



Three Trees ACCESSORIES

( 15 P Nha Tho) Stunning, very unusual designer jewellery, including many delicate necklaces,
which make special gifts.

Mai Gallery ARTWORK

( www.maigallery-vietnam.com; 183 P Hang Bong) Run by resident artist Mai, this is a good
place to learn more about Vietnamese art before making a purchase.

Viet Art Centre ARTWORK

( www. vietartcentre.vn,; 42 P Yet Kieu) A fine place to browse contemporary Viethnamese art
including paintings, photography and sculpture.

Vietnam Quilts HANDICRAFTS

( www.vietnam-quilts.org; 13 P Hang Bac) Beautiful quilts handcrafted by rural women working
in a not-for-profit community development program.

Craft Link HANDICRAFTS

( www.craftlink.com.vn; 43 P Van Mieu) A not-for-profit organisation near the Temple of
Literature that sells quality tribal handicrafts and weavings at fair-trade prices.

Mosaique FURNISHINGS

( www.mosaiquedecoration.com; 6 P Ly Quoc Su) Modern and chic updates of traditional
lacquerware and silk. The ideal spot to pick up stylish cushion covers, linen and accessories.

Indigenous HANDICRAFTS

( 36 P Au Trieu) A top spot for quirky ethnic-style gifts and excellent fair-trade coffee. There’s a
great little cafe too, so you can choose your favourite Vietnamese java before you buy.

Old Propaganda Posters ARTWORK

( 122 P Hang Bac) For communist-propaganda art posters. Most are excellent reproductions,
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but a few pricier original examples are available. Keep an eye out for other similar stores
throughout the Old Quarter.

Markets

Buoi Market MARKET

Located near the southwest edge of Tay Ho at the intersection of Duong Buoi and Lac Long
Quan, this market sells live animals like chickens, ducks and pigs, but also features ornamental
plants.

Dong Xuan Market MARKET

A large, nontouristy market located in the Old Quarter of Hanoi, 900m north of Hoan Kiem
Lake. There are hundreds of stalls here, and it's a fascinating place to explore if you want to
catch a flavour of Hanoian street life.

Hom Market MARKET

On the northeast corner of P Hué and P Tran Xuan Soan, this is a good general-purpose
market and excellent for local fabric, if you plan to have clothes made.

Night Market MARKET

( ~ 7pm-midnight Fri-Sun) This market runs north to south through the OIld Quarter, from P
Hang Giay to P Hang Dao. Content-wise it's something of a spillover for the area’s shops, but
at least the streets are closed to traffic. Watch out for pickpockets.

O O Information

Emergency
The emergency services should be able to transfer you to an English speaker.

Ambulance (7 115)
Fire ( ~ 114)
Police ( ~ 113)

Dangers & Annoyances

First the good news: Hanoi is generally a very safe city to explore, and crimes against tourists
are extremely rare. Most visitors are thoroughly seduced by the city and leave captivated by its
charm. Don't let your guard down completely, however it’'s usually perfectly safe to walk around
the streets of the Old Quarter at night, though it is best to avoid the darker lanes after 10pm or
so. It’s also sensible for solo women to take a metered taxi or xe om when travelling across the
city at night. Do watch out for pickpockets around market areas and unwanted baggage
‘helpers’ in crowded transport terminals — particularly when boarding night trains.
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Hanoi has more than its fair share of scam merchants and swindlers so be sure to keep your
antennae up. Most problems involve budget hotels and tours ( Click here ). Very occasionally
things can get quite nasty and we’ve received reports of verbal aggression and threats of
physical violence towards tourists who've decided against a hotel room or a tour. Stay calm and
back away slowly or things could quickly flare up.

Traffic and pollution are other irritants. The city’s traffic is so dense and unrelenting that
simply crossing the street can be a real headache, and weaving a path through a tide of
motorbikes (two million and counting) can be a hairy experience. Our advice is to walk slowly
and at a constant pace, allowing motorcyclists sufficient time to judge your position and avoid
you. Don't try to move quickly, as you'll just confuse them. Keep your wits about you as you
explore the Old Quarter, as motorbikes come at you from all directions and pavements are
obstructed by cooking stalls and yet more parked motorbikes. Pollution levels are punishing and
air quality is poor, with levels of some contaminants higher than in Bangkok.

Scams Whilst there’s no need to be paranoid, Hanoi is riddled with scams, many of them
inextricably linked. The taxi and minibus mafia at the airport shuttle unwitting tourists to the
wrong hotel. Invariably, the hotel has copied the name of another popular property and will then
attempt to appropriate as much of your money as possible. Taxi swindles are also becoming
increasingly common. Try to avoid the taxis loitering at Hanoi’'s bus stations; many have super-
fast meters. For more on scams and how to avoid them, see the boxed texts on Click here and
Click here .

Some shoeshine boys and cyclo drivers attempt to add a zero or two to an agreed price for
their services; stick to your guns and give them the amount you originally agreed.

Watch out for friendly, smooth-talking strangers approaching you around the Hoan Kiem
Lake. There are many variations, but sometimes these con-artists pose as students and
suggest a drink or a meal. Gay men are also targeted in this way. Your new friend may then
suggest a visit to a karaoke bar, snake-meat restaurant or some other venue and before you
know it you're presented with a bill for hundreds of dollars. Be careful and follow your instincts,
as these crooks can seem quite charming.

We've also heard reports of male travellers being approached by women late at night in the
Old Quarter, and then being forced at gunpoint by the women's male accomplices to visit
multiple ATMs and empty their accounts. Keep your wits about you, and try to stay in a group if
you're returning from a bar late at night.

Internet Access
Most budget and midrange hotels offer free internet access as standard: at fancier places in
the rooms, at cheaper places in the lobby.

Internet cafes are ubiquitous in central Hanoi, particularly around P Hang Bac and P Hang Be
in the Old Quarter. Many do not display prices, so make sure you check before you notch up a
couple of hours online. Rates start as low as 5000d per hour.

Wi-fi is becoming widespread in many of the city’s tourist-geared hotels, cafes and bars.

Internet Resources
There are several good websites to help get the most out of Hanoi.

Hanoi Grapevine (www.hanoigrapevine.com) Information about concerts, art exhibitions and
cinema.



http://www.hanoigrapevine.com

Infoshare (www.infosharehanoi.com) Geared towards expats but has plenty of useful content
for visitors.

New Hanoian (www.newhanoian.com) This is the premier online resource for visitors and
expats; well worth checking out for its up-to-date restaurant, bar and accommodation reviews.
Sticky Rice (www.stickyrice.typepad.com) Foodie website, with the lowdown on everything
from gourmet Vietnamese to Hanoi street kitchens, plus some bar reviews.

The Word (www.wordhanoi.com) Online version of the excellent, free monthly magazine The
Word.

Medical Services

Hanoi Family Medical Practice ( ~# 3843 0748; www.vietnammedicalpractice.com,; Van Phuc
Diplomatic Compound, 298 P Kim Ma) Located a few hundred metres west of the Ho Chi Minh
Mausoleum Complex, this practice includes a team of well-respected international physicians
and dentists and has 24-hour emergency cover. Prices are high, so check that your medical
travel insurance is in order.

L’Hopital Francais de Hanoi ( ~ 3577 1100, emergency 3574 1111; www.hfh.com.vn; 1
Phuong Mai; ~ 24hr) Long-established, international-standard hospital with accident and
emergency, intensive care, dental clinic and consulting services. It's around 3km southwest of
Hoan Kiem Lake.

SOS International Clinic ( ~ 3826 4545; www.internationalsos.com; 51 Xuan Dieu; ~ 24hr)
English, French, German and Japanese are spoken and there is a dental clinic. It's 5km north
of central Hanoi near Tay Ho Lake.

Viet Duc Hospital (Benh Vien Viet Duc, Click here ; 2 3825 3531; 40 P Trang Thi; ~ 24hr)
Old Quarter unit for emergency surgery; the doctors here speak English, French and German.
Traditional Medicine Institute of Acupuncture (¥ 3853 3881; 49 P Thai Thinh) offers
effective holistic medicine, located around 4km southwest of Hoan Kiem Lake. For Vietnamese-
style medical solutions, visit National Institute of Traditional Medicine ( 2 3826
3616; www.yhcotruyentw.org.vn; 29 P Nguyen Binh Khiem) .

Money

Hanoi has many ATMs, and on the main roads around Hoan Kiem Lake are international banks
where you can change money and get cash advances on credit cards. There is no black market
in Hanoi, and if someone offers to change money on the street, they’re looking to rip you off.
Note that some ATMs limit the amount you can withdraw to only 3,000,000d. ANZ and HSBC
ATMs are usually more generous.

Post

Domestic post office (Buu Dien Trung Vong; Click here ; 75 P Dinh Tien Hoang; ~ 7am-
9pm) For internal postal services in Vietnam, and sells philatelic items.

International postal office ( cnr P Dinh Tien Hoang & P Dinh Le; ~ 7am-8pm)
With an entrance to the right of the domestic office.

Courier companies:

DHL ( ~ 3733 2086; www.dhl.com.vn)

Federal Express (2 3824 9054; www.fedex.com/vn)



http://www.infosharehanoi.com
http://www.newhanoian.com
http://www.stickyrice.typepad.com
http://www.wordhanoi.com
http://www.vietnammedicalpractice.com
http://www.hfh.com.vn
http://www.internationalsos.com
http://www.yhcotruyentw.org.vn
http://www.dhl.com.vn
http://www.fedex.com/vn

Telephone

Guesthouses and internet cafes are convenient for local calls within Hanoi. For international
services, internet cafes using Skype offer the cheapest rates.

International Call Service ( 3 P Ta Hien; ~ 7am-10pm) 1500d to 2000d per minute
to most countries.

o NEGOTIATING HANOI'S TRAVEL AGENCY MAZE

Hanoi has hundreds of travel agencies, most of a pretty dubious quality, while a few are downright dodgy. Many of the sketchy
agencies operate with pushy, ill-informed staff out of Old Quarter budget hotels. It's these fly-by-night operations we receive
the most complaints about. Some cheap hotels have been known to kick out travellers who book tours elsewhere. When you
book accommodation, check to make sure there are no strings attached and that it's not mandatory to book tours at the same
business also.

Look out for clones of the popular agencies, as it's common for a rival business to set up shop close to a respected agency
and attempt to cream off a slice of their business. Often these impostors are staffed by ill-informed workers adopting a very
hard sell. Visit online forums like Thorn Tree (www.lonelyplanet.com/thorntree) to check the latest travellers’ buzz.

Some agencies have professional, knowledgeable staff and coordinate well-organised trips. These companies are inevitably
more expensive, but offer a far greater degree of satisfaction. Look for companies that run small groups, use their own
vehicles and guides, and offer trips away from the main tourist trail. The following are recommended.

Ethnic Travel ( < 3926 1951; wwwethnictravel.com.vn; 35 P Hang Giay) Off-the-beaten-track trips across the

north in small groups. Some trips are low-impact using public transport and homestays, others are activity based (including
hiking, cycling and cooking). Offers Bai Tu Long Bay tours and also has an office in Sapa.

Free Wheelin’ Tours ( + 3926 2743; wwfreewheelin-tours.com; 9 P Hang Vai) Located above Tet bar (Click here ) in the
Old Quarter, this place offers motorbike and 4WD tours around the north, including an eight-day trip to the northeast on Minsk
bikes.

Handspan Adventure Travel ( + 3926 2828; wwihandspan.com; 78 P Ma May) Awide range of tours including sea-
kayaking trips in Halong Bay, its own island-based eco-camp in Lan Ha Bay, and jeep tours, mountain biking and trekking. New
initiatives include community-based tourism projects in northern Vietham and the Treasure Junk, the only true sailing craft
cruising Halong Bay. Handspan is located inside the Tamarind Cafe (Click here ) and also has offices in Sapa and HCMC.

| Travel ( < 3926 3678; wwwitravel-online.com; 25 P Hang Be) Offering culturally and environmentally sensitive
trips across Vietnam, | Travel is located at the same address as Le Pub (Click here ).
Marco Polo Travel ( « 0913 571 687; wwukayakingvietnam.com) Runs kayaking trips around Halong Bay and Ba Be Lakes.

Ocean Tours ( < 3926 0463; wwoceantours.com.vn; 22 P Hang Bac) Professional, well-organised tour
operator with Halong Bay and Ba Be National Park options, and 4WD road trips around the northeast.

Vega Travel ( + 3926 2092; wwvegatravel.vn; cnr P Ma May & 24A P Hang Bac) Family-owned and operated

company offering well-run tours around the north and throughout Vietnam. Excellent guides and drivers, and the company also
financially supports minority kindergartens and schools around Sapa and Bac Ha. Good value tours of Halong Bay.

For nationwide operators offering tours of Hanoi and northern Vietnam, Click here . For motorbike tours of the north, Click here

Tourist Information

Tourist Information Center ( P Dinh Tien Hoang; -~ 8.30am-9pm) City maps and
brochures, but privately run with an emphasis on selling tours. Pick up a free copy of the handy
pocket-sized Hanoi City Pass book. In the cafes and bars of the Old Quarter, also look for the
excellent local magazine The Word .

Maps Hanoi city maps come in every size and scale. Some are freebies subsidised by
advertising and others are precise works of cartography.
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Leading maps include detailed ones at a scale of 1:10,000 or 1:17,500. Covit produces a
couple of hand-drawn 3D maps of Hanoi, including a detailed Old Town map, which make nice
souvenirs. These are available at leading bookshops in Hanoi.

There is also an excellent bus map available: Xe Buyt Ha Noi (5000d).

o THE SLOW BUS TO CHINA

Two daily services (at 7.30am and 9.30am) to Nanning, China (450,000d, eight hours) leave from the private terminal of Hong
Ha Tourism ( < 3824 7339; Hong Ha Hotel, 204 Tran Quang Khai) . Tickets should be purchased in advance,

though little English is spoken. You may be asked to show your Chinese visa.

The bus runs to the border at Dong Dang, where you pass through Chinese immigration. You then change to a Chinese
bus, which continues to the Lang Dong bus station in Nanning. Reports from Nanning-bound travellers indicate that this route
is less hassle and quicker than travelling by train.

@ O Getting There & Away

Air

Hanoi has fewer direct international flights than Ho Chi Minh City, but with excellent connections
through Singapore, Hong Kong or Bangkok you can get almost anywhere. For further
information about international flights, Click here .

Vietham Airlines ( ' 1900 545 486, www.vietnamair.com.vn, 25 P Trang
Thi; ~ 8am-5pm Mon-Fri) Links Hanoi to destinations throughout Vietnam. Popular routes
include Hanoi to Dalat, Danang, Dien Bien Phu, HCMC, Hue and Nha Trang, all served dalily.

Jetstar Airways ( ~# 1900 1550, www.jetstar.com) Operates low-cost flights to Danang,
HCMC and Nha Trang.

BUSES FROM HANOI

Gia Lam Bus Station

DESTINATION DURATIONCOST FREQUENCY
(Bai Chay) Halong City 3%hr 100,000d Every 30 min
Haiphong 2hr 70,000d Every 20 min
Lang Son 4hr 110,000d Every 45 min
Mong Cai 8hr 240,000d Approx hourly
Lao Cai Shr 250,000d 1pm & 7pm
Ha Giang Thr 170,000d Approx hourly

Cao Bang 8hr 180,000d 5 daily
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Luong Yen Bus Station

DESTINATIONDURATIONCOST FREQUENCY

HCMC 36hr 650,000d 11am, 3pm & 6pm
Dalat 24hr 440,000d 11am & 6pm

Lang Son 3vzhr 75,000d Hourly

Hue 12hr 220,000d Hourly, 2-6pm

Danang 13hr 240,000d Hourly, 2-6pm

Ninh Binh 2%hr 55,000d Every 20 min, 6am-6pm
Nha Trang Thr 170,000d 10am & 6pm

Cao Bang 8hr 140,000d 5 daily

Mong Cai 10hr 180,000d 5 daily

My Dinh Bus Station

DESTINATIONDURATIONCOST FREQUENCY

Cao Bang 10hr 135,000d Every 45 min
Dien Bien Phu 24hr 440,000d 11am & 6pm
Mai Chau 2%shr 65,000d 6.30am & 2.30pm
Son La 7Y%hr 150,000d 7-8am
Ha Giang 7hr 140,000d 4-6am

Bus & Minibus

Hanoi has three main long-distance bus stations of interest to travellers. They are fairly well
organised, with ticket offices, fixed prices and schedules. Consider buying tickets the day
before you plan to travel on the longer distance routes to ensure a seat. It's often easier to
book through a travel agent, but you'll obviously be charged a commission.

Tourist-style minibuses can be booked through most hotels and travel agents. Popular
destinations include Halong Bay and Sapa. Prices are usually about 30% to 40% higher than
the regular public bus, but include a hotel pick-up.

Many open-ticket tours through Vietnam start or finish in Hanoi — for more details Click here .

Gia Lam bus station (b Ngoc Lam) Has buses to the northeast of Hanoi. It's located 3km
northeast of the centre across the Song Hong (Red River).

Luong Yen bus station (Tran Quang Khai & Nguyen Khoai) Located 3km southeast of the
Old Quarter, it operates services to the south and the east, including sleeper buses to HCMC,
Hue, Dalat and Nha Trang. Transport to Cat Ba Island is best organised here (Click here ).
Note that the taxis at Luong Yen are notorious for dodgy meters. Walk a couple of blocks and
hail one off the street.

My Dinh bus station (© Pham Hung) This station 7km west of the city provides services to
the west and the north, including sleeper buses to Dien Bien Phu for onward travel to Laos.



Car

Car hire is best arranged via a travel agency or hotel. Rates almost always include a driver, a
necessity as many roads and turnings are not signposted. The roads in the north are in OK
shape, but narrow lanes, potholes and blind corners equate to an average speed of 35 to 40km
per hour. During the rainy season, expect serious delays as landslides are cleared and bridges
repaired. You'll definitely need a 4WD.

Rates start at about US$110 a day (including a driver and petrol). Make sure the driver’s
expenses are covered in the rate you're quoted.

Motorbike

Hanoi has several good operators with well-maintained bikes. See Click here for additional
information.

Offroad Vietham ( 2 913 047 509; www.offroadvietham.com; 36 P Nguyen Huu

Huan) For reliable Honda trail bikes (from US$25 daily) and road bikes (US$20). The number of
rental bikes is limited, so booking ahead is recommended. Offroad’s main business is running
excellent guided tours, mainly dealing with travellers from English-speaking countries.

Cuong’s Motorbike Adventure ( # 913 518 772; www.cuongs-motorbike-
adventure.com; 46 Gia Ngu) Also recommended, with bike rentals from US$30 per day.

SOUTHBOUND TRAINS

DESTINATIONHARD SEAT SOFT SEAT HARD SLEEPERSOFT SLEEPER

Hue From 216,000d From 255,000d From 540,000d From 738,000d

Danang From 270,000d From 390,000d From 554,000d From 760,000d

Nha Trang n/a From 640,000d From 847,000d From 1,314,000d

HCMC n/a From 763,000d From 920,000d From 1,444,000d
Train

Southbound Trains to Hue, Danang, Nha Trang, HCMC Trains to southern destinations go
from the main Hanoi train station (Ga Hang Co; Click here ; 120 b Le Duan; ~ ticket office
7.30am-12.30pm & 1.30-7.30pm) at the western end of P Tran Hung Dao. Foreigners can buy
tickets for southbound trains at counter 2, where the staff speak English. We recommend
buying your tickets at least one day before departure to ensure a seat or sleeper. Tickets can
be purchased from travel agencies, but will include a commission for booking.

Approximate journey times from Hanoi are as follows, but check when you book, as some
trains are quicker than others: Hue (11 hours), Danang (13% hours), Nha Trang (24%2 hours),
HCMC (31 hours). Approximate costs from Hanoi are shown in the Southbound Trains table, but
note that different departures have different fare structures and available classes.

Northbound Trains to Lao Cai (for Sapa) and China To the right of the main entrance of the
train station is a separate ticket office for northbound trains to Lao Cai (for Sapa) and China.
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Tickets to China must be bought at a different counter. Note that all northbound trains leave
from a separate station (just behind) called Tran Quy Cap station (B Station; P Tran Qui
Cap). Tickets can be bought at the main station until about two hours before departure. Of
course any travel agency (and many tour operators) can book train tickets for you for a
commission. See Click here for details of trains to Lao Cai.

Once you're in China the train to Beijing is a comfortable, air-conditioned service with four-
bed sleeper compartments and a restaurant. Note that you cannot board international Nanning-
bound trains in Lang Son or Dong Dang.

Eastbound trains to Haiphong Eastbound (Haiphong) trains depart from Gia Lam train
station on the eastern side of the Song Hong (Red River), or Long Bien on the

western (city) side of the river. Be sure to check which station.
See www.seat61.com for the latest information on all trains in Vietnam.

EASTBOUND & NORTHBOUND TRAINS

To Haiphong

DEPARTURE STATION DURATION HARD SEAT SOFT SEAT

6.15am Gia Lam 2hr 38,000d 50,000d

9.30am Long Bien 23%hr 38,000d 50,000d

3.35pm Long Bien 3hr 38,000d 50,000d

6.10pm Long Bien 2Y¥zhr 38,000d 50,000d

To Beijing

DEPARTURE  STATION DURATIONHARD SLEEPER SOFT SLEEPER
6.30pm Tue & Fri Tran Qui Cap 18hr US$258 US$378

To Nanning

DEPARTURE STATION DURATION HARD SLEEPER SOFT SLEEPER
9.40pm Gia Lam 12hr US$66 US$96

O O Getting Around

TolFrom the Airport

Hanoi’'s Noi Bai International Airport is about 35km north of the city. The trip here takes 45
minutes to an hour, along a fast modern highway.

Bus Public bus 17 runs to/from Long Bien bus station ( 5000d; ~ 5am-9pm) Allow
around 90 minutes’ travelling time.

Taxi Airport Taxi (¥ 3873 3333) charges US$15 for a taxi ride door-to-door to or from Noi
Bai airport. From the terminal, look out for the official taxi drivers who wear bright yellow
jackets. They do not require that you pay the toll for the bridge you cross en route. Some other
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taxi drivers do require that you pay the toll, so ask first. There are numerous airport scams
involving taxi drivers and dodgy hotels (Click here ). Don't use freelance taxi drivers touting for
business — the chances of a rip-off are too high. If you've already confirmed accommodation,
book a taxi through your hotel.

Vietham Airlines Minibus Links Hanoi and Noi Bai (US$3) every half hour to/from the Vietnam
Airlines office on P Trang Thi. It's best — though not essential — to book the day

before.

6 MIND THE MAFIA

It happens all over the world and Hanoi is no exception. Many of the drivers who hang out at Noi Bai airport are working in
cahoots with hotels and travel agencies in Hanoi. They know every trick in the book and usually carry the cards of all the
popular budget hotels. ‘It's full today’ is popular, as is ‘they have a new place, much nicer, number two'. Usually it's a bunch of
lies. The best defence is to insist you already have a reservation. Even if the place does turn out to be full, you can plot your
own course from there. When it comes to the Vietham Airlines minibus, the best bet is to bail out at the Vietham Airlines office,
usually the first stop in the centre. Otherwise you will be dragged around endless commission-paying hotels in the Old
Quarter. Another option to avoid the nonsense is to book a room in advance and arrange an airport pick-up. Someone will be
waiting with a name board and you can wave to the taxi touts as you exit the airport.

Bicycle
Many Old Quarter guesthouses and cafes rent bikes for about US$2 per day. Good luck with
that traffic.

Bus

Hanoi has an extensive public bus system, though few tourists take advantage of the rock-
bottom fares (3000d). If you're game, pick up the Xe Buyt Hanoi (Hanoi bus map; 5000d) from
the Thang Long Bookshop (Click here ).

Car & Motorbike

Getting around Hanoi by motorbike means relentless traffic, non-existent road manners and
inadequate street lighting. Factor in possible theft, parking hassles and bribe-happy police, and
it’s not for the timid. Intrepid types can arrange mopeds for around US$5 per day in the Old
Quarter.

Cyclo
A few cyclo drivers still frequent the Old Quarter, and if you're only going a short distance, it's a
great way to experience the city (despite the fumes). Settle on a price first and watch out for
overcharging — a common ploy when carrying two passengers is to agree on a price, and then
double it upon arrival, gesturing ‘no, no, no...that was per person’.

Aim to pay around 25,000d for a shortish journey; night rides are more. Few cyclo drivers
speak English so take a map with you.

Electric Train
Hanoi's recently launched eco-friendly electric train (per person 15,000d; ~ 8.30am-10.30pm)



is actually a pretty good way to get your bearings in the city. It traverses a network of 14 stops
in the Old Quarter and around Hoan Kiem Lake, parting the flow of motorbikes and pedestrians
like a slow-moving white dragon. Nothing really beats haphazardly discovering the nooks and
crannies of the Old Quarter by foot, but if you're feeling a tad lazy, the train is worth
considering. The main departure point is the northern end of Hoan Kiem Lake (Click here ). A
full journey around the Old Quarter takes around 40 minutes.

Taxi

Several reliable companies offer metered taxis. All charge fairly similar rates. Flag fall is around
15,000d, which takes you 1km to 2km; every kilometre thereafter costs around 10,000d. Some
dodgy operators have high-speed meters, so use the following more reliable companies.

Thanh Nga Taxi ( ~¥' 3821 5215)
Van Xuan ( ~' 3822 2888)

AROUND HANOI

The rich alluvial soils of the Red River Delta nurture a rich rice crop and many of the
communities surrounding Hanoi are still engaged in agriculture. The contrast between modern
Hanoi and the rural villages is stark. Many tour operators in Hanoi offer cycling tours to villages
near Hanoi — a great way to discover a different world. Lotussia ('~ 2249 4668;

www. vietnamcycling.com) specialises in cycling tours from Hanoi, some taking in the Thay and
Tay Phuong pagodas and nearby handicraft villages. These tours also avoid having to struggle
through Hanoi's ferocious traffic, as a minibus takes the strain through the suburbs.

Ho Chi Minh Trail Museum

The Ho Chi Minh Trail Museum (Hwy 6; admission 20,000d; ~ 7.30-11.30am & 1.30-2.30pm
Mon-Sat) is dedicated to the famous supply route from the communist north to the occupied
south of Vietnam. The displays, including an abundance of American ammunition and weaponry
as well as some powerful photography, document all too clearly the extreme effort and
organisation needed to keep the show on the road — and the death and destruction involved.
Quite simply, defeat was not an option for the VC, whatever the odds. There’s a model of the
trail, which shows the nightmarish terrain through which it passed. It's located about 13km
southwest of Hanoi and can be combined with a visit to Van Phuc handicraft village or visited on
the way to the Perfume Pagoda.

Perfume Pagoda

North Vietnam’s very own Marble Mountains, the Perfume Pagoda (Chua Huong; admission
incl return boat trip 55,000d) is a striking complex of pagodas and Buddhist shrines built into
the karst cliffs of Huong Tich Mountain (Mountain of the Fragrant Traces). Among the better-
known sites here are Thien Chu (Pagoda Leading to Heaven); Giai Oan Chu (Purgatorial
Pagoda), where the faithful believe deities purify souls, cure sufferings and grant offspring to
childless families; and Huong Tich Chu (Pagoda of the Perfumed Vestige). This is a domestic
drawcard and it's an interesting experience just to see the Viethamese domestic tourists at
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play.

The entertaining boat trip along the scenic waterways between limestone cliffs takes about
two hours return, and allow a couple more hours to climb to the top and return. The path to the
summit is steep in places and if it’s raining the ground can get very slippery. However, the good
news is that there is now a cable car to the summit (one-way/return 60,000/100,000d). A smart
combination is to use the cable car up and then walk down.

Great numbers of Buddhist pilgrims come here during a festival that begins in the middle of
the second lunar month and lasts until the last week of the third lunar month (usually
corresponding to March and April). It's very busy during this period, especially on the even
dates of the lunar month; you'll have a much easier time if you establish the lunar date and plan
to visit on an odd date. Weekends tend to draw crowds year-round, with pilgrims and other
visitors spending their time boating, hiking and exploring the caves. Litter and hawkers are part
and parcel of the visit, and some hawkers are persistent enough to hassle visitors all the way to
the top; you have been warned!

The Perfume Pagoda is about 60km southwest of Hanoi by road. Getting there requires a
journey first by road, then by river, then on foot or by cable car.

First, travel from Hanoi by car for two hours to the township of My Duc. Vehicles usually drop
you about a 15-minute walk from the boat ramp, or you can hop on a xe om . Then take a small
boat, usually rowed by women, for one hour to the foot of the mountain. The main pagoda area
is a steep 3km hike from the boat dock. Allow yourself at least two hours to make the return
trip, longer if it's been raining and is slippery.

Most tour operators and some traveller cafes in Hanoi offer inexpensive tours to the pagoda
for around US$15 (inclusive of transport, guide and lunch). Small-group tours cost around
US$25-30. This is one of those places where it is easier to take a tour, as it's a pain by public
transport.

Handicraft Villages

Numerous villages surrounding Hanoi specialise in cottage industries. Visiting these settlements
can make a rewarding day trip, though having a good guide helps make the journey really
worthwhile.

Bat Trang is known as the ‘ceramic village’. Here, artisans mass-produce ceramic vases and
other pieces in their kilns. It's hot, sweaty work, but the results are superb and very reasonably
priced compared with the boutiques in town. There are masses of ceramic shops, but poke
around down the lanes and behind the shops to find the kilns. Bat Trang is 13km southeast of
Hanoi. Public bus 47 runs here from Long Bien bus station

Van Phuc specialises in silk. Silk cloth is produced here on looms and lots of visitors like to
buy or order tailor-made clothes. Many of the fine silk items you see on sale in Hanoi's P Hang
Gai are made in Van Phuc. There’s a small daily fruit-and-vegetable market in the mornings,
and a pretty village pagoda with a lily pond. Van Phuc is 8km southwest of Hanoi; take city bus
1 from Long Bien bus station.

Dong Ky was known as the ‘firecracker village’ until 1995, when the Vietnamese government
banned firecrackers. With that industry now extinguished, the village survives by producing
beautiful traditional furniture inlaid with mother-of-pearl. You can have handcrafted beds, chairs



and tables, and wardrobes custom-made here and exported directly to your door. Dong Ky is
15km northeast of Hanoi.

Thay & Tay Phuong Pagodas

Stunning limestone outcrops loom up from the emerald-green paddy fields and clinging to the
cliffs are these two pagodas, about 20 minutes apart from each other by road.

Thay Pagoda (Master’s Pagoda,; admission 5000d) , also known as Thien Phuc (Heavenly
Blessing), is dedicated to Thich Ca Buddha (Sakyamuni, the historical Buddha). To the left of
the main altar is a statue of the 12th-century monk Tu Dao Hanh, the master in whose honour
the pagoda is named. To the right is a statue of King Ly Nhan Tong, who is believed to have
been a reincarnation of Tu Dao Hanh.

In front of the pagoda is a small stage built on stilts in the middle of a pond where water-
puppet shows are staged during festivals. Follow the path around the outside of the main
pagoda building and take a steep 10-minute climb up to a beautiful smaller pagoda perched
high on the rock. Thay Pagoda is a big and confusing complex for non-Buddhists — consider
hiring a guide to get the most from your visit.

The pagoda’s annual festival is held from the fifth to the seventh days of the third lunar
month (approximately March). Pilgrims and other visitors enjoy watching water-puppet shows,
hiking and exploring caves in the area.

Tay Phuong Pagoda (Pagoda of the West; admission 5000d) , also known as Sung Phuc
Pagoda, consists of three single-level structures built in descending order on a hillock that is
said to resemble a buffalo. Figures representing ‘the conditions of man’ are the pagoda’s most
celebrated feature — carved from jackfruit wood, many date from the 18th century. The earliest
construction here dates from the 8th century. Take the steep steps up to the main pagoda
building, then find a path at the back that loops down past the other two pagodas and wander
through the hillside village surrounding the complex.

The pagodas are about 30km west of Hanoi in Ha Tay province. Hanoi travel agents and tour
operators offer day trips that take in both pagodas, from US$40 per person. Alternatively, hire
a car and driver for about US$80 and plot a rewarding day trip that combines the pagodas and
Ba Vi National Park.

Ba Vi National Park

41034

Formerly a French hill station, the triple-peaked Ba Vi Mountain (Nui Ba Vi) has been attracting
visitors for decades and remains a popular weekend escape for Hanoians. The limestone
mountain is now part of the Ba Vi National Park ('~ 388 1205; per person/motorbike
10,000/5000d) which has several rare and endangered plants in its protected forest, as well as
mammals including two species of rare ‘flying’ squirrel and bountiful bird life.

There’s an orchid garden and a bird garden, and hiking opportunities through the forested
slopes. A temple dedicated to Ho Chi Minh sits at the mountain’s summit (1276m) — it's a
difficult but beautiful 30-minute climb up 1229 steps through the trees. Fog often shrouds the
peak, but despite the damp and mist it's eerily atmospheric — visit between April and December



for the best chance of clear views down to the Red River valley and Hanoi in the distance.
= Sleeping & Eating

Ba Vi Guesthouse $ GUESTHOUSE

( # 388 1197; r weekdays 180,000-240,000d, weekends 220,000-300,000d) Spreads over
several blocks in the heart of the park and has a big swimming pool and a moderately priced
restaurant (meals 60,000d). Go for one of the less noisy guesthouses away from the pool and
restaurant area if you're here on a weekend. You'll need your passport to check in.

O O Getting There & Away

Ba Vi National Park is about 65km west of Hanoi, and the only practical option for visiting is by
hired vehicle from Hanoi. Travelling by motorbike, it is possible to visit Ba Vi before taking a
beautiful riverside road down to Hoa Binh and onwards into the northwest.

There has been some confusion between attractions near Ba Vi town — which is well away

from the park boundaries — and Ba Vi National Park. Make sure your driver knows you want the
national park.

Co Loa Citadel

Dating from the 3rd century BC, Co Loa Citadel (Co Loa Thanh, admission per person/car
3000/20,000d; ~ 8am-5pm) was the first fortified citadel in Vietnamese history and became
the national capital during the reign of Ngo Quyen (AD 939-44). Only vestiges of the ancient
ramparts, which enclosed an area of about 5 sq km, remain.

In the centre of the citadel are temples dedicated to the rule of King An Duong Vuong (257—
208 BC), who founded the legendary Thuc dynasty, and his daughter My Nuong (Mi Chau).
Legend tells that My Nuong showed her father’s magic crossbow trigger (which made him
invincible in battle) to her husband, the son of a Chinese general. He stole it and gave it to his
father. With this not-so-secret weapon, the Chinese defeated An Duong Vuong, beginning 1000
years of Chinese occupation.

Co Loa Citadel is 16km north of central Hanoi in Dong Anh district, and can be visited as a
short detour while on the way to or from Tam Dao Hill Station. Public bus 46 runs here every 15
minutes from My Dinh bus station (Click here ) in Hanoi.

Tam Dao Hill Station

#0211 / ELEV 930M

Nestling below soaring forest-clad peaks, Tam Dao is a former French hill station in a
spectacular setting northwest of Hanoi. Today it’'s a popular summer resort — a favoured
weekend escape for Hanoians, who come here to revel in the temperate climate and make
merry in the extensive selection of restaurants and bars. Founded in 1907 by the French, most
of its colonial villas were destroyed during the Franco-Viet Minh War, only to be replaced with
brutalist concrete architecture. Tam Dao is a useful base for hiking, but the town itself is an



unattractive sprawl of hotel blocks.

Tam Dao National Park was designated in 1996 and covers much of the area around the
town. Tam Dao means ‘Three Islands’, and the three summits of Tam Dao Mountain, all about
1400m in height, are sometimes visible to the northeast of the hill station, floating like islands in
the mist. There are at least 64 mammal species (including langurs) and 239 bird species in the
park, but you'll need a good local guide and be prepared to do some hiking to find them. lllegal
hunting remains a big problem.

Hikes vary from half an hour return to the waterfall , to day treks taking in bamboo forest
and primary tropical forest. A guide is essential for the longer hikes and can be hired from
300,000d; ask at the Mela Hotel. A 20,000d national park entrance fee is also payable.

Remember that it is cool up in Tam Dao, and this part of Vietham has a distinct winter. Don’t
be caught unprepared.

The best time to visit is between late April and mid-October, when the mist sometimes lifts
and the weather can be fine. As with other popular sites in Vietnam, weekends can be packed
but weekdays are far less busy.

Tam Dao Golf and Resort (2 04-3736 6457, www.tamdaogolf.com) is set against the
beautiful backdrop of the ‘Three Islands’. A round of golf here costs US$45 during the week and
US$90 on weekends.

= Sleeping & Eating

There’s a host of hotels and guesthouses in Tam Dao. The town is easy to navigate, so look
around and negotiate. There are also plenty of hotel restaurants and good com pho (rice-
noodle soup) places. Try to avoid eating the local wildlife; you'll frequently see civet, squirrel,
porcupine, fox and pheasant advertised, but most of these are endangered species.

Huong Lien Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 382 4282; r weekday/weekend 250,000/ 300,000d; = ) Offering decent value for the price,
most of the rooms here have balconies to make the most of those misty mountain views.
There’s a little restaurant as well (mains 120,000d to 200,000d).

Mela Hotel $$ HOTEL

( # 382 4321; melatamdao@yahoo.com; r from US$55; %% % ) A modern, attractive,
European-managed hotel with 20 spacious, comfortable rooms (some include fireplaces) and
most with balconies and wonderful valley views. The in-house Bamboo restaurant (meals US$4
to US$12) has an eclectic menu which features everything from French cuisine to the ubiquitous
Vietnamese spring rolls. Rack rates are a little silly, so come midweek and start negotiating.

Nha Khach Ngan Hang $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 0989 152 969; per person 120,000d; = ) In the centre of town opposite the Phuong Nam
Quan restaurant is this simple, family-owned guesthouse. Rooms are spotless, there is
unlimited hot water and the whole operation sits on the edge of a sprawling plot of xu xu, the
local green vegetable. Try it in the restaurant with huge slivers of garlic when you ask about
accommodation.
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O O Getting There & Away

Tam Dao is 85km northwest of Hanoi in Vinh Phuc province. Buses run from Gia Lam bus
station ( Click here ) in Hanoi to Vinh Yen (10,000d, one hour). From there you can hire a

motorbike (about 120,000d one-way), or a taxi (around 250,000d), to travel the 24km single-
lane road that leads to the national park.

On a motorbike from Hanoi, the journey time is a little over two hours, and the last part of the
ride into the park is beautiful.



Northeast Vietnam

Includes »
Ba Be National Park
Con Son & Den Kiep Bac

Haiphong
Halong Bay
Halong City
Cat Ba Island

Bai Tu Long Bay
Mong Cai & the Chinese Border
Lang Son

Cao Bang
Ban Gioc Waterfall & Nguom Ngao Cave

|
Why Go?
Northeast Vietnam’s top ticket is Halong Bay, and while visiting the World Heritage site is an

essential experience, the region also showcases craggy limestone peaks, tropical forests,
caves, waterfalls and historic sights.

To the south of Halong Bay is Cat Ba, a verdant island renowned for its hiking, biking, sailing
and world-class rock climbing. To the east, Bai Tu Long Bay continues nature’s spectacular
show all the way to the Chinese border, and Quan Lan Island is emerging as a destination for
pioneering travellers.

Looming above the coast, the karst connection continues into Cao Bang province, and the
brooding mountains are one of Vietnam’s most idiosyncratic landscapes. With Sapa and
northwest Vietnam firmly on the tourist map, head northeast instead to explore remote
backroads and the sublime lakes of Ba Be National Park.

China-bound travellers can access two important border crossings at Mong Cai and Dong
Dang.



When to Go
Halong City

°C/°F Temp Rainfall inches/mm
40/104 — — 32/800
30/86 — ' . . . . . . . . —24/600
20/68 — . ' —16/400
10/50 — —8/200
0/32 — -0

J F M A M J J A S O N D
Feb-Apr The weather is often cool and drizzly, with fog making Halong Bay visibility low.

Jun & Jul Peak season for Vietnamese tourists; busy on Cat Ba Island, especially on
weekends.

May-Sep The region is impacted by tropical storms, which may disrupt Halong Bay tours.

Best Places to Eat

» » Big Man Restaurant ( Click here )
» » BKK ( Click here )

» » Bamboo Café ( Click here)

» » Vien Duong ( Click here )

Best Places to Stay

» » Monaco Hotel ( Click here )

» » Nam Cat Island Resort ( Click here)
» » Whisper of Nature ( Click here )

» » Suoi Goi Cat Ba Resort ( Click here)




Northeast Highlights

R4 g S
. Hén.g/Pag \Tra Linh=" . (:) g 40 kan
B(i\ANO Bo o o ° @_Ban Gioc 9 40 miles
2 Na Giang Thang Trung  Waterfall
L.f< < Hen Lake Khan CHINA
. G O Quang Yen _s
Cao rs GUANGXI
-~ Bang , e
| \( ' 74
ey p To
L b /.Jf Lo Nanning
e { \ (20km)
KAN ) L
®Bac Kan S \
i""' L /] Pingxiang
L __f’h‘nang\ Dong Dang &Gt Friehdship
\ Hoang' Pass /
/.. @ ey Cave) Lang Son 4
= NGUYEN &~ LANG — —~ .
| SON \_.\
Wui Coc ai Nguyen /" ~.7 Dongxing
Résgervoir% G\ ( Mong Cai =
/N~ Tam Dag \ %
‘ ® i Statfon ) N2,
- ~ Bac /
Giang
@
<
BAC
o \-,___‘NINH Co To Island
4 A 9(Dao Co To)
; Nes
5 .. TAY % : Hal
; N . HUNG \... HAI 7, aloNg; ™ uan Lan Island
(® Hoa Binh horime A\ YEN DAUONQ‘ Bay (Dao Canh Cuoc)
Fagoda -2 b B
o _f{HA. ,._— HAIRHONG Lan Ha
\ i THAI Bay
BINH Gulf of
U @Thai Tonkin
W Binh
~ LN

© Escape Halong Bay’s (Click here ) tourist buzz by gently kayaking into hidden lagoons

and grottoes

© Hike, bike and climb your way around the great outdoors in Cat Ba Island’s (Click here

) fascinating national park

© Explore Lan Ha Bay (Click here ), an emerging area of gorgeous islands and beaches



with superb rock climbing and sailing

© Pioneer your own route around the off-the-beaten-path islands of Bai Tu Long Bay
(Click here )

© Board a boat to glide through lakes and rivers, and spend the night with a local Tay
family in Ba Be National Park (Click here )

O Check out the crazy karst scenery of Cao Bang (Click here ), and the province’s
waterfalls, caves, lakes and historic sights

History

Dominated by the Red River basin and the sea, the fertile northeast is the cradle of Viethamese
civilisation. Until very recently, Vietnam has had challenging relations with the neighbouring
Chinese. China occupied the country in the 2nd century BC, and were not vanquished until the
10th century.

Any time the Chinese wanted to advance upon Vietnam'’s affairs, they could do so through
the northeast. The most recent occurrence was in a 1979 attempt to punish the Vietnamese for
their occupation of Cambodia (Click here ). Thousands of ethnic Chinese also fled from this
region in the 1970s and '80s.

More than three decades on, border trade is surging ahead and Chinese tourists flock to the
region during summer.

National Parks

Northeast Vietnam’s stunning national parks all involve water-based activities. Cat Ba National
Park (Click here ), near Halong Bay, is a rugged island liberally shrouded in lush jungle. This
park also includes the 300 or so limestone islands of Lan Ha Bay.

Further northeast, Halong Bay becomes Bai Tu Long National Park (Click here ), a
procession of karst landscapes easily equal to its more famous neighbour. Bai Tu Long’s
isolation offers hidden beaches with a relative lack of tourists. Better boat services to Quan Lan
Island is now making the Bai Tu Long region more accessible.

Ba Be National Park features emerald lakes, surrounded by soaring mountains and lush
forest. Visit for hiking, biking and boat trips to caves and waterfalls, and staying in Ba Be’s
village homestays.

Getting There & Away
Hanoi is the gateway to the northeast.
Bus Buses are fast and frequent in the lowlands, but slow and creaking in the highlands.

Car Road connections to Haiphong, Halong City and Lang Son are fast, but as the terrain gets
more mountainous, things slow down considerably.

Train There are also slow rail links to Haiphong and Lang Son.

PLAYING FOR HIGH STAKES



One of Vietham’s greatest heroes, the military general Tran Hung Dao (1228-1300) defeated the Mongol warriors of the
Chinese army three times as they invaded Vietnam.

His most famous victory, at the Bach Dang River in northeast Vietham in 1288, secured the country’s sovereignty. He
borrowed the military strategy of Ngo Quyen who had regained Vietnam'’s independence in 939 following 1000 years of
Chinese rule. After dark, sharpened bamboo poles — of a length designed to remain hidden underwater at high tide — were set
vertically in the river, in the shallows near the bank. At high tide, Tran Hung Dao sent small boats out — passing easily between
the posts — to goad Chinese warships to approach. As the tide receded, the impaled Chinese boats were left high and dry, and
flaming arrows destroyed the fleet. In Halong Bay, Hang Dau Go (Cave of Wooden Stakes; Click here ), is where Tran Hung
Dao's forces are said to have prepared and stored the bamboo poles.

In memory of the victory, you'll find Tran Hung Dao streets in every Vietnamese town, and every street parallel to a river is
called Bach Dang

Ba Be National Park

#0281

Often referred to as the Ba Be Lakes, Ba Be National Park (admission per person 20,000d)
was established in 1992 as Vietnam’s eighth national park. The scenery here is breathtaking,
with towering limestone mountains peaking at 1554m, plunging valleys, dense evergreen
forests, waterfalls, caves and, of course, the lakes themselves.

There are 13 tribal villages in the Ba Be region, with most belonging to the Tay minority, who
live in stilt homes, plus smaller numbers of Dzao and H'mong. A village homestay program is
now well established, allowing travellers to experience life in a tribal village.

Ba Be Center Tourism (¥ 389 4721; www.babecentertourism.com, Bolu village) is Tay-
owned and can arrange homestays, boat trips and multi-day tours of Ba Be National Park
including trekking and kayaking.

The park is a rainforest area with more than 550 named plant species, and the government
subsidises the villagers not to cut down the trees. The hundreds of wildlife species here include
65 (mostly rarely seen) mammals, 353 butterflies, 106 species of fish, four kinds of turtle, the
highly endangered Vietnamese salamander and even the Burmese python. Ba Be birdlife is
equally prolific, with 233 species recorded, including the spectacular crested serpent eagle and
the oriental honey buzzard. Hunting is forbidden, but villagers are permitted to fish.

Ba Be (meaning Three Bays) is in fact three linked lakes, which have a total length of 8km
and a width of about 400m. More than a hundred species of freshwater fish inhabit the lake.
Two of the lakes are separated by a 100m-wide strip of water called Be Kam, sandwiched
between high walls of chalk rock.

Park staff can organise tours . Costs depend on the number of people, starting at about
US$30 per day for solo travellers and less if there’s a group of you. The most popular excursion
is a boat trip (around 550,000d) along the Nang River and around the lake — keep an eye out
for kingfishers and raptors. The boats can accommodate up to 12 people and the tour usually
takes in the tunnel-like Hang Puong (Puong Cave), which is about 40m high and 300m long,
and completely passes through a mountain. As many as 7000 bats (belonging to 18 species)
are said to live in this cave. Further stops can be made at the pretty Tay village of Cam Ha
(where every timber house has a satellite dish) and to the startling circular, jungle-rimmed
lagoon of Ao Tien before finishing at An Ma Pagoda , situated on a little island in the middle of
the lake.



http://www.babecentertourism.com

The Thac Dau Dang (Dau Dang or Ta Ken Waterfall), consisting of a series of spectacular
cascades between sheer walls of rock, is another possible destination. Just 200m below the
rapids is a small Tay village called Hua Tang.

Other options include dugout-canoe tours or combination cycling, boating and walking
possibilities. Longer treks can also be arranged.

The park entrance fee is payable at a checkpoint on the road into the park, about 15km
before the park headquarters, just beyond the town of Cho Ra.

= Sleeping & Eating

The only hotel rooms inside the park are in a government-owned complex (~ 389 4026; r
from 220,000d, cabin 220,000d, bungalow 350,000d) next to the park headquarters. The best
rooms here are in attractive semidetached bungalows, each with two double beds, while the
cabins are small and fairly basic. A few rooms are available too. The complex has two
restaurants (meals from 50,000d) , though you should place your order an hour or so before
you want to eat. For a less formal setting, you'll find a line of cook-shacks by the chalets that
sell cheap meals and snacks and are run by local villagers.

It's also possible to stay in Pac Ngoi village, where a successful homestay (per person
60,000d) program has been established so visitors can stay in a stilt house. The park office
usually organises this, but you can just show up and check in too. The very well kept Hoa Son
Guesthouse (2 389 4065) is one of the best, with a huge balcony and lake views, but there
at least a dozen other options, all of which have hot-water bathrooms. Meals (40,000d to
60,000d) are available, and can include fresh fish from the lake.

Another option is to use the nearby town of Cho Ra as a base. The Thuy Dung
Guesthouse (2 387 6354, 5 Tieu Khu; r 300,000d; = ) is a friendly family-run spot with
balconies, wooden shutters and views of the nearby rice paddies. There’s a good restaurant
onsite, and the staff can arrange onward transport by boat (320,000d) from Cho Ra into the
heart of the national park. The journey takes you past waterfalls and minority villages.

THE LEGEND OF WIDOW'S ISLAND

Atiny islet in the middle of the Ba Be Lakes is the source of a local legend. The Tay people believe that what is a lake today
was once farmland, and in the middle was a village called Nam Mau.

One day, Nam Mau residents found a buffalo wandering in the nearby forest. They caught it, butchered it and shared the
meat. However, they didn’t share any with a certain lonely old widow.

Unfortunately for the villagers, this wasn't just any old buffalo. It belonged to the river ghost. When the buffalo failed to return
home, the ghost went to the village disguised as a beggar. He asked the villagers for something to eat, but they refused to
share their buffalo buffet and ran the poor beggar off. Only the widow was kind to him and gave him some food and a place to
stay for the night.

That night the beggar told the widow to take some rice husks and sprinkle them on the ground around her house. Later in
the evening, it started to rain and then a flood came. The villagers all drowned, and the flood washed away their homes and
farms, thus creating the Ba Be Lakes. Only the widow’s house remained: it's now Po Gia Mai (Widow’s Island).

O O Information



Only cash is accepted and the nearest ATM and internet access is in Cho Ra.

O O Getting There & Away

Ba Be National Park is 240km from Hanoi, 61km from Bac Kan and 18km from Cho Ra.

Most people visit Ba Be as part of a tour, or by chartered vehicle from Hanoi (a 4WD is not
necessary). The one-way journey from Hanoi takes about six hours. See Click here for
recommended tour companies.

Bus & Boat By public transport, the most direct route is on a daily bus at noon from the Gia
Lam bus station in Hanoi to Cho Ra (150,000d, six hours). This allows travellers to overnight in
Cho Ra before continuing on to Ba Be by boat the following morning.

Bus & Motorbike Take a bus from Hanoi to Phu Thong (110,000d, five hours) via Thai Nguyen
and/or Bac Kan, and from there take another bus to Cho Ra (30,000d, one hour). In Cho Ra
arrange a motorbike (about 70,000d) to cover the last 18km.

If you're heading northeast from Ba Be, it's best to get a local bus from Cho Ra to Na Phac
and get a connection there to Cao Bang.

Con Son & Den Kiep Bac

Most appealing to domestic travellers, Con Son and Den Kiep Bac are potential diversions en
route to Haiphong or Halong City.

Con Son was home to Nguyen Trai (1380-1442), the famed Vietnamese poet, writer and
general. Nguyen Trai assisted Emperor Le Loi in his successful battle against the Chinese Ming
dynasty in the 15th century. Con Son Pagoda ( admission per person/vehicle

5000/15000d) has a temple honouring Nguyen Trai. It's a strenuous 600-step climb.
Alternatively, loop past a spring through pine forests, and return down the steps.

Nearby, Kiep Bac temple (Den Kiep Bac; Click here ; admission per person/vehicle
5000/15,000d) is dedicated to Tran Hung Dao (1228-1300). Founded in 1300, the temple sits
where Tran Hung Dao is said to have died. Within the complex there’s an exhibition on his
exploits, but you'll need someone to translate. The annual Tran Hung Dao Festival is held from
the 18th to the 20th day of the eighth lunar month, usually in October.

Den Kiep Bac and Con Son are in Hai Duong province, about 80km east of Hanoi. With your
own wheels, it's easy to detour en route to Haiphong or Halong Bay.

Haiphong

/| 031/ POP 1,884,600

With graceful tree-lined boulevards, an impressive array of colonial-era buildings and an
unhurried air, Haiphong is a very approachable city. It's an important seaport and industrial
centre, but few visitors linger. If you do pass through, you'll find minimal hassles compared to
Vietnam’s main tourism centres, with barely a tout to be found. Cafe culture is very strong here
and many central places have street tables — perfect for people-watching.

Haiphong is a major transport hub, and well connected to Cat Ba Island and Hanoi by bus,
boat and train.



History
The French took possession of Haiphong in 1874 and the city developed rapidly, becoming a
major port. Heavy industry evolved through the proximity to coal supplies.

The French bombardment of Haiphong in 1946 killed thousands and was a catalyst for the
ensuing Franco-Viet Minh War. Between 1965 and 1972 Haiphong came under air and naval
attack from the US, and the city’s harbour was mined to disrupt Soviet military supplies. In the
late 1970s and the 1980s Haiphong experienced a mass exodus that included many ethnic
Chinese refugees, who left taking much of the city’s fishing fleet with them.

Today Haiphong is a fast-growing city, attracting investment from multinational corporations
lured by its port facilities and transport links.

© Sights & Activities

rree| Haiphong Museum MUSEUM

(66 P Dien Bien Phu;, ~ 8am-12.30pm & 2-4pm Mon-Fri, 7.30-9.30pm Wed & Sun) In a
splendid colonial building, the Haiphong Museum concentrates on the city’s history. Some
displays have English translations and the museum’s garden harbours a ragtag collection of war
detritus.


http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8620317443121,106.682655913189&z=15&t=m
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@ © Top Sights
Haiphong Museum

B2
Opera House B3
Queen of the Rosary Cathedral B2
© @ Sights

1 Navy Museum C2

© © Sleeping
Bao Anh Hotel (see 8)
2 Duyen Hai Hotel B1
3 Harbour View Hotel D1
4 Hoa Viet Hotel C2

5 Kim Thanh Hotel C2




6 Monaco Hotel B2

4+ &4 Eating

7 Big Man Restaurant C2
8 BKK C2
9 Com Vietham B2
10 Seafood Restaurants B3
11 Van Tue D1
© © Drinking
12 Caffe Tra Cuc C2
13 Julie's Bar C2
14 Maxims C2
15 Phone Box C2
16 Muon Dua D2
rree| Queen of the Rosary Cathedral CATHEDRAL

(P Hoang Van Thu) Haiphong's elegant Roman Catholic cathedral was built in the 19th century
and comprehensively restored in 2010. The building’s grey towers are a local landmark, and the
inner courtyard is spacious and relaxing — until friendly children from the adjacent primary
school are let loose after classes.

Opera House HISTORIC BUILDING

(P Quang Trung) With a facade embellished with white columns, Haiphong’'s neoclassical
Opera House dates from 1904.

Du Hang Pagoda PAGODA

(121 P Chua Hang) Du Hang Pagoda was founded three centuries ago. It's been rebuilt several
times, but remains a fine example of traditional Vietnamese architecture and sculpture. P Chua

Hang is a narrow thoroughfare, bustling with Haiphong street life. The pagoda is around 1.5km

southwest of Haiphong's main street, Dien Bien Phu.

rree/| Navy Museum MUSEUM

(P Dien Bien Phu; ~ 8-11am Tue, Thu & Sat) A short walk from the Haiphong Museum, the
Navy Museum is interesting for visiting sailors and US Vietnam veterans.

= Sleeping

Monaco Hotel $$ HOTEL


http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8620317443121,106.682655913189&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8565594519649,106.681949616366&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8618458329742,106.686825157605&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.861331074462,106.68256538844&z=15&t=m

( # 374 6468, monacohotel@vnn.vn; 103 P Dien Bien Phu; r US$25, ste US$35-50; # %)
This modern and central hotel has a real polish about it, including the smart lobby where the
helpful reception staff speak some English. The spacious, spotless rooms come with two
double beds, attractive bathrooms are well presented, and breakfast is included.

Bao Anh Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 382 3406, www.baoanhhotel.com; 22 P Minh Khai; r 600,000-800,000d; # @ % ) Recently
refurbished in trendy minimalist style, the Bao Anh features a great location in a leafy street
framed by plane tress and buzzy cafes. Just outside, there’s also the excellent BKK Thai
restaurant.

Harbour View Hotel $$$ HOTEL

( < 382 7827; www.harbourviewviethnam.com; 4 P Tran Phu; s/d US$118/132; =# @ % = )
Built in replica-colonial style in 1998, this stately hotel has comfortable rooms and excellent
facilities, including a gym, spa and restaurant. Breakfast is included, and the super-friendly
team on reception can arrange tours around Haiphong in a vintage Citroén car. Be sure to try
for a substantial discount off rack rates.

Kim Thanh Hotel $ HOTEL

( < 374 5264, kimthanhhotel@vnn.vn; 67 P Dien Bien Phu; r 320,000-500,000d; % % )
Nothing fancy, but a good bet for a reasonably priced hotel in Haiphong. The rooms are old
fashioned but kept clean, and have a TV and minibar. Breakfast is included. Ask for a room at
the back to minimise road noise.

Hoa Viet Hotel $ HOTEL

( < 384 2409, www.hoaviethotel.vn; 50 P Dien Bien Phu; r 250,000-400,000d; % % ) Excellent
value in central Haiphong, with simply furnished rooms arranged around a courtyard in a
restored colonial building. Rates include breakfast served in the hotel’'s adjacent restaurant.

Duyen Hai Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 384 2134; 6 D Nguyen Tri Phuong; r 250,000-400,000d; # = ) Offers fair value and is
worth a try if other places are full.

X Eating
Haiphong is noted for its fresh seafood. Visit P Quang Trung for seafood restaurants

with point-and-cook tanks as well as bia hoi (beer) joints. For more stylish
cafes and restaurants, take a wander along P Minh Khai. Beer fans can rejoice that the city has


http://maps.google.com/?q=20.861031815182,106.684872544671&z=15&t=m
http://www.baoanhhotel.com
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8639319285188,106.689557034967&z=15&t=m
http://www.harbourviewvietnam.com
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8612791195617,106.684083314962&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8619029780541,106.685535897606&z=15&t=m
http://www.hoaviethotel.vn
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8631374490067,106.680975049477&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8571639877511,106.681894497386&z=15&t=m

two places serving decent microbrewed beer.

|TDP Big Man Restaurant $$ BREWERY

CHOICE [

(7 P Tran Hung Dao; mains from 80,000d; ~ 1lam-11pm) This sprawling restaurant has an
outdoor terrace and an extensive menu with brilliant seafood and excellent Vietnamese salads.
It also doubles as a microbrewery, with light and dark lager. Don’'t be surprised if you return
here for a second night.

BKK $$ THAI

(22 P Minh Khai; mains 70,000-150,000d; ~ 11.30am-10pm) This meticulously restored old
townhouse is the perfect setting for a memorable meal. Authentic Thai dishes are beautifully
prepared and presented — try the lab moo (pork salad) or pepper squid; there’s good
vegetarian options too. Leave room for dessert, which includes delicious coconut ice cream.

Van Tue $$ SEAFOOD

(1 P Hoang Dieu; mains 40,000-200,000d; - 1lam-11pm) This elegant French colonial villa is
renowned for seafood, including an amazing selection of crab dishes. Don’t miss the two
varieties of Czech-style beer — light and dark — brewed on the premises.

Com Vietnam $ VIETNAMESE

(4A P Hoang Van Thu; mains 30,000-65,000d) Diminutive, unpretentious restaurant with a
small patio, this place hits the spot for its affordable local seafood and Viethamese specialities.
The kids at the school next door get pretty boisterous.

® Drinking & Entertainment

P Minh Hieu is the heart of Haiphong’s caffeine action. Virtually all of these cafes have street
terraces, serve beer (try local brew Bia Haiphong), and have a snack menu.

Phone Box BAR

(79 P Dien Bien Phu; ~ noon-11.30pm) This compact bar is run by a musician and is a great
place for a relaxed drink. There’s live music (usually an acoustic guitarist or jazz artist) on
Mondays and Fridays, and you can expect good tunes at other times from the owner’s
extensive vinyl collection.

Vuon Dua BIAHOI

(5 P Tran Hung Dao) Boisterous beer garden with lots of cheap brews, and squid, chicken and


http://maps.google.com/?q=20.859124530473,106.685658780784&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8607538666593,106.684857044529&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8651777737212,106.688483939312&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8627418876307,106.681060640244&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8613003439013,106.683492531667&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8603918537851,106.687044205223&z=15&t=m

pork prepared in lots of different ways. It's packed with locals every night enjoying a few (not
S0) quiet beers after work.

Maxims CAFE

(51B P Dien Bien Phu) A vague relation to the famous Maxims in Saigon, it has live music from
classical to jazz most nights. Just pop in for a drink, because the food is pretty mediocre.

Julie’s Bar BAR

(22C P Minh Khai) Cosy expat hangout that’s the ideal spot to get the lowdown on the latest
Haiphong gossip. There’s pretty good steaks and burgers available if you're hankering for
comfort food.

Caffe Tra Cuc CAFE

(46C P Minh Khai; = ) The coffee, done loads of ways, and the free wi-fi is lapped up by
grizzled regulars and Haiphong trendies alike.

O O Information

Internet Access

Internet cafes along P Dien Bien Phu charge around 5000d per hour. Cafes on P Minh Khali
have free wi-fi.

Medical Services

Haiphong International Hospital ( 2 395 5888; 124 Nguyen Duc Canh) Newly built and
modern, with some English-speaking doctors.

Money
ATMs dot the city centre.

O O Getting There & Away

Air Haiphong's Cat Bi airport is 6km southeast of central Haiphong. A taxi should be around
120,000d.

Jetstar Pacific Airways (2 04-3955 0550, www.jetstar.com) Links Haiphong and Ho Chi Minh
City.

Vietnam Airlines ( ~# 381 0890, www.vietnamair.com.vn,; 30 P Hoang Van Thu) Links
Haiphong to HCMC and Danang.

Boat Boats depart from Ben Binh Harbour , a short walk from the Lac Long bus station. See
Click here for details of boats to Cat Ba Island.

Bus Haiphong has three long-distance bus stations.



http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8612982493906,106.68492826999&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.8596846744325,106.685008713492&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.859307553535,106.685106779974&z=15&t=m
http://www.jetstar.com
http://www.vietnamair.com.vn

Tam Bac bus station (P Tam Bac) Buses to Hanoi (70,000d, two hours, every 10 minutes).

Niem Nghia bus station (D Tran Nguyen Han) Buses south of Haiphong, such as to Ninh Binh
(90,000d, 3%z hours, every 30 minutes).

Lac Long bus station (P Cu Chinh Lan) Buses to Halong City (Bai Chay; 50,000d, 1¥2 hours,
every 30 minutes), and regular connections to Mong Cai (100,000d, four hours, approximately
every two hours) near the Chinese border. Lac Long also has buses to and from Hanoi
(70,000d, two hours, every 10 minutes) convenient for those connecting with the Cat Ba boats
at nearby Ben Binh Harbour.

Car & Motorbike Haiphong is 103km from Hanoi on the expressway, Hwy 5.

Train A slow spur line service travels daily to Hanoi's Long Bien station (48,000d; 2% hours;
6.10am, 8.55am, 3.10pm & 6.40pm).

O O Getting Around

Try Haiphong Taxi ( ~ 383 8383) or Taxi Mai Linh (2 383 3833) . A xe om (motorbike taxi)
from the bus stations to the hotels should be around 20,000d.

HALONG BAY

</ 033

Imagine 2000 or more islands rising from the emerald waters of the Gulf of Tonkin and you
have a vision of breathtaking beauty. Halong translates as ‘where the dragon descends into the
sea’, and legend claims the islands of Halong Bay were created by a great dragon from the
mountains. As it charged towards the coast, its flailing tail gouged out valleys and crevasses.
When it finally plunged into the sea, the area filled with water, leaving only the pinnacles visible.

Designated a World Heritage site in 1994, this mystical landscape of limestone islets is often
compared to Guilin in China or Krabi in southern Thailand. In reality, Halong Bay is more
spectacular. The bay’s immense number of islands are dotted with wind- and wave-eroded
grottoes, and their sparsely forested slopes ring with birdsong.

HALONG BAY’S VERY OWN LOCH NESS MONSTER

The dragon that gave birth to Halong Bay may be legend, but sailors have often reported sightings of a mysterious marine
creature of gargantuan proportions known as the tarasque . The more paranoid elements of the military suspect it's an
imperialist spy submarine, while eccentric travellers believe they have discovered Vietnam’s version of the Loch Ness
monster. Meanwhile, the monster — or whatever it is — continues to haunt Halong Bay, unfettered by the marine police, Vietnam
Tourism and the immigration authorities. Enterprising Viethamese boat owners have made a cottage industry out of the
creature, offering cash-laden tourists the chance to rent a junk and pursue the tarasque before it gets bored and swims away.

Beyond a boat cruise, visitors to Halong also come to explore the caves. There are few real
beaches in Halong Bay, but Lan Ha Bay has idyllic sandy coves a short boat hop from Cat Ba
Town.

Sprawling Halong City is the bay’s main gateway, but the raffish collection of highrise hotels
and karaoke bars is not a great introduction to this incredible site.



Most visitors sensibly opt for tours that include sleeping on a boat in the bay. Some travellers
dodge Halong City and head straight for Cat Ba Town, from where trips to less-visited, equally
alluring Lan Ha Bay are easily set up. Cat Ba Island can also be a good base for visiting the
landscapes of Halong Bay itself.

As the number-one tourist attraction in the northeast, Halong Bay attracts visitors year-round.
February to April is often cool and drizzly, and the ensuing fog can make visibility low, but also
adds an ethereal air. From May to September tropical storms are frequent, and year round,
tourist boats sometimes need to alter their itineraries, depending on the weather. Some tour
companies offer full or partial refunds if tours are cancelled; check when you book.
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© Sights & Activities

Caves

Halong Bay’s islands are peppered with caves, many now illuminated with technicolour lighting
effects. Sadly, litter and trinket-touting vendors are now also part of the experience.

Hang Dau Go (Cave of Wooden Stakes; Click here ) is a huge cave consisting of three
chambers which you reach via 90 steps. Among the stalactites of the first hall, scores of
gnomes appear to be holding a meeting. The walls of the second chamber sparkle if bright light
Is shone on them. The cave derives its name from its third chamber’s role in Vietnamese history
— Click here . Part of the same system, the nearby Hang Thien Cung has ‘cauliflower’
limestone growths as well as stalactites and stalagmites.

The popular Hang Sung Sot (Surprise Cave; Click here ) has three vast chambers; in the
second there’s a pink-lit rock phallus, called the ‘Cock Rock’ by some guides. Not surprisingly
it's regarded as a fertility symbol.



Hang Trong (Drum Grotto; Click here ) is named because when the wind blows through its
stalactites and stalagmites, the effect resembles the sound of distant drumbeats.

Which of the caves you'll visit depends on several factors, including the weather and the
number of other boats in the vicinity.

MR THIEU: HALONG BAY BOAT CAPTAIN

Skippering a tour boat through the karst islands of Halong Bay for the past five years is a pretty good way to make a living.

What are your favourite islands? My favourite place in Halong Bay is Dao Titop (Titop Island), and | also really like the Bai Tu
Long area to the east.

What makes Bai Tu Long special? In my opinion Bai Tu Long is just as beautiful as Halong Bay, and not so many people go
there.

What makes your job special? I'm very lucky to live on the boat and always be surrounded by these amazing islands. I'd like
to be able to do this job for all my life.

How is Halong Bay changing? In the five years I've been on Halong Bay, | see more and more tourists every year, but it's still
a very special place.

What'’s the best island that’s shaped like an animal? That would have to be Laughing Chicken Island. It's also sometimes
called Fighting Cock Island.

Islands

Dao Titop (Titop Island, Click here ) is a small island with a scruffy little beach. Make straight
for the island’s summit for superb panoramic views of Halong Bay.

Cat Ba Island ( ) is the most developed of Halong Bay’s islands and Cat Ba Town
is very close to the gorgeous Lan Ha Bay region ( ).
Kayaking

A kayak among the karsts is an option on most Halong Bay tours. Count on about an hour’s
paddling, often including negotiating your way through karst grottoes and around lagoons, or to
a floating village in the bay. The villagers here farm fish, which are caught offshore and
fattened up in netted enclosures. Most tour operators include a visit as part of their Halong Bay
itineraries. These are probably also where your evening meal will come from.

If you're really keen on kayaking, contact Handspan Adventure Travel (Click here ) which
runs professionally organised trips, has qualified guides, and operates beach camps. Trips are
operated from less-touristed Lan Ha Bay ( Click here ).

O O Information

All visitors must purchase entry tickets to the national park. One-day tickets are 40,000d,
including one cave or one beach. Entry for two days and one night is 60,000d. Additional caves
and beaches are 10,000d each, and fishing-village visits are 20,000d. Most admission fees are
included with organised tours, but check when you book.

The official Halong Bay Tourist Information Centre ( 2 384 7481;



www.halong.org.vn; ~ 7am-4pm) is at Bai Chay dock in Halong City. Here you'll find English-
speaking staff, internet and excellent maps (20,000d). Another good operation is Halong
Tourism ( # 362 8862; www.halongtourism.com.vn; ~ 8am-noon & 1.30-4.30pm

Mon-Fri) , also in Bai Chay.

@ O Getting There & Away

Taking a tour ( Click here ) is certainly convenient, and many are very cheap.

It's also possible to head here independently. The regular run is by bus from Hanoi to Bai
Chay (Halong City), and then by xe om or taxi to Bai Chay harbour. At bustling Bai Chay, you
can book a tour.

There are also tour boats running from Bai Chay via Halong Bay to Cat Ba Island ( Click here
). Alternatively, head directly to Cat Ba Island from Hanoi and arrange a boat trip from there to
explore Lan Ha Bay.

e
CRUISING THE KARSTS: TOURS TO HALONG BAY

There are many ways to experience the ethereal beauty of Halong Bay. Unless you have a private yacht (or you're an Olympic
kayaker), you'll have to take a tour of some kind.

For a serious splurge, cruising the karsts aboard a luxury Chinese-style junk is hard to beat. There’s also a very luxurious
paddle ship, based on a French craft from the early 20th century. But be aware that nearly all of these luxury trips operate on a
fixed itinerary, taking in the well-known caves and islands, and simply do not have the time to stray far from Halong City. Many
‘two-day’ tours actually involve less than 24 hours on a boat (and cost hundreds of dollars per person).

At the other end of the scale, budget tours sold out of Hanoi start from a rock-bottom US$35 per person for a dodgy day trip,
and rise to around US$150 for two nights on the bay with kayaking. For around US$80 to US$90, you should get a worthwhile
overnight cruise.

We get many complaints about poor service, bad food and rats running around boats, but these tend to be on the
ultrabudget tours. Spend a little more and enjoy the experience a whole lot more. It can be false economy signing up for one of
the budget tours, and it's also potentially a matter of safety.

In February 2011, a budget boat tour sank near Dao Titop with the loss of 11 international tourists from eight countries and
one Vietnamese tour guide. In May 2011, the provincial government of the area around Halong Bay enacted new regulations on
working conditions and boat safety. Boat owners protested that the new regulations would make some tours unprofitable, so
potentially budget tour operators will be looking to cut corners in other ways.

Most tours include transport and meals, and sometimes include island hikes. Drinks are extra. Most of these trips follow a
strict itinerary, with planned stops at illuminated caves often at the same time as many of the other boats operating out of Bai
Chay.

If you have more time and want to experience Halong Bay without the crowds, consider Cat Ba Island. Here you'll find
operators who concentrate on Lan Ha Bay, which is less frequented, relatively untouched and has sublime sandy beaches (
Click here).

Because of weather, boat tours are sometimes cancelled and you'll probably be offered a full or partial refund. Ascertain in
advance what that will be.

For a list of reliable Hanoi-based tour operators operating in Halong Bay Click here .

O O Getting Around


http://www.halong.org.vn
http://www.halongtourism.com.vn

Most boat tours leave from Bai Chay tourist dock in Halong City. Prices are officially regulated
and depend upon the route, length of trip and class of boat. This dock is pretty chaotic, with
hundreds of people embarking and disembarking from dozens of boats.

To hire a one-star boat for a four-hour cruise costs around 1,000,000d, or it's around
1,500,000d for a six-hour cruise. You can rent out a whole two-star boat for the day for
2,500,000d. On weekends, prices rise by around 20%. Costs are usually divided between the
total number of people on board.

Halong City

+/ 033/ POP 193,700

Halong City is the main gateway to Halong Bay. Though the city enjoys a stunning position on
the cusp of Halong Bay, developers have not been kind to it, and high-rise hotels dot the
shoreline. However, the majority of food, accommodation and other Halong Bay services are
found here.

Most travellers don't stay in town, preferring to spend a night out in Halong Bay itself.
Increased competition for a dwindling clientele means budget hotel rates are some of the
cheapest in Vietnam. Chinese and Korean visitors are now more prevalent, preferring to enjoy
the terra firma attractions of casinos and karaoke after a day exploring Halong Bay.

= Sleeping
Most people stay on a boat in the bay but there are hundreds of hotels around Bai Chay, and
prices are very reasonable outside the peak season (June to August) or during the Tet festival.

Virtually all budget accommodation is on the hotel alley of © Vuon Dao, home to around 50
near-identical mini-hotels. Comfortable doubles are around US$12. Midrange and top-end
hotels are scattered along B Halong, many commanding great views.
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Halong City

© © Sleeping
1 Novotel
2 Thanh Hue Hotel

3 Tung Lam Hotel
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4+ 4 Eating
4 Asia Restaurant
5 Toan Huong

P

Novotel $$$ HOTEL

( # 384 8108; www.novotelhalongbay.com; B Halong; r from US$115; =% @ %2 ) This hip
hotel fuses Asian and Japanese influences with contemporary details. The rooms are simply
stunning, with teak floors, marble bathrooms and sliding screens to divide living areas. Facilities
include an oval infinity pool, an espresso bar and a great restaurant. Check online for rates
around US$80.

BMC Thang Long Hotel $$ HOTEL


http://maps.google.com/?q=20.9519633320259,107.041987030971&z=15&t=m
http://www.novotelhalongbay.com

( # 384 6458, www.bmcthanglonghotel.com;  Halong, r US$25-75; # @ % ) This popular
lunch stop for Halong Bay tour groups also features spacious and recently redecorated rooms,
some with ocean views. Despite the hotel's sprawling size, the staff are warm and personal,
and the Bai Chay tourist docks are handily just across the road.

Tung Lam Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 364 0743; 29 D Vuon Dao; r US$10-12; # = ) This mini-hotel is making a little more effort
than most on this strip. The rooms all have two beds, a TV, a minibar and en-suite bathrooms,
and those at the front are spacious and include a balcony.

Thanh Hue Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 384 7612; B Vuon Dao; r US$12-15; * @ = ) Continue uphill from the Tung Lam to this
great-value hotel — look for the powder-blue paint job. Most rooms have cracking views of the
bay from their balconies. It's a bit of a walk after a seafood meal and a few beers, but well
worth it.

SOMETHING DIFFERENT

Aselection of the more interesting cruises.

Emeraude Classic Cruise (¢ 04-3934 0888; wwmvemeraude-cruises.com; d US$255-490) A56m replica paddle steamer
with 38 air-conditioned cabins, all with elegant wooden furniture and smart hot-water showers. Lavish buffet-style meals are
served. It is pricey for a cruise that's less than 24 hours.

Handspan ( «/ 04-3926 2828; wwwhandspan.com) Launched in late 2011, Handspan’s Treasure Junk is the only true sailing
ship operating on the bay. That means you get to meander peacefully through the karsts without the constant hum of a diesel
engine. Crack open a cold Bia Hanoi and you'll be in heaven.

Indochina Sails ( ¢ 04-3984 2362; wwwindochinasails.com; s/d from US$310/358) Cruise Halong on a traditional junk kitted
out to a three-star standard. Indochina operates two 42m junks and one smaller craft; all have attractive wooden cabins and
great viewing decks.

X Eating

For cheap, filling food, there are modest places at the bottom of B Vuon Dao with English
menus. Seafood lovers should gravitate to the harbour-front © Halong, where there’s a cluster
of good places.

Toan Huong $ VIETNAMESE

( 1 © Vuon Dao,; mains from 35,000d) A simple place with friendly staff, a street terrace and
an extensive menu (in English) with a bit of everything: Western breakfasts, salads, fresh
seafood and imported wine.


http://www.bmcthanglonghotel.com
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.9582755198888,107.050320655031&z=15&t=m
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.9614915916522,107.050641161228&z=15&t=m
http://www.emeraude-cruises.com
http://www.handspan.com
http://www.indochinasails.com
http://maps.google.com/?q=20.956647738418,107.049436866382&z=15&t=m

Asia Restaurant $ VIETNAMESE

( 24 B Vuon Dao,; mains 40,000-80,000d) A clean, attractive place that's geared to travellers’
tastes, with good Vietnamese food and a smattering of Western favourites.

O O Information

Main post office (b Halong) At the bottom of Vuon Dao.
Vietcombank (b Halong) Exchanges cash and has an ATM.

@ O Getting There & Away

Boat For boat trips throughout Halong Bay, Click here and Click here . See Click here for boat
travel from Halong Bay to Cat Ba Island.

In the past, hydrofoils ran from Bai Chay to Mong Cai ( Click here ) for onward travel to
China, but this route has been replaced by improved bus services.

Bus All buses leave Ben Xe bus station , 6km south of central Bai Chay, just off Hwy 18. Note
that many long-distance buses will be marked ‘Bai Chay’ rather than ‘Halong City’.

For Cai Rong Pier (Cai Rong Pha) on the island of Van Don — where you can catch onward
ferries to the islands of Bai Tu Long — either catch a direct bus to Van Don, or get off at the
junction town of Cua Ong on any Mong Cai or Lang Son bus. Then catch a xe om or taxi to the
pier. Not all Van Don buses continue to Cai Rong Pier, so check at the Bai Chay bus station.

Car & Motorbike Halong City is 160km from Hanoi and 55km from Haiphong. The one-way trip
from Hanoi to Halong City takes about three hours by private vehicle.

O O Getting Around

Bai Chay is quite spread out; Mai Linh (2 382 2226) is a reliable taxi option. Taxis also wait
by the bus station and post office.

BAICHAY BUS CONNECTIONS

DESTINATIONCOST DURATIONFREQUENCY

Hanoi 90,000d 3hr Every 15 min
Haiphong 50,000d 1%hr Every 20 min
Mong Cai 90,000d 4hr Every 30 min
Van Don 55,000d 1%hr Approx hourly
Lang Son 120,000d 5%zhr 12.30pm


http://maps.google.com/?q=20.9586930616635,107.050284238839&z=15&t=m

Cat Ba Island

#1031/ POP 13,500
Rugged, craggy and jungle-clad Cat Ba, the largest island in Halong Bay, is emerging as
Vietnam’s adventure sport and ecotourism hub. There’s an energetic roll-call of activities,
including sailing, bird-watching, cycling, hiking and rock climbing.

Except for a few fertile pockets, Cat Ba’s terrain is too rocky for serious agriculture. Most
residents earn their living from the sea, while others work in tourism.

In recent years, Cat Ba Town has experienced a hotel boom, and a chain of ugly concrete
hotels now frames a once-lovely bay. But the rest of the island is largely untouched, and with
idyllic Lan Ha Bay just offshore you'll soon overlook Cat Ba Town’s overdevelopment.

Most of the year Cat Ba Town is a laid-back place, and an excellent base for activities
around the island, or sailing and kayaking around Lan Ha Bay. On summer weekends Cat Ba
turns into a roaring resort, filling up with vacationing Vietnamese. Hotel prices double or treble
and there’s an excess of karaoke joints and hubbub. Cars are banned from the promenade,
which is taken over by a sea of strolling holidaymakers. Weekdays are saner, but still busy
between June and August.

Ho Chi Minh paid a visit to Cat Ba Island on April 1 1951 and there is an annual festival to
commemorate the event. During this time, expect lots of waterfront karaoke and techno beats
from 8am to midnight.

Almost half of Cat Ba Island (with a total area of 354 sq km) and 90 sq km of the adjacent
waters were declared a national park in 1986 to protect the island’s diverse ecosystems:
subtropical evergreen forests on the hills, freshwater swamp forests at the base of the hills,
coastal mangrove forests, small freshwater lakes and coral reefs. Most of the coastline
consists of rocky cliffs, but there are some sandy beaches and tiny fishing villages hidden away
in small coves.

Lakes, waterfalls and grottoes dot the spectacular limestone hills, the highest rising 331m
above sea level. The island’s largest body of water is Ech Lake , (3 hectares). Almost all of the
surface streams are seasonal. Most of the island’s rainwater flows into caves and follows
underground streams to the sea, creating a shortage of fresh water during the dry season.

Lan Ha Bay, encompassing the southern seas off Cat Ba, is dotted with hundreds of jungle-
topped limestone islands with many deserted beaches.

Cat Ba’'s best weather is from late September to November, when air and water
temperatures are mild and the skies are mostly clear. December to February is cooler but
pleasant. From February to April is still good, but you can expect some rain. Summer (June to
August) is hot and humid with occasional thunderstorms. This is also peak season and the
island is packed with Vietnamese tourists.

© Sights

First impressions of Cat Ba Town are not great, but the mediocre vision of a low-rent mini-

Manhattan only extends for a street or two behind the promenade. A monument to Ho Chi

Minh stands up on Mountain No 1, the hillock opposite the pier in Cat Ba Town. The market
at the northern end of the harbour is a great local affair with twitching crabs, jumbo

shrimps and pyramids of fresh fruit. Head out of the town for the island’s best sights.
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© @ Sights
1 Ho Chi Minh Monument D2
2 Market Al
¢» Activities, Courses & Tours
Asia Outdoors (see7)
3 Blue Swimmer C2
4 Cat Ba Ventures (09
= © Sleeping
5 Cat Ba Dream Hotel C3
6 Duc Tuan Hotel B2
7 Noble House B2
8 Phong Lan Hotel B2




9 Thu Ha Hotel B2
10 Vien Dong Hotel B2

4+ &4 Eating

11 Bamboo Café B2
12 CT Mart C2
13 Family Bakery A2
14 Green Mango C3
15 Phuong Nung Al
16 Thao May B2
17 Vien Duong C2
& © Drinking
18 Flightless Bird Café A2
Good Bar (see7)
Lan Ha Bay ISLANDS

( admission 20,000d) The 300 or so karst islands of Lan Ha Bay are directly south and east of
Cat Ba Town. Geologically they are very much an extension of Halong Bay, but geographically
these islands lie in a different province of Vietnam. They share the same emerald sea, and the
limestone pinnacles and scenery are every bit as beautiful as Halong Bay, but these islands
have the additional attraction of numerous white sand beaches. Lan Ha Bay is a fair way from
Halong City, so not so many tourist boats venture to this side of the bay. In short, Lan Ha Bay
has a more isolated, off-the-beaten-track appeal (and far fewer visitors). There is a 20,000d
admission fee to the bay, but this is often incorporated into the cost of tours.

Around 200 species of fish, 500 species of mollusc, 400 species of arthropod and numerous
hard and soft coral live in Lan Ha Bay. Larger marine animals in the area include seals and
three species of dolphin.

Sailing and kayak trips here are best organised in Cat Ba Town. With hundreds of beaches to
choose from, it's easy to find your own private patch of sand for the day. Camping is permitted
on gorgeous Hai Pai beach (also known as Tiger beach), which is used as a base camp by the
Cat Ba adventure tour operators and also hosts occasional full-moon parties. Lan Ha Bay also
offers superb rock climbing and is the main destination for trips run by Asia Outdoors (Click
here ).

Cat Ba National Park NATURE RESERVE

( admission 30,000d; ~ sunrise to sunset) This accessible national park is home to 32 types of
mammal — langurs and macaques, wild boar, deer, civets, several species of squirrel including
the giant black squirrel — and more than 70 species of bird, including hawks, hornbills and
cuckoos. The golden-headed langur is officially the world’s most endangered primate with
around 65 remaining, most in this park. Cat Ba lies on a major migration route for waterfowl,
which feed and roost on the beaches in the mangrove forests. Over a thousand species of
plants have been recorded here, including 118 trees and 160 plants with medicinal value. The



park is also home to the Cay Kim Gao tree. In ancient days, kings and nobles would eat only
with chopsticks made from this timber, as anything poisonous it touches is reputed to turn the
light-coloured wood to black.

A guide is not mandatory but is definitely recommended to help you make sense of the
verdant canopy of trees. The multi-chambered Hang Trung Trang (Trung Trang Cave) is easily
accessible, but you will need to contact a ranger to make sure it is open. Bring a torch
(flashlight).

There’s a challenging 18km hike through the park and up to one of the mountain summits.
Arrange a guide for this six-hour hike and organise a bus or boat transport to the trailhead and
a boat to get back to town. This can be arranged with the rangers at the national park
headquarters, or at Asia Outdoors or Cat Ba Ventures in Cat Ba Town.

Many hikes end at Viet Hai , a remote minority village just outside the park boundary, from
which boats shuttle back to Cat Ba Town (about 300,000d per boat). There is also
accommodation here at Whisper of Nature ( Click here ). Take proper hiking shoes, a raincoat
and a generous supply of water for this hike. Independent hikers can buy basic snacks at the
kiosks in Viet Hai, which is where many hiking groups stop for lunch. This is not an easy walk,
and is much harder and more slippery after rain. There are shorter hiking options that are less
hardcore.

To reach the national park headquarters at Trung Trang, take a green QH public bus from the
hydrofoil docks at Cat Ba Town (15,000d, 20 minutes). Buses leave at 5am, 8.10am, 11.10am
and 4pm. Another option is to hire a xe om for around 60,000d one-way, or hire your own
motorbike for the day.

e
FORT CANNON

For one of the best views in all of Vietham — no, we're not kidding — head to Fort Cannon ( admission 20,000d;
¥ sunrise to sunset) . The underground tunnels and gun emplacements were first installed by the Japanese in WWII, but
were also utilised by the French and Vietnamese during subsequent conflicts.

Well-labelled paths guide visitors past two well-preserved gun emplacements, one ‘manned’ by life-size Viet Minh
mannequins, and the astounding vistas include the colourful tangle of fishing boats in Cat Ba harbour, and the perfect little
coves of Cat Co 1 and Cat Co 2. The views out to a karst-punctuated sea are quite sublime, and there’s even a terrific cafe
and juice bar adjacent to the Fort’s old helicopter landing pad. The entrance gate is a steep 10-minute walk or a 10,000d xe om
ride from Cat Ba Town. From the gate, a tourist train (40,000d) trundles the last uphill journey, or it's another stiff 20-minute
walk.

Cat Co Cove BEACHES

A 15-minute walk southeast from Cat Ba Town, the three beautiful Cat Co Cove beaches boast
white sand and good swimming. Cat Co 2, backed by limestone cliffs, is the beach to head for.
Here you'll find a lovely sheltered sandy bay, a snack bar and some simple thatched beach
huts. However, as developers have been eyeing up this beach for some time, check first to see
if it remains a haven of tranquillity.



Cat Co 1 and 3 were once equally attractive, but both have now been developed as resorts.
On weekends in summer they get packed with Vietnamese tourists and litter is a real blight.

Other beaches on the island include Cai Vieng, Hong Xoai Be and Hong Xoai Lon.

Hospital Cave HISTORICAL SITE

( admission 15,000d; -~ 7am-4.30pm) Oozing historical significance, Hospital Cave served
both as a secret, bomb-proof hospital during the American War and as a safe house for VC
leaders. Built between 1963 and 1965 (with assistance from China), this incredibly well-
constructed three-storey feat of engineering was in constant use until 1975. A guide (most
know a few words of English) will show you around the 17 rooms, point out the old operating
theatre and take you to the huge natural cavern that as used as a cinema (and even had its
own small swimming pool). The cave is about 10km north of Cat Ba Town on the road to the
national park entrance.

X Activities
Cat Ba is a superb base for adventure sports — on the island and in, on and over the water.

Mountain Biking

Hotels can arrange Chinese mountain bikes (around US$4 per day), and Blue Swimmer
Adventures rents better quality mountain bikes for US$12 per day.

One possible route traverses the heart of the island, past Hospital Cave (Click here ) down to
the west coast’s mangroves and crab farms, and then in a loop back to Cat Ba Town past tidal
mud flats and deserted beaches. Blue Swimmer and Asia Outdoors both arrange guided
mountain-bike rides.

Rock Climbing

Cat Ba Island and Lan Ha Bay’s spectacular limestone cliffs make for world-class rock
climbing. See the boxed text, Climbing the Karsts (Click here ).

Based on Cat Ba, Asia Outdoors (Click here ) pioneered climbing in Vietnam and use fully
licensed and certified instructors. Advanced climbers can hire gear here, talk shop, and pick up
a copy of Vietnam: A Climber’s Guide by Asia Outdoors’ Erik Ferjentsik, which describes
climbs and has some great tips about Cat Ba too. Full-day climbing trips , including
instruction, transport, lunch and gear, start at US$52 per person for Cat Ba Island, or US$75 if
you head for Lan Ha Bay. These longer trips by boat incorporate kayaking, beach stops and
exploring the amazing karst landscape. Other less-qualified Cat Ba operators also offer
climbing trips, but Asia Outdoors are the authorities on the island.

Sailing & Kayaking

Don't miss exploring the spectacular islands and beaches of Lan Ha Bay (Click here ). Blue
Swimmer (Click here ) offers sailing excursions to the myriad islands around Cat Ba.
Overnight sailing trips through Lan Ha Bay to Nam Cat beach, including a night sleeping in a
bamboo hut, cost US$39 per person. Also available are private boat charters with a skipper,
and full-day trips on a Chinese junk to Long Chau lighthouse, built by the French in the 1920s,
and still bearing bomb scars from the American War.



Plenty of hotels in Cat Ba Town rent kayaks (half-day around $8) and Blue Swimmer has
good-quality kayaks (single/double per day US$12/20), ideal for exploring the Cat Ba coast
independently. Guided overnight kayak tours from Blue Swimmer (per person $108) include Lan
Ha Bay, sea caves, and camping on a deserted beach.

Trekking

Most of Cat Ba Island consists of protected tropical forest. For details of trekking routes in Cat
Ba National Park Click here . Asia Outdoors and Blue Swimmer both offer a great hike around
Cat Ba Island that takes in Butterfly Valley.

G Tours

Tours of the island and boat trips around Halong Bay are offered by nearly every hotel in Cat
Ba Town. Typical prices are around US$20 for day trips including kayaking and US$70 for two-
day, one-night tours. We receive unfavourable feedback — cramped conditions and dodgy food
— about some of these trips, but the following offer good prices and service.

Cat Ba Ventures BOAT TRIPS & KAYAKING

( # 368 8237; www.catbaventures.com; 223 B 14, Cat Ba Town) Locally owned and operated
company offering boat trips to Halong Bay, kayaking, and hiking. Excellent service from Mr
Tung is reinforced by multiple reader recommendations.

If you're looking for a different experience, the following adventure tour operators understand
travellers’ needs and will steer you away from the tourist trail to really special areas of Cat Ba,
Lan Ha Bay, and beyond.

Asia Outdoors ROCK CLIMBING

( 2 368 8450, www.slopony.com; B 1-4, Cat Ba Town) Formerly known as Slo Pony
Adventures, this highly professional company is run by two uberpassionate climbers and
explorers: Onslow Carrington and Erik Ferjentsik. Climbing instruction is Asia Outdoors’ real
expertise, but it also offers excellent well-structured sailing, biking and hiking trips. Rock up to
its office in Noble House (at 6pm every night) to see what’s planned.

Blue Swimmer SAILING & ADVENTURE

( 2 369 6079, www.blueswimmersailing.com; 265 B Nui Ngoc) A very well-organised,
environmentally conscious outfit established by Vinh, one of the founders of respected tour
operator Handspan. Superb sailing and kayak trips, trekking and mountain biking excursions are
offered. At the time of writing, Blue Swimmer had also just finalised the lease on its new Blue
Swimmer Adventure Hotel. Check the website for details.

CLIMBING THE KARSTS


http://www.catbaventures.com
http://www.slopony.com
http://www.blueswimmersailing.com

If you've ever considered it, or been tempted to climb, Halong Bay is a superb place to go for it — the karst cliffs here offer
exceptional climbing amid stunning scenery. Most climbers in Cat Ba are complete novices, but as the instruction is excellent,
many leave Cat Ba completely bitten by the bug.

You don't need great upper-body strength to climb, as you actually use your legs far more. The karst limestone of Halong
Bay is not too sharp and quite friendly on the hands, and as many of the routes are sheltered by natural overhangs that prevent
the climbable portion of the rock from getting wet, climbing is almost always possible, rain or shine.

Afew inexperienced locals may offer climbing excursions to new arrivals on Cat Ba, but beginners should sign up with the
experienced crew at Asia Outdoors ( Click here).

Climbing opportunities for beginners are located on walls inland on Cat Ba Island or out on beautiful Lan Ha Bay. You'll be
kitted up with a harness and climbing shoes, given instruction and taught the fundamentals of the climbing and belaying
techniques, then given a demonstration. Then it's over to you (with your climbing instructor talking you through each move and
anchoring you, of course!). Most people are able to complete a couple of climbs at Hai Pai and Moody’s Beach, which are both
ideal for beginners.

The vertical cliffs of Halong and Lan Ha Bays are also perfect for deep-water soloing, which is basically climbing alone,
without ropes or a harness, and using the ocean as a water bed in case you fall. This is obviously only for experienced
climbers, and it's essential to know the depth of water and tidal patterns. We've heard reports of some climbers being injured
falling into shallow waters, so it's vital to attempt deep-water soloing only with an experienced crew like Asia Outdoors. It's
customary to finish a solo climb with a controlled freefall (or ‘tombstone’) into the sea and a swim back to the shore, or your
boat.

= Sleeping
Most basic hotels are situated on (or just off) the waterfront in Cat Ba Town, but the area’s
accommodation scene is quickly evolving. More interesting options have opened in other parts
of Cat Ba, and there are some wonderfully isolated spots on other islands in La Ha Bay.
Room rates fluctuate greatly. In the high-season summer months (June to August) you can
expect to pay a minimum of US$15 per room; rates sink to below US$10 for a decent room
outside this time. The rates given here are for low season. Peak season rates are impossible
to determine as hotel owners tend to pick a number out of their heads depending on demand.

CAT BATOWN
If the seafront hotels in Cat Ba Town are full, make a quick detour to ® Nui Ngoc, which is lined
with good-value accommodation.

Duc Tuan Hotel $ HOTEL

( # 388 8783; www.catbatravelservice.com; 210 b 1-4, Cat Ba Town; r US$8-15; %% )
Simple, but colourfully furnished rooms feature at this main-drag, family-owned spot. The rooms
at the back are quieter, but lack windows. At less than 10 bucks a night, who’'s complaining?
Downstairs is a good restaurant offering seafood /au (hotpot) meals, and the friendly owners
can arrange all manner of Cat Ba excursions.

Cat Ba Dream $ HOTEL

( < 388 8274; www.catbadream.com.vn; 226 D 1-4, Cat Ba Town,; r US$10-15; # @% )
Slightly more expensive than Cat Ba’s ultra cheapies, Cat Ba Dream is a recent addition to the
town’s seafront cavalcade of accommodation. Service is a tad perfunctory, but if you can angle



http://www.catbatravelservice.com
http://www.catbadream.com.vn

for a seafront room, you'll have a cinematic scroll of Cat Ba action right in front of you.

Vien Dong $ HOTEL

( # 388 8555; www.viendong-hotel.com.vn, in Viethamese; 225 £ Nui Ngoc, Cat Ba Town, r
US$12-15; #@= ) Also known as the Far Eastern, the Vien Dong has sterling views of the
bay, well-kept and spacious rooms, and a good grasp of English at reception. Yet more proof
that Cat Ba offers some of Vietham’s best accommodation bargains.

Phong Lan Hotel $ HOTEL

( # 388 8605; b 1-4, Cat Ba Town,; r US$8-12; * % ) It is worth requesting a room at the front
of this hotel, located right in the middle of the seafront strip, to take advantage of balconies
overlooking the harbour. The English-speaking owner is helpful and there’s a travel agency here
too.

Thu Ha$ HOTEL

( 2 388 8343; b 1-4, Cat Ba Town, r US$8-12; #'= ) With air-con, wi-fi, and a super-central
seafront location, the recently refurbished Thu Ha offers great value in Cat Ba Town. Negotiate
hard for a front room with a balcony, and wake up to sea views.

Noble House $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 388 8363, thenoblehousevn@yahoo.com; B 1-4, Cat Ba Town; r US$8-20; % % ) Simple
rooms above the popular Good Bar; bring your earplugs or look forward to joining in.

CAT BABEACHES & ISLANDS

|TDP Suoi Goi Cat Ba Resort $ ECOLODGE

CHOICE [

( # 368 8966, www.suoigoicatbaresort.vn; Cat Ba Island; d from US$45; % % ) This new eco-
resort celebrates a wonderfully quiet village location 12km from Cat Ba Town. Spacious
wooden stilt houses sit around a breezy bar and restaurant, and activities include trekking, and
riding bicycles to a beach 2km away. Most nights there is a seafood barbecue (US$10). Free
pickups can be arranged from the ferry or Cat Ba Town.

Nam Cat Island Resort $$ RESORT

( ' 0989 555 773; namcatisland@gmail.com; Nam Cat Island; d US$25-60; #* ) Stop right
now if you're looking for the secluded and isolated cove of your dreams. Nam Cat’s prescription
for relaxation includes simple bungalows plus flasher villas with private facilities; all located
under looming indigo limestone cliffs. Spend your days swimming and kayaking, and kick back
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with seafood barbecues and beach bonfires after dark. Nam Cat is included on some itineraries
arranged by Cat Ba Ventures (Click here ).

Whisper of Nature $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 265 7678, www.vietbungalow.com, Viet Hai Village; dm US$12, d US$22-28) Located in
the hamlet of Viet Hai, Whisper of Nature’s simple concrete-and-thatch bungalows are arrayed
around a quietly-flowing stream on the edge of the forest. Accommodation ranges from shared
dorms to bungalows with private bathrooms. Getting there is an adventure in itself, with the final
stage a bike ride through lush scenery. Ask about transport when you book, or hire a bamboo
boat from Cat Ba Town to the Viet Hai village jetty (200,000d), and then a xe om (30,000d) for
the final 5km to the village.

Sunrise Resort $$% RESORT

( # 388 7360; www.catbasunriseresort.com; Cat Co 3; r from US$110; # @ % = ) This
beachfront resort is tastefully planned, with low-rise tiled-roofed blocks sitting below green
cliffs. Rooms are spacious and smart, all with sea-view balconies, and the facilities include a
swimming pool and spa and kiddies’ playground. Breakfast is included.

Monkey Island Resort $$ RESORT

( 2 04-3926-0572; www.monkeyislandresort.com,; d US$40-60; % ) There’s a nicely social
vibe going down at Monkey Island with a nightly seafood buffet, cool R&B beats, and a bar with
a pool table. Accommodation is in comfortable private bungalows, and beach barbecues,
kayaks and volleyball keep the holiday spirit alive. The resort provides free transfers from Cat
Ba Town, and for the eponymous primates, you'll need to take a short trek to a nearby karst
peak. Look online for good value packages combining Halong Bay and Lan Ha Bay.

Bungalows $ CAMPGROUND

( # 093 447 8156; d 400,000d) On the sandy beach at Cat Co 2 are these thatched wooden
bungalows. Though tiny and representing nothing much more than a mattress, a fan and a roof
over your head, they are well spaced around an attractive, leafy beachside plot. There’s a
shower block and cafe for meals (around 70,000d). At the time of writing, a flash new five-star
resort was planned for Cat Co 2, so this may change.

& .
X Eating
There are a couple of good places dotted along the Cat Ba Town’s seafront strip, and the

floating restaurants offshore are also worth a visit (Click here ). For a cheaper feed, head to
the food stalls in front of the market.

FLOATING RESTAURANTS
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i

There are numerous ‘floating’ seafood restaurants just offshore in Cat Ba harbour. We've heard reports of overcharging, so it's
essential to confirm the price of the food in advance, as well as the cost of a boat to get you out there and back. Locals
actually advise heading around the bay to the floating restaurants in Ben Beo Harbour. They're less touristy and less likely to rip
you off, but still check on the price of food upfront. Aboat ride there and back, including waiting time, should cost around
100,000d. Hold off paying your boatman until the return journey is completed as we've also had reports of diners being left
stranded on the restaurants. Ask your hotel to recommend a boat or catch a xe om (around 20,000d) over the hill to the
harbour.

Arecommended place at Ben Beo Pier is Xuan Hong . Choose your dinner from the floating pens and they'll be grilled, fried
or steamed for your table in no time. Prices simply go by weight and type of seafood; you can eat your fill of a selection of fish
for around 150,000d per person. Just make sure you establish the estimated price before you eat.

TOP. Bamboo Café $ VIETNAMESE

CHOICE

( B 1-4, Cat Ba Town; dishes 80,000-120,000d) The best option for a casual bite on the
seafront, this enjoyable little place has a small harbour-facing terrace and an intimate bamboo-
walled interior. The genial owner is a fluent English speaker and serves up generous portions of
Vietnamese and international food. The beer is super cold and there’s wine available by the
glass.

Vien Duong $$ VIETNAMESE

( 12 B Nui Ngoc, Cat Ba Town; meals from 100,000d) One of the most popular of the seafood
spots lining B Nui Ngoc, and often heaving with Vietnamese tourists diving into local crab, squid
and steaming seafood hotpots. Definitely not the place to come if you're looking for a quiet
night.

Family Bakery $ BAKERY

( 196 b 1-4, Cat Ba Town; dishes 80,000-120,000d; ~ 7am-4pm) Friendly spot that opens
early for goodies like Turkish bread and almond pastries. Pop in for a coffee and croissant
before tackling the bus-ferry-bus combo back to Hanoi. Don’'t miss Cat Ba’s best créeme
caramel.

Green Mango $$ INTERNATIONAL

( B 1-4, Cat Ba Town; mains 150,000-220,000d; = ) A good place for a glass of wine, cocktalil
or Cat Ba’s best espresso, but the huge menu covering everything from pizza, pasta and
occasional Asian flavours can tend towards mediocrity. Service can also be a tad surly. C’'mon
guys, a few smiles wouldn't go amiss.

Thao May $ VIETNAMESE



( B Nui Ngoc, Cat Ba Town; mains 80,000-120,000d; ~ 1lam-2pm & 5-9pm) Friendly family-
run spot that’s recommended by in-the-know expat locals. Look forward to a real pride in the
food and exceptionally well-priced beer. You'll probably see some of the crew from Asia
Outdoors there.

Phuong Nung $ VIETNAMESE

( 184 b 1-4, Cat Ba Town; meals 35,000d; ~ 7-10am) Bustling breakfast spot that's the most
popular place in town for a hearty bow! of pho bo (beef noodle soup) — just the thing you need
before a day of climbing or kayaking.

CT Mart $ SELF CATERING

( 18 b Nui Ngoc, Cat Ba Town,; ~ 8am-8pm) Handy supermarket to stock up before heading
off trekking or on the boat trip back to the mainland.

® Drinking
Cat Ba Town has a couple of good bars, or you can head to the drink stalls at the eastern end
of the harbour.

Flightless Bird Café BAR

( B 1-4, Cat Ba Town; = ) Discover your inner Kiwi at this friendly bar decorated with New
Zealand memorabilia including pictures of the mighty All Blacks rugby team and the beautiful
Southern Alps. There’s free wi-fi for customers, and even well-priced massage and manicure
services on offer. Kiwi owner Graeme is always up for a good chat, but no, he doesn't take
part in either massage or manicure.

Good Bar BAR

( B 1-4, Cat Ba Town) Party HQ for travellers, this upper-floor bar has a real vibe, and the
drinking, flirting and story-telling goes on until late most nights. It comes fully equipped with pool
tables, plenty of space and terrific harbour views.

O O Information

Internet Access
Cat Ba Town has several internet places on the waterfront.

Money

Agribank has an ATM on the harbour, and a branch 1km north of town for changing dollars. Vu
Binh Jewellers changes US dollars and offers credit-card cash advances at 5%.



Tourist Information
The best impartial advice is at Asia Outdoors (Click here ) where the helpful crew can bring
you up to speed on everything from transport connections to the best family-run restaurants.
Maps of Cat Ba Biosphere Reserve (encompassing Cat Ba and surrounding islands) are
available. Online, see www.slopony.com and www.catbaventures.com for local information.
Don't expect much help from the official Tourism Information & Development Centre
( ' 368 8215; www.catba.com.vn; D 1-4, Cat Ba Town) where staff seem more

interested in peddling tours than information.

@ O Getting There & Away

Cat Ba Island is 45km east of Haiphong and 50km south of Halong City. Various boat and bus
combinations make the journey, starting in either Hanoi or Haiphong.

It is possible to travel by boat from Halong City to Cat Ba Island, but it is a journey often
blighted by scams ( Click here ).

0 HALONG BAY TO CAT BA (WITHOUT THE HASSLE)

Based on the Click here , it looks like an easy undertaking to travel by sea from Bai Chay in Halong City to Cat Ba Island. And
while it's not very far in terms of distance, it can be a journey fraught with hassle for some travellers.

Tourist boats (US$8) depart from Bai Chay in Halong City from around 1pm heading to Gia Luan harbour in the north of Cat
Ba Island. The journey takes four hours, usually stopping for swimming and to visit a cave, but once you land at Gia Luan,
you're actually still 40km from Cat Ba Town. We've heard many reports of travellers then being hassled by the local taxi and xe
om mafia who will demand up to US$50 for onward travel to Cat Ba Town. Despite their claims, there is a local bus (20,000d)
— the QH Green Bus - that travels from Gia Luan to Cat Ba Town. Unfortunately the last bus of the day (5pm) usually departs
Gia Luan before the boats arrive from Bai Chay. Funny that...

Some boat owners in Halong Bay are part of the scam, so if you do book a tour or boat transport from Bai Chay to Cat Ba
Island, ask specifically if there will be onward transport provided to Cat Ba Town once the boat lands at Gia Luan. Onward bus
transport is included by some recommended operators, including Cat Ba Ventures ( Click here ).

An alternative, and potentially hassle-free, way of getting from Halong Bay to Cat Ba is on the passenger and vehicle ferry
(40,000d, one hour, departing on the hour 5am-5pm May to September, and 8am, 11.10am & 3pm October to April) that travels
from the resort island of Tuan Chau to Gia Luan. From Halong City across the causeway to Tuan Chau by taxi is around
130,000d and by xe om is around 35,000d. Once on Cat Ba Island, travellers can then catch the QH Green Bus for 20,000d
into Cat Ba Town. Simply purchase your ticket from the driver. Note that these buses leave Gia Luan for Cat Ba Town at 6am,
9.30am, 1.10pm, 4pm & 5pm, and despite what the local xe om and taxi drivers will tell you, foreigners are definitely allowed to
travel on these services.

To travel the other way — Cat Ba Island to Bai Chay in Halong City — on the above services, contact Cat Ba Ventures
(www.catbaventures.com) in Cat Ba Town for the latest information.

Tolfrom Hanoi

Departing from the Luong Yen bus station in Hanoi, Hoang Long ( ~# 031-268 8008) operate a
bus to Haiphong, followed by a minibus to Dinh Vu port near Haiphong, followed by a 40-minute
boat trip to Cai Vieng harbour (also known as Phu Long) on Cat Ba Island. From there, another
minibus whisks passengers around the coast road into Cat Ba Town. The complete bus-bus-
boat-bus combo takes around three hours (210,000d) and is very efficiently run. Buses depart
Hanoi at 10am, 2pm and 4pm, and return from Cat Ba Town at 7.15am, 9.15am, 1.15pm and
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3.15pm. If you're travelling from Hanoi, this is the most hassle-free way.

Tolfrom Haiphong

A fast boat departs Haiphong’'s Ben Binh Harbour for Cat Ba’s Cai Vieng harbour and from
there, a bus takes passengers into Cat Ba Town. This boat-and-bus combo takes around 1%
hours (130,000d). Cat Ba-bound boats depart from Haiphong at 7am and 10am, and return
buses depart from the waterfront in Cat Ba Town at 2pm and 4pm.

A second option to/from Haiphong is a bus from Ben Binh Harbour in Haiphong to Dinh Vu
port. A fast boat then skips across to Cai Vieng on Cat Ba, and another bus then continues into
Cat Ba Town. The journey takes around two hours (150,000d). Buses depart Haiphong at
6.40am, 8.15am, 9.45am, 1.40pm, 3.10pm and 4.35pm. Return buses from Cat Ba depart at
6.10am, 7.50am, 9.10am, 1.10pm, 2.50pm and 4.10pm.

0 WATCH THOSE VALUABLES!

Take real care with your valuables when cruising the waters of Halong Bay. Do not leave them unattended as they might grow
legs and walk. Always try to ensure there is someone you know and trust watching your gear on a day cruise. When it comes
to overnight cruises, most boats have lockable cabins.

O O Getting Around

Bicycle & Motorbike Bicycle and motorbike rentals are available from most Cat Ba hotels
(both around US$4 to US$7 per day). If you're heading out to the beaches or national park, pay
the parking fee for security. If you're looking for a decent mountain bike or a guided bike tour,
contact one of the tour operators on Click here .

A xe om from Cat Ba Town to Cat Co 2 beach or Ben Beo harbour is around 10,000d, and in

summer a kitsch tourist train also runs from Cat Ba Town to Cat Co 2 beach (5000d per
person).
Bus Cat Ba'’s public QH Green bus (20,000d) trundles between Cat Ba harbour and the Gia
Luan harbour in the north of the island, passing the national park headquarters en route. See
the boxed text Click here for possible problems you may have catching this bus when arriving
from Halong Bay.

Bai Tu Long Bay

#1033

There’s way more to northeast Vietnam than Halong Bay. The sinking limestone plateau, which
gave birth to the bay’s spectacular islands, continues for some 100km to the Chinese border.
The area immediately northeast of Halong Bay is part of Bai Tu Long National Park .

Bai Tu Long Bay is every bit as beautiful as its famous neighbour. In some ways it’s actually
more stunning, since it’s only in its initial stages as a destination for travellers. Improved boat
transport means it is quickly growing in popularity with domestic tourists, but the bay and its
islands are still unpolluted and relatively undeveloped. For Western travellers, it's a laid-back



alternative to the touristy bustle of Halong Bay.

Charter boats can be arranged to Bai Tu Long Bay from Halong Bay; rates start at around
300,000d per hour and the trip there takes about five hours. A cheaper, and more flexible
alternative is to travel overland to Cai Rong and visit the outlying islands by boat from here. An
increased frequency of ferry sailings definitely makes this a more viable alternative than in
earlier years.

Hanoi travel agencies, including Ethnic Travel (Click here ), run trips into the Bai Tu Long
area. Another Hanoi contact for Bai Tu Long is Le Pont Travel ( ~ 04-3935-1889;
www.leponttravel.com; 102 Ma May, Old Quarter, Hanoi) .

VAN DON ISLAND

Van Don is the largest (around 30 sg km), most populated and most developed island in the Bai
Tu Long archipelago. Now linked to the mainland by a series of bridges, it has a few places to
stay, but more importantly it's the jumping off point to other islands.

Van Don’s main town is Cai Rong (pronounced Cai Zong; Click here ). Nearby, Bai Dai (Long
Beach; Click here ) runs along much of the island’s southern side and has hard-packed sand
with some mangroves. Just offshore there are stunning limestone rock formations .

Cai Rong Pier (Cai Rong Pha), about 8km north of the bridge to the mainland, is the key port
for boats to other Bai Tu Long islands. It's a bustling port, full of karaoke bars and motorbikes,
but there are decent hotels if you're forced to overnight before catching a morning ferry.

Hung Toan Hotel (¥ 387 4220; r 200,000d; * ) is good value, while Viet Linh Hotel ('~
379 3898; r 350,000d; #*! ) is fancier. Both are around 300m north of the pier. Just opposite the
Viet Linh Hotel is a simple, unnamed restaurant that does great seafood and pork dishes — try
the pork with ginger, chilli and lemongrass.

Down on Bai Dai, the Bai Tu Long Ecotourism Resort (~ 379 3156; bungalows 275,000-
500,000d; *') has beachside bungalows and more traditional rooms in stilt houses. It gets
pretty noisy with karaoke and Vietnamese tourists on weekends, but the proximity to an OK
beach makes for a relaxing weekday break. However, if you've got the time, a journey further
afield to Quan Lan Island is highly recommended.

Frequent buses run between Bai Chay (Halong City) and Cai Rong on Van Don Island
(55,000d, 1%z hours). Alternatively catch a Mong Cai or Lang Son bus to the Cua Ong turn-off,
and then catch a xe om or taxi to Cai Rong Pier.

QUAN LAN ISLAND

The main attraction on Quan Lan is the beautiful, 1km-long crescent-moon sweep of Minh
Chau beach ( ) on the island’s northeastern coast. The water is clear blue and the

waves are suitable for surfing. There are several other blissful beaches on the eastern
seaboard, though water temperatures are a bit chilly between January and April. Note that
most accommodation is only open from May to October, and that June and July are more
expensive with the influx of Viethnamese domestic tourists.

The northeastern part of the island also has some battered ruins of the old Van Don Trading
Port, and other island attractions include forest walks and a beautiful 200-year-old pagoda in
Quan Lan Town. Apart from hanging out on the beaches, and cycling or motorcycling around
this long, slender island, there’s not really much to do. It’'s a very laid-back place and a terrific
detour off the usual tourist trail. There’s no ATM on Quan Lan Island, so come armed with
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cash.

Quan Lan Town, the main town on the island, features an improving array of accommodation,
from simple guesthouses to new midrange hotels, and travellers’ needs are answered with a
few decent restaurants, internet access and places to rent bicycles (US$4 per day) and
motorcycles (US$6 per day). Most of Quan Lan is pretty flat, but it's a surprisingly large island,
so maybe sign up for something with an engine. Quan Lan’s second-largest settlement is Minh
Chau, just a short walk from gorgeous Minh Chau beach. It lacks the facilities of Quan Lan
Town, but has a couple of good places to stay, both around 3km from the pier.

== Sleeping & Eating

Ann Hotel HOTEL

(Quan Lan Town; r US$25; # ) The brand new Ann Hotel offers spacious rooms, gleaming
bathrooms, and balconies with ocean views. It’s located around 200m from the centre of town
towards the old pagoda.

Ngan Ha Hotel HOTEL

( # 387 7296; Quan Lan Town; r 300,000d; * ) This corner-front establishment in the heart of
town has recently redecorated rooms and a good restaurant downstairs.

Quan Lan Ecotourism Resort RESORT

( # 387 7417; Quan Lan Town, bungalows 500,000d) Out of Quan Lan Town en route to the
pier, this beachfront resort has overpriced accommodation, but does sit amid the dunes on a
gorgeous stretch of sand. It’s only open from May to August.

Le Pont Hotel HOTEL

(www.leponttravel.com; Minh Chau,; r US$25; # ) This hotel has brand-new rooms, a
downstairs restaurant and also rents out bikes and motorcycles. The owner is looking to
renovate an old house also on the property as accommodation, and Minh Chau beach is a
short, forested walk away.

Minh Chau Resort RESORT

(Minh Chau; # 0904 081 868; r US$80-120) Bai Tu Long’s flashest accommodation, arrayed
across two leafy locations and featuring a very good restaurant. Rates rise by around 15% on
weekends.

Bien Ngoc Hotel HOTEL

( # 09 1323 7985; Son Hao Village; r without/with air-con 500,000/800,000d; # ) Gloriously
isolated 9km from Quan Lan Town and 3km from Minh Chau, Bien Ngoc has simply furnished
rooms just a stone’s throw from a beautiful beach. It’'s only open from June to August and you'll
need to rent two wheels to get there.

Getting There & Away
TolFrom Cai Rong Boats from Cai Rong dock at two places: the Quan Lan pier, 3km from the
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main township on the island’s southern tip, and near Minh Chau Beach, on the island’s
northeastern coast. Boats to Minh Chau (120,000d, one hour) depart Cai Rong at 7.30am and
1.30pm. Boats to Quan Lan pier (100,000d, 1¥2 hours) depart Cai Rong at 8am and 2pm.

TolFrom Halong City An alternative route to Quan Lan pier is from the Hon Gai ferry terminal
across the suspension bridge from Halong City. A speedboat leaves at 1.30pm (120,000d, 1%
hours). The Hon Gai ferry terminal is adjacent to the Vinashin bus station. There’s generally no
need to book ahead.

TRA BAN & NGOC VUNG ISLANDS

One of Bai Tu Long’s largest islands, Tra Ban offers some of the bay’s most
dramatic karsts. The southern part is blanketed in thick jungle and provides a habitat for many
colourful butterflies. Boats leave from Van Don’s Cai Rong Pier at 7am and 2pm (50,000d, one
hour). There’s no accommodation, so check on times for return boats.

Dao Ngoc Vung borders Halong Bay and has some dramatic limestone cliffs and a
great beach on its southern shore with some basic beach huts (200,000d) . Bring along your
own food. Daily boats link Cai Rong (departing 7.45am) and Ngoc Vung (departing 1.50pm),
costing 50,000d and taking 2%z hours.

It's also possible to reach Ngoc Vung from Quan Lan pier on Quan Lan Island, but sailings at
6am are sporadic and mainly confined to June to August.

CO TO ISLAND

In the northeast, Co To Island is the furthest inhabited island from the mainland. Its highest
peak reaches a respectable 170m. There are numerous other hills, and a large lighthouse. The
coastline is mostly cliffs and large rocks, but there’s at least one sandy beach.

There are a couple of newly built hotels and guesthouses on Co To, including the Coto
Lodge Hotel (www.coto.vn; d 500,000d; # @ =) . The attached Jellyfish restaurant is
surprisingly chic, and the hotel can arrange beach barbecues and island tours . Rates include
breakfast. The hotel also rents out camping gear including tents and portable stoves.

Slow ferries bound for Dao Co To depart Cai Rong Pier at 7am daily (70,000d, three hours).
There are also slow ferries departing Cai Rong at 1pm on Wednesday, Friday and Saturday.

A faster speedboat departs Cai Rong daily at 1.30pm (125,000d, two hours). See
www.coto.vn for current schedules.

0 BORDER CROSSING: MONG CAI-DONGXING

Mong Cai is located on the Chinese border in the extreme northeastern corner of Vietham. One of three official international
overland border crossings with China, it's open from 7am to 7pm daily, and there’s a 5000d exit fee leaving Vietnam. It's about
3km between the border and Mong Cai bus station; aim to pay around 15,000d on a xe om or 30,000d in a taxi.

MONG CAIl & THE CHINESE BORDER

Huge industrial zones are being created around Mong Cai, with plots being snapped up by
Chinese and foreign corporations. Shopping malls dot the city centre. For the Vietnamese, the
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big draw is the chance to purchase low-priced (and low-quality) Chinese-made consumer
goods. For the Chinese, the attraction is two huge casinos and new golf courses. Elsewhere in
this border region, travellers’ highlights include the stunning karst scenery around Cao Bang,
historical caves, and the thundering Ban Gioc Waterfall.

NEIGHBOURING TENSIONS

Mong Cai is a free-trade zone with plenty of frenetic market activity, but from 1978 to 1990 the border was virtually sealed and
former friends China and Vietnam were bitter enemies. China and North Vietham were on good terms following the defeat of
the French in 1954, but after reunification the Vietnamese government became closer to China’s rival, the USSR.

In March 1978 the Viethamese government launched a campaign in the south against ‘commercial opportunists’, seizing
private property to complete the country’s ‘socialist transformation’. The campaign hit the ethnic Chinese particularly hard, and
up to 500,000 of Vietnam’s 1.8 million ethnic Chinese citizens fled the country. To leave, refugees typically had to pay up to
US$5000 each in ‘exit fees’. Chinese entrepreneurs in Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) had that kind of money, but northern refugees
were mostly dirt poor. In response, China cut aid to Vietham and cancelled many development projects.

Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia in late 1978 was the final straw. China was a close ally of the Khmer Rouge, and when
there was a build-up of Soviet military forces on the China—USSR border, Beijing believed a USSR—-Vietham alliance was trying
to surround China with hostile forces. Ironically, Vietham had the same concerns about a Chinese—Khmer Rouge alliance.

In February 1979 China invaded northern Vietnam along the border. China’s forces were withdrawn after 17 days and the
operation was declared successful, but many observers concurred that China’s army of 200,000 troops had been badly
mauled by the battle-hardened Vietnamese. China suffered around 20,000 casualties in 29 days of fighting, despite many of
Vietnam'’s strongest troops being in Cambodia at the time. Around 15,000 Vietnamese militia and civilians were killed or
wounded.

Officially, this conflict is considered ancient history, but while trade booms, political tensions over the Spratly Islands and oil-
drilling rights in the South China Sea continue. In China, you'll be told the Chinese acted in self-defence because the
Viethamese were launching raids across the border. Most Western observers disagree.

Read Brother Enemy (1988) by Nayan Chanda, an excellent account of these Cold War power plays.

Mong Cai

| 033/ POP 76,700
A bustling border city, Mong Cai is an upwardly mobile place that thrives on trade with China.
But other than as a border crossing, Mong Cai holds no interest for tourists.

= Sleeping & Eating

Nha Nghi Thanh Tam $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 388 1373; 71 b Trieu Duong; r 250,000d; #* ) A family-run place with simple, clean,
comfortable rooms with hot-water bathrooms that (for those who have just arrived and can’t
sort their dong from their yuan) cost just US$10. There are similar options on this street.
Trieu Duong runs south from B Tran Phu, two blocks before Mong Cai's main market

Hotel Hai Chi $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 388 7939; 52 P Tran Phu; r 200,000d; * ) A clean, well-kept place on B Tran Phu, which
runs northeast from the main roundabout in the centre of town. Most of the attractive rooms are



triples, with wooden furniture and wood panelling. Perfectly fine for one night if you're transiting
to or from China.

Nam Phong Hotel $$ HOTEL

( # 388 7775; P Hung Vuong; r 300,000-400,000d; # @ % ) A more upmarket place featuring
spacious, well-equipped rooms with satellite TV. There’s a bar and restaurant serving good
Chinese and Vietnamese dishes. The hotel's showing its age, but definitely open to negotiation.
This hotel is on P Hung Vuong, running southeast from the main roundabout in the centre of
town. A few new hotels on the same road, closer to the bridge, were nearing completion at the
time of writing.

Saigon Quan Banh Xeo $ VIETNAMESE

(P Hung Vuong; mains 30,000-40,000d) Popular with local students, this modern cafe-style
eatery features Vietnamese favourites including banh xeo (savoury filled pancakes) and zingy
salads. It's on the ground floor of the new Mong Cai Plaza shopping centre on P Hung Vuong,
just opposite the post office.

Lan Ly $ CAFE

(2 P Ho Xuan Houng; coffee from 15,000d) In need of a caffeine fix before you deal with the
border? Rev up here at this friendly coffee bar, which has a street terrace with a view of Mong
Cai’s traffic action. It overlooks Mong Cai’'s main roundabout just across the bridge crossing the
Ka Long River.

There are also plenty of food stalls on P Hung Vuong, including several good spots near the
Nam Phong Hotel.

O O Information

Internet access is available near the post office on P Hung Vuong, just southeast of the main
roundabout.

Vietcombank (P Van Don) Located on the main roundabout, changes cash and has an ATM.

MONG CAI BUS CONNECTIONS

DESTINATIONCOST DURATION FREQUENCY

Hanoi 200,000d 8hr Frequent until 1pm
Halong City 90,000d 4hr Every 30 min
Lang Son 100,000d 7hr 6.30am & 12.30pm

@ O Getting There & Away



In the past, hydrofoils linked Mong Cai to Halong City and Haiphong, but improved bus services
have made these options unprofitable. Mong Cai is located 340km from Hanoi. The bus terminal
is on Hwy 18, about 3km from the border.

Lang Son

#1025/ POP 79,200

Very close to the Chinese border, Lang Son is a booming city. Surrounded by karst peaks, it is
in an area populated largely by Tho, Nung, Man and Dzao tribal people, though their influence is
not that evident in the city.

The city was partially destroyed in February 1979 by Chinese forces (Click here ), and the
ruins of the town and the devastated frontier village of Dong Dang were shown to foreign
journalists as evidence of Chinese aggression. Although the border is still heavily fortified, both
towns have been rebuilt and Sino—Vietnamese trade is in full swing again.

Lang Son has a good night market, and there’s a great local restaurant. Most travellers come
to Lang Son when crossing between Vietnam and China; the border is 18km north, just outside
Dong Dang.

© Sights & Activities

There are two large and beautiful caves around 1200m from central Lang Son. Both are
illuminated and have Buddhist altars inside. Tam Thanh Cave (combined admission with Nhi
Thanh 5000d; ~ 6am-6pm) is vast and seductive. There’s an internal pool and natural ‘window’
offering a sweeping view of the surrounding rice fields. A few hundred metres up a stone
staircase are the ruins of the Mac Dynasty Citadel . It's a lovely, deserted spot, with stunning
rural views.

The Ngoc Tuyen River flows through Nhi Thanh Cave (combined admission with Tam Thanh
5000d; - 6am-6pm) , 700m beyond Tam Thanh. The entrance has a series of carved poems
written by the cave’s 18th-century discoverer, a soldier called Ngo Thi San. There’s also a
carved stone plaque commemorating an early French resident of Lang Son, complete with his
silhouette in European clothing.

Lang Son’'s huge night market ( ~ 5-11pm) is a bargain basement delight —

cheap electrical goods and clothes. The agglomeration of food stalls and simple cafes out the
front is good for a pre- or post-negotiation beer.

0 BORDER CROSSING: YOUYI GUAN-HUU NGHI QUAN

The Friendship Pass at Dong Dang—Pingxiang is the most popular border crossing in the far north. The border post itself is at
Huu Nghi Quan (Friendship Pass), 3km north of Dong Dang town; a xe om (motorbike taxi) ride here from Dong Dang will cost
around 30,000d. The border is open from 7am to 5.30pm daily, and there’s a 500m walk between the Vietnamese and Chinese
frontiers.

Entering Vietnam this way, there’s an Agribank ATM at the border (and another in Dong Dang). Ignore touts offering bus
tickets at the border and head straight to the Dong Dang minibus terminal, which has services to Hanoi (130,000d, 3% hours)
leaving every 30 minutes until 6pm. Otherwise head straight to Lang Son bus station and get a connection there; local
minibuses are very regular and cost 15,000d for the 18km journey.



Leaving Vietnam, a taxi from the Lang Son bus station is 120,000d and a xe om about 60,000d. On the Chinese side, it's a
20-minute drive from the border to Pingxiang by bus or shared taxi. Pingxiang is connected by train and bus to Nanning, the
capital of China’s Guangxi province.

Three trains also link Hanoi and Lang Son daily, but these are very slow, taking more than five hours — the bus is a much
better option. Trains from Hanoi to Nanning and Beijing pass through this border, but it's not possible to jump aboard these
services in Lang Son or Dong Dang. For the full picture about these cross-border trains Click here .

= Sleeping & Eating

Van Xuan Hotel $ HOTEL

( < 371 0440; Isvanxuanhotel @yahoo.com.vn; 147 P Tran Dang Ninh, r 320,000-500,000d;
# @7 ) All the rooms here are really well kept, light and airy, but the family rooms (500,000d)
are particularly enormous and extremely comfortable. If you can, book room 606, which has a
balcony overlooking Phai Loan Lake and the surrounding karst hills. The hotel is on the lake’s

eastern edge, around 50m from the Lang Son market.

Hoa Binh Hotel $ HOTEL

( # 025 870 807; 127 B Thanh Tam; r 250,000d * = ) A reliable cheapie close to the Lang
Son market and Miss Lan’s terrific eatery. Cane furniture, spacious rooms, and spotless
bathrooms add up to the best deal in town.

|TD—P'~ Thanh Lan Com Binh Dan $ VIETNAMESE

CHOICE [

(Tran Quoc Tran; meals 40,000-50,000d; - 1lam-10pm) In a quiet lane one block
south of the Lang Son market, the delightful Miss Lan serves up around 20 different dishes for
lunch and dinner every day. It's a point-and-pick affair — all seasonal and all local. Dive in, pull
up a chair outside and look forward to Northeast Vietnam’s coldest beer. Don’t miss the cha
khaoi tay (Vietnamese potato croguettes).

New Dynasty Restaurant $$ VIETNAMESE
(Phai Loan Lake; hotpots 120,000d; ~ noon-11pm) The most famous place in town, this bar-
restaurant complex sits on a little peninsula jutting into the lake. Everyone is here for the

hotpots, but there’s also a draught-beer emporium — perfect after a bumpy and dusty bus ride
in these parts.

©® O Information

Vietin Bank (51 D Le Loi) has an ATM and changes money and the post office (D Le Loi) is
adjacent. Both are around 300m from the lake on the road heading east towards Mong Cai. For
internet access, the Van Xuan Hotel has several terminals in its lobby.

O O Getting There & Away

Bus All buses leave from the terminal on b Le Loi, around 500m east of the post office. See
Click here for bus connections. Count on 20,000d for a xe om and 20,000d for a taxi to get



there. From the Vietin Bank and post office turn right into P Tran Dang Ninh, continue for 200m
for the market, hotels and restaurants.

LANG SON BUS CONNECTIONS

DESTINATIONCOST DURATION FREQUENCY

Hanoi 80,000d 3hr Frequent until 6pm
Cao Bang 70,000d 4hr 6am, 8am, 10am and 2pm
Mong Cai 100,000d 7hr 5am

Train There are only very slow trains between Lang Son and Hanoi (80,000d, 5% hours).

Cao Bang
<! 026 / POP 48,200

Mountainous Cao Bang province is one of the most beautiful regions in Vietham. Cao Bang
itself is way more prosaic, but it is a useful base to explore the surrounding countryside. The
climate is mild here, and winter days can get chilly when a thick fog clings to the banks of the
Bang Giang River.

© Sights

While in Cao Bang town, climb the hill leading up to a War Memorial . Head up the

second lane off B Pac Bo, go under the entrance to a primary school, and you'll see the steps.
There are great 360-degree views from the summit, and it's a very peaceful spot.

Minority Markets MARKETS

In the province of Cao Bang, Kinh (ethnic Vietnamese) are a distinct minority. The largest ethnic
groups are the Tay (46%), Nung (32%), Hmong (8%), Dzao (7%) and Lolo (1%). Intermarriage
and mass education are gradually eroding tribal and cultural distinctions. Check out Tim Doling’s
Mountains and Ethnic Minorities: North East Vietham for detailed accounts of tribal people in
the region. It’s available from the Vietham Museum of Ethnology (Click here ) and bookshops in
Hanoi.

Most of Cao Bang's minorities remain blissfully unaware about the ways of the outside world.
Cheating in the marketplace, for example, is virtually unknown and even tourists are charged
the same price as locals without bargaining. Whether or not this innocence can withstand the
onslaught of even limited tourism remains to be seen. The following big markets in Cao Bang
province are held every five days, according to lunar calendar dates. The Na Giang market,
which attracts Tay, Nung and H'mong people, is one of the best and busiest in the provinces.

Nuoc Hai 1st, 6th, 11th, 16th, 21st and 26th day of each lunar month



Na Giang 1st, 6th, 11th, 16th, 21st and 26th day of each lunar month
Tra Linh 4th, 9th, 14th, 19th, 24th and 29th day of each lunar month
Trung Khanh 5th, 10th, 15th, 20th, 25th and 30th day of each lunar month

Cao Bang ) Sy

Cao Bang
© @ Sights
1 War Memorial B2
= © Sleeping
2 Hoanh Anh Hotel A2
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4+ &4 Eating
5 Men Quyen Restaurant
6 Night Market

7 Trung Tau Market
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© © Drinking
8 Coffee Pho Al

= Sleeping
Hoanh Anh Hotel $$ HOTEL

( # 385 8969; 131 b Kim Dong; r 400,000d; * @ = ) This smart mini-hotel has a snazzy lobby

and friendly staff who speak a little English. The rooms are attractive, with modern furnishings,

guality mattresses, wi-fi, stylish shower rooms and chintz-free minimalist decor. Try to book the
room ending in ‘one’ on each floor (for example 201, 301 to 701) for views over the Bang Giang
River.

Thanh Loan Hotel $$ HOTEL

( < 385 7026; thanh_loan_hotel@hn.vnn.vn; 159 P Vuon Cam; r 380,000d; * @% ) Ona
quiet street with cafes, this efficient, spotless place features spacious rooms with high ceilings,
dark wood furniture and bathrooms with tubs. There’s even a bar area for a nightcap.

Nguyet Nga Hotel $ GUESTHOUSE

( < 385 6445; r from 150,000d; #* ) If you're on a real economy drive, this guesthouse fits the
bill. The rooms are a bit gloomy, but they do all have a TV and fridge, and it’s handily near the
bus station.

X Eating & Drinking
Men Quyen Restaurant $ VIETNAMESE

( meals 35,000-60,000d) Tucked away behind the market, this modest little place has a buffet
style set-up — just point to the dishes you want. Be sure to try the delicious cha /a lot (cabbage
rolls).

Coffee Pho $ VIETNAMESE

( 140 P Vuon Cam) A stylish little place with pavement tables that serves good Vietnamese



coffee, cappuccino, juices and beer plus a snack or two.

You'll find cheap food stalls near the night market (meals from 15,000d) on P Vuon Cam near
the Thanh Loan Hotel, at the Trung Tau Market , and also opposite the Hoanh Anh

Hotel on B Kim Dong.

©® O Information

ATMs are in the centre of town across the Bang Giang Bridge, and internet cafes are on P
Vuon Cam, near the Thanh Loan Hotel.

O O Getting There & Away

Cao Bang is 272km north of Hanoi, along Hwy 3. It's a fully sealed road, but a full day’s drive
through mountainous terrain. Buses depart Cao Bang for Hanoi (140,000d, nine hours, 12 daily)
and Lang Son (70,000d, four hours, four daily before 2pm).

If you're heading for the Ba Be Lakes, catch a local bus to Na Phuc and then another to Cho
Ra, where you'll need to hire a xe om for the final stretch into the national park.

A direct minibus to Ban Gioc Waterfall departs Cao Bang most mornings at 6.30am and
7.30am.

Hang Pac Bo (Water-Wheel Cave)

After 30 years of exile, Ho Chi Minh re-entered Vietnam in January 1941 and took shelter in a
small cave in one of the most remote regions of Vietnam, 3km from the Chinese border. The
cave itself, Hang Pac Bo (Water-Wheel Cave;Click here ), and the surrounding area are sacred
ground for Vietnamese revolutionaries — this is the base from which Ho launched the revolution
he’'d long been planning.

Even if you have little interest in the history of Viethamese communism, the cave is in a
beautiful location surrounded by evergreen forests filled with butterflies and birdsong, and
overlooked by limestone mountains.

Ho Chi Minh lived in the cave for a few weeks in 1941, writing poetry and translating key
texts by the fathers of socialism. He stuck close to China so that he would be able to flee
across the border if French soldiers discovered his hiding place. Ho named the stream in front
of his cave Lenin Creek and the jungle-clad mountain that overlooks this stream Karl Marx
Peak.

There’s a modest Uncle Ho museum (admission 20,000d; ~ 7.30-11.30am & 1.30-5pm
Wed-Sun) at the entrance to the Pac Bo area. About 2km beyond this is a parking area. The
cave is a 10-minute walk away along a shady stone path that follows the riverbank. You can
step inside the mouth of the small cave, but not enter inside. The path then loops past various
other points of interest, including a rock table that Ho is said to have used as a kind of jungle
office for his translations and writing.

In a patch of forest about a 15-minute walk in the opposite direction is a jungle hut , another
of Ho’s hideouts. On the way to the hut is a rock outcrop used as a ‘dead-letter box’, where he
would leave and pick up messages.

Hang Pac Bo is 58km northwest of Cao Bang. Allow three hours to make the return trip by



road, plus an hour to look around. To do this as a return half-day trip by xe om, expect to pay
around 200,000d. No permits are currently needed, despite the proximity to the Chinese
border.

Ban Gioc Waterfall & Nguom Ngao Cave

Ban Gioc Waterfall (admission 15,000d; ~ 7.30am-5pm) is one of Vietnam’s best-known
waterfalls, and its image adorns the lobby of many a cheap guesthouse. The falls, fed by the
Quay Son River that marks the border with China, are an impressive sight and in a highly scenic
location.

The waterfall is the largest in the country, though not the highest. Its vertical drop is only
around 30m, but it has an impressive 300m span; one side of the falls is in China, the other is in
Vietnam. Water volume varies considerably between the dry and rainy seasons, and the sight is
most impressive from May to September.

Boatmen will punt you on bamboo rafts (trips 100,000d) close enough to the waterfall so
you can feel the spray on your hair (bring shampoo!) and skin. Rafts on the Vietnamese side
have green canopies, and on the Chinese side canopies are blue. You're allowed to swim in the
large natural pool on the Vietnamese side, but not in the river or close to the main waterfall.

It's a picturesque 10-minute stroll through paddy fields to reach the base of the falls from the
parking area. If you're here at harvest time in September or October, the farmers may
encourage you to try out their pedal-powered threshing machines.

A police permit (200,000d for up to 10 people) is required to visit this region. The permit has
to be organised in advance but any hotel in Cao Bang can sort it out for you. You'll need to
show your passport.

About 4km from the waterfall, Nguom Ngao Cave (admission incl guide 30,000d; ~
7.30am-4.30pm) is one of the most spectacular cave systems in Vietnam. Created by an
underground river, it extends for several kilometres underground and villagers sheltered here
during the 1979 war with China. Visitors are permitted in one section, where a 1km-long
concrete path and excellent lighting have been installed. A guide (speaking very few words of
English) accompanies you on an hour-long tour of the cave network, past huge stalagmite and
stalactite outcrops that resemble a waterfall and chandelier, and through a vast 100m chamber.
The 10-minute walk from the parking lot to the cave is also very beautiful, threading through the
limestone hills that characterise Cao Bang province, past fields of soya beans.

A second, even bigger branch of the cave system, is said to extend almost all the way to the
waterfall, though there’s currently no visitor access to this section.

There are snack and drink stalls by the cave and by the waterfall, but the nearest
accommodation is in Cao Bang.

O O Getting There & Away

The journey to the falls and the cave is absolutely stunning, the road following a beautiful river
valley and weaving through soaring karst peaks for much of the trip. It's an 87km journey along
a decent paved road, and takes about 2% hours.

Bus & Bike Buses (50,000d, two hours, 12 daily) connect Cao Bang with Trung Khanh, 27km
short of the falls. Negotiate for a xe om in Trung Khanh to take you onward, which should come



to around 200,000d including a two-hour wait.

Car & Motorbike Alternatively, hotels and guesthouses in Cao Bang can arrange a motorbike

(self-drive) or vehicle (with driver), or there is a direct minibus to Ban Gioc, departing Cao Bang
bus station at 6.30am and 7.30pm.



Northwest Vietham

Includes »

Hoa Binh

Mai Chau

Son lLa

Tuan Giao

Pa Khoang Lake
Dien Bien Phu

Muong Lay
Lai Chau

Sapa

Lao Cai

Bac Ha

Ha Giang Province

|
Why Go?

A landscape of towering evergreen peaks, fertile river valleys and scattered hill-tribe villages,
sparsely populated northwest Vietnam is the country’s most dramatic and mountainous region.

This is also the heartland of hill-tribe culture, and the region’s markets are enlivened by the
scarlet headdresses of the Dzao women, the indigo fabrics of the sociable Black Hmong, and
the Flower Hmong’s beautiful brocaded aprons.

Sapa is a great base for superb hiking and stunning vistas of Fansipan, Vietnam’s highest
peak, and from this old French hill station the fabled northwest loop road crosses high mountain
passes to Dien Bien Phu, before crossing lush lowland valleys south to Mai Chau.

To the northeast, Bac Ha is home to a fascinating Sunday market, and the incredibly scenic
province of Ha Giang hugs the Chinese border.

Public bus services and road conditions are improving, but many travellers explore the region
by motorbike or 4WD.



When to Go

°C/°F Temp Rainfall inches/mm
40/104 — — 32/800

30/86 — . . . . . . . — 24/600
20/68 — 0 . . . . —16/400

10/50 — —8/200

0/32 — —0
J F M A M J J A S O N D
Jan-Feb The coldest (and foggiest) months with temperatures down as low as 0°C in Sapa.
Mar-Jun The weather is often excellent, but rains intensify from June onwards.

Sep-Dec Settled weather and a good time to be around Sapa.

Best Places to Eat

» » Sapa Rooms ( Click here)

» » Red Dao House ( Click here)

» » Viet Emotion ( Click here )

» » Ngan Nga Gia Huy ( Click here)
» » Café Pho Co ( Click here)

Best Places to Stay

» » Mai Chau Nature Place (Click here)
» » Hmong Mountain Retreat (Click here )
» » Truong Xuan Resort ( Click here)

» » Pan Hou Village ( Click here)

» » Rocky Plateau Hotel ( Click here )
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Northwest Vietham Highlights

© Walk misty mountain trails through sublime scenery and hill-tribe villages around Sapa
(Click here)

@ Escape from busy, busy Hanoi by trekking, kayaking and biking in the Mai Chau ( Click
here ) region

© Make for the minority markets — a blaze of colour when the Flower Hmong are in town



— around Bac Ha ( Click here )

© Negotiate Vietnam's newest travellers’ frontier, the improbably scenic mountains and
valleys of Ha Giang ( Click here ) province

© Explore the bunkers, museums and war memorials of Dien Bien Phu ( Click here ), the
end of the road for the French in Vietham

History

The history of the northwest differs to lowland Vietnam. The Vietnamese traditionally avoided
mountains, believing the terrain was not suitable for large-scale rice production. For many
centuries the area remained inhabited by scatterings of minority people, joined in the 19th
century by migrants from Yunnan, China and Tibet. This was the ‘badlands’, a buffer zone of
bandits between China and Vietnam. During Ho Chi Minh’s leadership, the North Viethamese
experimented with limited autonomy in ‘special zones’, but these were abolished after
reunification.

Life for the minorities has always been difficult. Their most profitable crop was opium, but the
authorities have clamped down and very little is now produced. Educational opportunities were
limited, but new schools in remote areas now provide most children with education. Economic
prospects remain limited, so many highlanders move to cities in search of work.

Getting There & Away
The main airport is at Dien Bien Phu, but most travellers take the train from Hanoi to Lao Cai,
the gateway to Sapa. On a public bus, the mountain roads can be unforgiving. Consider renting
a private 4WD and driver, or riding a motorbike.

To undertake the northwest loop, most travellers head for Mai Chau, then Son La and Dien

Bien Phu. Continue north to Lai Chau, Sapa and back to Hanoi. Allow a week for this journey,
and more time if using local buses.

Travellers are now crossing from Laos into Vietnam at the Tay Tran—Sop Hun border
crossing, 34km from Dien Bien Phu ( Click here ).

Hoa Binh

#| 0218/ POP 112,000

Hoa Binh means ‘peace’ and this easygoing nature town is a relief after the traffic-plagued
suburbs of Hanoi. The area is home to many hill-tribe people, including the H'mong and Thai.
Hoa Binh is a handy pit stop en route to Mai Chau.

© Sights

A small museum (admission free; ~ 8-10.30am & 2-4.30pm Mon-Fri) showcases war
memorabilia, including an old French amphibious vehicle. It's on Hwy 6, after the turnoff to Cu
Chinh Lan.

Cross the bridge towards Phu Tho and you'll see the dam wall of a vast Russian-built
hydroelectric station. Across the river is a memorial to the 161 workers who died during its



construction.

= Sleeping & Eating
You'll find com pho (rice-noodle soup) places lining Hwy 6, and both the Hoa Binh hotels have
restaurants.

Thap Vang Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 385 2864; 213 b Cu Chinh Lan; r 150,000-200,000d; #'= ) Set just off the main street,
this smart minihotel has neat rooms with fridge and satellite TV. It's worth paying slightly more
for the larger rooms.

Hoa Binh Hotels | & I $$ HOTEL

( 2 385 2051; s/d US$30/35; # = ) Heading west of the centre along Hwy 6, Hoa Binh Hotels |
and Il have comfortable accommodation in replica stilt houses. Rooms are showing some wear
and tear, but the quiet, almost rural, location is a bonus.

O O Information

There are ATMs along Hwy 6. Internet access is at the main post office (per hr 3000d) .

Hoa Binh Tourism Company ( 2 385 4374, www.hoabinhtourism.com; Hoa Binh Hotels | &
I) Has offices at both hotels; regional tours are offered.

O O Getting There & Away

Bus Hoa Binh is 74km southwest of Hanoi and accessible by public bus (40,000d, two hours,
every 30 minutes) from Hanoi’'s My Dinh bus station. For onward travel to Mai Chau, buses also
leave Hoa Binh regularly to Tong Dau junction on Hwy 6 (40,000d, one hour).

Car Visit Ba Vi National Park (Click here ) en route from Hanoi, and follow a riverbank road to
Hoa Binh.

Mai Chau

+| 0218 / POP 12,000

In an idyllic valley, the Mai Chau area is a world away from the hustle and bustle of Hanoi. The
small town of Mai Chai is unappealing, but nearby are Thai villages surrounded by lush paddy
fields. There’s minimal traffic, and the rural soundtrack is defined by gurgling irrigation streams
and birdsong.

The villagers are mostly White Thai, distantly related to tribes in Thailand, Laos and China.
Most no longer wear traditional dress, but the Thai women are masterful weavers producing
plenty of traditional-style clothing and souvenirs. Locals do not employ strong-arm sales tactics
here: polite bargaining is the norm.

Mai Chau is a successful grassroots tourism project, though some find the experience too
sanitised, and the villages are firmly on the tour-group agenda. If you're looking for hard-core
exploration, this is not the place, but for biking, hiking and relaxation, Mai Chau fits the bill


http://www.hoabinhtourism.com

nicely.

© Sights & Activities

This is one of the closest places to Hanoi where you can sleep in a stilt house in a tribal village.
There’s also fine walking past rice fields and trekking to minority villages. A typical trek further
afield covers 7km to 8km; a local guide can be hired for about US$10. Most homestays also
rent bikes to explore the village at your own pace.

A popular 18km trek is from Lac village (Ban Lac) in Mai Chau to Xa Linh village , near a
mountain pass (elevation 1000m) on Hwy 6. Lac village is home to White Thai, while the
inhabitants of Xa Linh are Hmong. The trek is strenuous in one day, so most people spend a
night in a village. Arrange a guide and a car to meet you at the mountain pass for the journey
back to Mai Chau. Note there’s a 600m climb in altitude, and the trail is slippery after rain.

Ask around in Mai Chau about longer treks of three to seven days. Other options include
kayaking and mountain biking excursions; enquire at Mai Chau Lodge.

Many travel agencies in Hanoi run inexpensive trips to Mai Chau.

= Sleeping & Eating
Most visitors stay in Thai stilt houses (per person incl breakfast around 150,000d) in the
villages of Lac or Pom Coong, just a five-minute stroll apart.

Most people eat where they stay. Establish the price of meals first as some places charge
up to 150,000d for dinner. Everything from fried eggs to French fries is available, but the local
food is best.

Mai Chau Lodge $$% HOTEL

( # 386 8959, www.maichaulodge.com; r US$90-160; * @ =2 ) This tour-group favourite has
contemporary rooms with wooden floors and designer lighting, all trimmed with local textiles.
Most rooms have balconies with rice-paddy views. The thatched-roof restaurant (meals US$10
to US$16) overlooks a small lake and the pool. Activities on offer include visits to nearby
markets, caves and handicraft villages, cookery classes, and guided walking, kayaking and
mountain biking excursions.

Mai Chau Nature Place $ HOMESTAY

(www.maichaunatureplace.com; dm $5, d $20) A step up from other Mai Chau homestays, this
friendly operation in Lac village also offers comfortable private rooms decked out with bamboo
furniture and local textiles. Visitors are welcome to join the cooks in the kitchen.

SLEEPING ON STILTS

If you are anticipating an exotic encounter — sharing a bowl! of eyeball soup or entering a shamanic trance with the local
medicine man — think again. Overnighting in Mai Chau’s minority villages is a civilised experience. Electricity flows, there are
Western-style toilets and hot showers, and roll-up mattresses and mosquito nets are provided. While this is eminently more
comfortable, it probably won't fulfil your rustic hill-tribe trekking expectations.


http://www.maichaulodge.com
http://www.maichaunatureplace.com

Despite — or maybe because of — the modern amenities, it's still a memorable experience, and many people end up staying
longer than planned. The surrounding area is beautifully lush, the Thai villages are attractive and tidy, and locals are
exceedingly friendly. Even with a TV on and the hum of the refrigerator, it is a peaceful place, and you're still sleeping in a
thatched-roof stilt house on split-bamboo floors.

Reservations are not necessary. Just show up, but try and arrive before dark so you can get your bearings.

@ O Getting There & Away

Direct buses to Mai Chau leave Hanoi’'s My Dinh bus station regularly from 6am to 2pm
(80,000d, 3% hours). Alternatively, catch a regular Son La or Dien Bien Phu bus to Tong Dau
junction (80,000d, 3% hours). From the junction it’s another 5km by xe om (motorbike taxi) to
Mai Chau (20,000d). There are also regular buses from Hoa Binh to Tong Dau (40,000d, one
hour).

You may have to pay a 5000d entry fee to Mai Chau, but the toll booth is often not attended.

el
CHOW DOWN IN MOC CHAU & YEN CHAU

Many travellers heading west enjoy the beautiful scenery around Mai Chau before kicking on to Laos via Dien Bien Phu, or
heading north to Sapa. If you have a hankering for local flavours, especially if you've got a sweet tooth, it's worth stopping off at
a couple of other towns along Hwy 6.

Around 200km west of Hanoi, Moc Chau boasts a pioneering dairy industry launched in the late 1970s with Australian and
UN assistance. The dairy provides Hanoi with fresh milk, sweetened condensed milk and little tooth-rotting bars called banh
sua, and the town is a good place to sample fresh milk and yoghurt. Moc Chau also produces some of Vietham’s best tea, and
the surrounding area is home to ethnic minorities, including Green H'mong, Dzao, Thai and Muong.

Afurther 60km west, the agricultural Yen Chau district is known for its abundant fruit production. Apart from bananas, all
fruits grown here are seasonal. Mangoes, plums and peaches are harvested from April to June, longans in July and August,
and custard apples from August to September.

Yen Chau mangoes are renowned as Vietnam'’s tastiest, although travellers may initially find them disappointing, as they are
small and green, rather than big, yellow and juicy like those of the tropical south. Most Viethamese actually prefer the tart
flavour of the green ones, especially dipped in nuoc mam (fish sauce) and sugar.

Both Moc Chau and Yen Chau can be reached on departures to either Son La or Dien Bien Phu from Hanoi's My Dinh bus
station. Once on the road, travellers should find it relatively easy to flag down onward transport along Hwy 6 ranging from local
minibuses to air-con coaches.

Son La

| 022 / POP 66,500
Son La has prospered as a logical transit point between Hanoi and Dien Bien Phu. It's not a
must-see destination, but the surrounding scenery is impressive, and there are a few interesting
diversions.

The region is one of Vietnam’s most ethnically diverse and home to more than 30 different
minorities including Black Thai, Meo, Muong and White Thai. Vietnamese influence was minimal
until the 20th century, and from 1959 to 1980 the region was part of the Tay Bac Autonomous



Region.
© Sights & Activities

Old French Prison & Museum MUSEUM

(admission 15,000d; ~ 7.30-11am & 1.30-5pm) Son La’s Old French Prison & Museum was a
French penal colony where anticolonial revolutionaries were incarcerated. It was destroyed by
the ‘off-loading’ of unused ammunition by US warplanes after bombing raids, but is now partially
restored. Rebuilt turrets stand guard over crumbling cells and a famous lone surviving peach
tree. The tree, which blooms with traditional Tet flowers, was planted by To Hieu, a 1940s
inmate.

Nearby the People’s Committee office has a small museum, with local hill-tribe displays and
good views of the prison.

Lookout Tower LANDMARK

For an overview of Son La and the surrounding area, follow the stone steps to the left of the
Trade Union Hotel. Look forward to a 20-minute walk to reach the lookouit.

Craft Markets MARKETS

Thuan Chau is about 35km northwest of Son La. Take a local bus or xe om here early in the
morning, when its daily market is full of colourful hill-tribe women.

You'll also find woven shoulder bags, scarves, silver buttons and necklaces, and other hill-
tribe crafts at Son La’s market.

= Sleeping & Eating

Hanoi Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 375 3299, www.khachsanhanoi299.com; 228 D Truong Chinh; r $50; % @ = ) This
gleaming main-drag edifice has spacious and modern rooms trimmed with colourful art, wooden
furniture and surprisingly comfortable beds. Mod cons include a bar, restaurant and jacuzzi, and
the massage chairs are definitely worth considering after a long bus journey. Bring along your
negotiation A-game to get a good walk-in rate.

Viet Trinh $ HOTEL

( # 385 2263; 15 D 26/8; r 120,000d) Here’s the best budget option for long-term Southeast
Asian travellers, with simple but clean rooms in a small family-owned guesthouse. Maintain your
thrifty travel habits with dinner and a beer at the small array of food stalls that sets up every
night in the nearby park.

Trade Union Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 385 2804, r US$25-40; # = ) This large, rambling government-run place is showing its age,
but the staff are very welcoming, and can arrange transport and tours. All the spacious rooms
have desks, wardrobes, two beds and bathrooms with tubs. Rates include a hearty breakfast,


http://www.khachsanhanoi299.com

and there’s a decent on-site restaurant with exceptionally cold beer.

Long Phuong Restaurant $ VIETNAMESE

(P Thinh Doi; mains 30,000-70,000d) Located at one of the busier junctions in town, this
restaurant features local minority dishes. Try sour mang dang (bamboo shoots) soup with
sticky rice dipped in sesame-seed salt. Follow up with the local ruou (rice liquor), and you'll
sleep very well.

Restaurant Com Pho $ VIETNAMESE

(8 B 26/8; dishes 25,000-40,000d) There’s no English spoken at this humble but friendly place;
just point to whatever takes your fancy.

O O Information

Agribank (8 D Chu Van Thinh) Has an ATM and changes dollars. The main post office is west
of here.

O O Getting There & Away

Son La is 340km from Hanoi and 140km from Dien Bien Phu. The bus station is 5km southwest
of town. See the table on Click here for detalils.

Tuan Giao

#0230 / POP 28,000

This remote mountain town is at the junction of Hwy 279 to Dien Bien Phu (three hours, 80km)
and Hwy 6 to Muong Lay (three hours, 98km). Few people overnight here unless they’re behind
schedule and can't make it to Dien Bien Phu, but it's an OK place to bed down. There’s an
Agribank (with ATM) 200m east of the main T-junction in town.

The Tuan Giao Guest House (2 386 2316; Nguyen Trung Dao; r 160,000-200,000d; =)
has quiet rooms around a central courtyard. Ask for a room in building ‘B’ to get one of the
newer, nicer rooms. The leafy courtyard is a good spot to plan your next move: south to Dien
Bien Phu and Laos, or north to Sapa and China?

For simple rooms in the centre of town, try the Hong Ky Hotel & Café ('~ 386 2355; r
220,000d; @= ). A smidgen of English is (sometimes) spoken, and there’s an on-site internet
cafe and a simple restaurant.

About 500m west of the junction, towards Dien Bien Phu, Hoang Quat Restaurant (meals
100,000-120,000d) is a popular lunchtime stop for small tour groups. The beer is cold, and the
Vietnamese food is plentiful, tasty and includes great grilled chicken with ginger and
‘mountainous’ rice.

Tuan Giao’s bus station is just east of the junction; see the Northwest Bus Connections table
on Click here .



Pa Khoang Lake

Beautiful Pa Khoang Lake is 17km east of Dien Bien Phu on the road from Son La, and 4km off
the highway. About a 15km drive around the lake’s edge, or an hour’s boat ride plus a 3km
forest walk, is the restored bunker of General Giap (admission 5000d; ~ 7.30-11.30am &
1.30-4pm) , the Vietnamese commander of the Dien Bien Phu campaign. The network of
bunkers, tunnels, sentry boxes and huts is a fascinating diversion for those interested in
Vietnam’s legendary military tactician. There is also a remote Thai village across the lake. Hire
a motor boat (200,000d return) to the bunker or villages.

Dien Bien Phu

+| 0230/ POP 72,700

Around Dien Bien Phu on 7 May 1954, the French colonial forces were defeated by the Viet
Minh in a decisive battle, and the days of their Indochina empire became numbered.

Dien Bien Phu (DBP) sits in the heart-shaped Muong Thanh Valley, surrounded by heavily
forested hills. The scenery to or from DBP is stunning, with approach roads scything through
thick forests and steep terrain. The city itself lies more prosaically on a broad dry plain. Thali,
H'mong and Si La people live in the surrounding mountains, but the city and valley are mainly
inhabited by ethnic Vietnamese.

Previously just a minor settlement, DBP only achieved town status in 1992. It became a city
in 2003, and a year later was elevated to provincial capital. Expansive boulevards and civic
buildings have been constructed and the airport now has daily flights from Hanoi. With the
nearby Tay Trang—Sop Hun Laos—Vietnam border now open to foreigners, more travellers are
passing through the city.

History is the city’s main attraction, with colonial-era bunkers and museums.

© Sights
Dien Bien Phu Museum MUSEUM

(b 7-5; admission 5000d; - 7-11am & 1.30-5pm) Commemorating the 1954 battle, this well-
laid-out museum features an eclectic collection. Alongside weaponry and guns, there’s a bath
tub that belonged to the French commander Colonel de Castries, a bicycle capable of carrying
330kg of ordnance, and plenty of photographs and documents, some with English translations.
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@ © Top Sights

Al Hill B2
Bunker of Colonel de Castries A3
Dien Bien Phu Museum B2
© @ Sights
1 Bunker of Chief Artillery Commander Pirot B2
2 Dien Bien Phu Cemetery B2
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4 Muong Thanh Bridge A2

= © Sleeping

5 Binh Long Hotel Bl
6 Viet Hoang Hotel Al

4+ &4 Eating

7 Lien Tuoi Restaurant B2
8 Pho Stalls Al
© © Drinking
9 Bia Hoi Gardens B2
Bunker of Colonel de Castries WAR MEMORIAL

(admission 3000d; » 7-11lam & 1.30-5pm) Across the river the command bunker of Colonel
Christian de Castries has been recreated. A few discarded tanks linger nearby, and you'll
probably see Viethamese tourists mounting the bunker and waving the Vietnamese flag, re-
enacting an iconic photograph taken at the battle’s conclusion.

A1l Hill WAR MEMORIAL

(admission 5000d; » 7-11lam & 1.30-5pm) There are more tanks and a monument to Viet Minh
casualties on this former French position, known to the French as Eliane and to the Vietnamese
as Al Hill. The elaborate trenches at the heart of the French defences have also been
recreated.

THE SIEGE OF DIEN BIEN PHU

In early 1954 General Henri Navarre, commander of the French forces in Indochina, sent 12 battalions to occupy the Muong
Thanh Valley in an attempt to prevent the Viet Minh from crossing into Laos and threatening the former Lao capital of Luang
Prabang. The French units, of which 30% were ethnic Viethamese, were soon surrounded by Viet Minh forces under General
Vo Nguyen Giap. The Viet Minh outnumbered the French by five to one, and were equipped with artillery pieces and anti-aircraft
guns, painstakingly carried by porters through jungles and across rivers. The guns were placed in carefully camouflaged
concealed positions overlooking the French positions.



When the guns opened up, French Chief Artillery Commander Pirot committed suicide. He'd assumed there was no way the
Viet Minh could get heavy artillery to the area. Afailed Viet Minh human-wave assault against the French was followed by
weeks of intense artillery bombardments. Six battalions of French paratroopers were parachuted into DBP as the situation
worsened, but bad weather and the impervious Viet Minh artillery prevented sufficient French reinforcements from arriving. An
elaborate system of trenches and tunnels allowed Viet Minh soldiers to reach French positions without coming under fire. The
trenches and bunkers were overrun by the Viet Minh after the French decided against the use of US conventional bombers,
and the Pentagon’s proposal to use tactical atomic bombs. All 13,000 French soldiers were either killed or taken prisoner, and
Viet Minh casualties were estimated at 25,000.

Just one day before the Geneva Conference on Indochina was set to begin in Switzerland, Viet Minh forces finally overran
the beleaguered French garrison after a 57-day siege. This shattered French morale, and the French government abandoned
all attempts to re-establish colonial control of Vietnam.

Cemeteries WAR MEMORIAL

A formal memorial to the 3000 French troops buried under the rice paddies was erected on the
30th anniversary of the 1954 battle. On the other bank of the Ron River, the immaculately
maintained Dien Bien Phu Cemetery commemorates the Vietnamese dead, each

gravestone bearing the gold star of the Vietnamese flag and a clutch of incense sticks.

Muong Thanh Bridge BRIDGE

The old Muong Thanh Bridge is preserved and closed to four-wheeled traffic. Near the southern
end of the bridge — though not much more than an overgrown crater — is the bunker

where Chief Artillery Commander Pirot committed suicide.
= Sleeping

Muong Thanh Hotel $$ HOTEL

( < 381 0043; www.muongthanhthanhnien.com;  Muong Thanh, r US$45-75; # % % )
Welcome to one of the northwest’s comfortable hotels. A recent reconstruction has revealed
modern rooms including satellite TV, elegant furniture and marble bathrooms. Added attractions
include a wood-lined pub and a swimming pool watched over by a not-so-scary concrete
dragon. A splurge-worthy introduction to Vietnam if you've been particularly thrifty in Laos.

Him Lam Hotel $$ RESORT HOTEL

( 2 381 1999, www.himlamhotel.com.vn; Hwy 279; r US$30-45; # @ %) This resort-style
hotel is one of Vietnam’s best government-run places, with attractive wooden bungalows and
modern rooms, and extensive grounds, tennis courts, pools, and a bar and restaurant. Consider
taking your foot off the travel accelerator and staying a couple of nights in one of the private
lakeside stilt houses. Just be mindful that weekends might see your lakeside reverie interrupted
by a local wedding.

Viet Hoang Hotel $ GUESTHOUSE

( # 373 5046; 67 D Tran Dang Ninh; s/d 100,000/120,000d; # @ % ) Right opposite the bus


http://www.muongthanhthanhnien.com
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station, this friendly guesthouse is the ideal base if you're doing the early morning border run.
Rooms are smallish but neat, and come with a splash of colour. Owner Mr Duc and his family
are very hospitable and serve up free cups of tea for guests.

Binh Long Hotel $ GUESTHOUSE

( # 382 4345; 429 b Muong Thanh; d & tw US$10; # = ) Another small, friendly, family-run
place, but on a busy junction in the thick of things. The twin rooms aren't exactly huge, but
they’re neat and tidy, and the owners know about onward transport to Sapa and Laos.
Breakfast is an additional $2.

& - -
X Eating & Drinking
Dining options are limited in DBP, though the Muong Thanh Hotel has a good restaurant. It's

also worth considering eating at the Him Lam Hotel. A taxi from central DBP to Him Lam should
be around 60,000d each way; count on 30,000d for a xe om .

For a cheaper pit stop, check out the inexpensive pho stalls and simple restaurants opposite
the bus station; some serve delicious fresh sugar-cane juice.

The bia hoi (beer) gardens on B Hoang Van Thai are the best place to sink a local brew.

Lien Tuoi Restaurant $ VIETNAMESE

(b Hoang Van Thai; mains 60,000-90,000d) A long-running place famous for its filling
Vietnamese and Chinese food, Lien Tuoi has a menu in English and French with some
imaginative translations.

0 BORDER CROSSING: TAY TRANG-SOP HUN

The Lao border at Tay Trang, 34km from Dien Bien Phu, is open daily between 7am and 7pm. You'll need a pre-arranged visa
to enter Vietham here, but if you're crossing into Laos most nationalities can get a one-month visa on arrival. There are no
banks on either side of the frontier, so have US dollars to pay for your Laos visa.

Buses from DBP (88,000d) leave daily at 5.30am. It's advisable to book your ticket the day prior to travelling. This bus takes
you through the border crossing and drops you off in Muang Khua in Laos. The journey typically takes between seven and eight
hours, but can be longer depending on the roads and border formalities.

It is possible to hire a xe om from DBP to the border for around 200,000d, but you'll probably then have to walk 5km to the
nearest Lao village for transport to Muang May. Muang May has basic guesthouses and onward travel options to Muang Khua.
You'll also need cash (US dollars or Lao kip) to do the trip this way, so it's really more straightforward to catch the daily 5.30am
departure from DBP.

@ O Information

There are internet cafes on ® Hoang Van Thai.
Agribank (b 7-5) ATM and changes US$.
Main post office (b 7-5)



O O Getting There & Away

Air Vietnam Airlines (7 382 4948, www.vietnamairlines.com; Nguyen Huu Tho,; ~ 7.30-
11.30am & 1.30-4.30pm) Operates two flights daily between Dien Bien Phu and Hanoi. The
office is near the airport, about 1.5km from the town centre, along the road to Muong Lay.
Bus DBP’s bus station is on Hwy 12, at the corner of B Tran Dang Ninh. See Click here for
details of bus connections with Hanoi among other destinations.

Car & Motorcycle The 480km drive from Hanoi to Dien Bien Phu on Hwys 6 and 279 takes
around 11 hours.

Muong L.ay
<! 0231/ POP 8800

Formerly known as Lai Chau, the small town of Muong Lay en route from Dien Bien Phu to
Sapa has undergone a massive transformation in recent years. On our last research trip it was
little more than a huge building site on the edge of a massive artificial lake.

The former town of Lai Chau was perched on the banks of the spectacular Da River valley,
but has now been flooded to incorporate the Song Da Reservoir, part of a massive
hydroelectricity scheme. The township’s been moved up the riverbank, and an expansive new
bridge crosses the newly formed lake. A couple of hotels are open high above the lake, but
access was restricted to 4WD vehicles at the time of writing. It's envisaged that the new body
of water will have a future as a tourist centre for boat trips and water sports.

= Sleeping & Eating

Lan Anh Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 385 2682, www.lananhhotel.com; r US$15-50; # @ ) Relocated across the bridge onto a
ridge overlooking the lake, the Lan Anh has rooms ranging from rustic stilt houses to VIP suites
with flash marble bathrooms. The hotel's social hub is a terrific outdoor terrace and beer
garden. Trekking to nearby minority villages can be arranged, and boat trips are planned as a
future attraction. Pick ups can be arranged from Muong Lay’s ad hoc bus station.

O O Getting There & Away

At the time of writing, Muong Lay had a makeshift bus station ( Click here for connections) on
Hwy 12, a highway still undergoing a ton of construction work. If you can book ahead at Lan
Anh Hotel, Muong Lay is worth a slightly surreal overnight stop, but given the town’s current
reinvention, a through bus from Dien Bien Phu to Lai Chau is the probably the best option.

L.ai Chau

#0231/ POP 37,000

After passing through one of Vietnam’s remotest regions, the new eight-lane boulevards and
monumental government buildings of Lai Chau appear like some Vietnamese El Dorado. The
reality is more prosaic.


http://www.vietnamairlines.com
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Formerly known as Tam Duong, this remote town was renamed Lai Chau when a decision
was made to flood ‘old’ Lai Chau (now called Muong Lay). ‘New’ Lai Chau is split between the
old town, with its market full of hill-tribe people, and the concrete new town 3km to the
southeast.

Despite it's grandiose streets and upgrade to provincial capital status, Lai Chau is still
something of a one-horse town. Fortunately the surrounding scenery of verdant conical peaks is
as beguiling as ever.

Most visitors stop for a lunch break between Dien Bien Phu, Muong Lay and Sapa. The drive
from Lai Chau to Sapa along Hwy 4D, threading through the Fansipan Mountain Range near the
Chinese border, is a beautiful stretch of road.

el
SINHO VILLAGE

Sinho is a scenic mountain village that is home to a large number of ethnic minorities. It should attract more tourists, but when
you visit, there is a ‘you ain't from around here’ look on the faces of many locals.

However a new hotel and improved road access means it's an excellent detour if you're keen to see an authentic local
market very different to the markets at Sapa and Bac Ha, which are now firmly on the tour bus route.

Sinho has markets on Saturday and Sunday, and the wildly colourful Sunday market is the more impressive of the two. Just
don't expect trendy ethnic handicrafts; you're more likely to be confronted with a full-on mix of bovine moos and porcine
squeals.

The best (only!) place in town that accepts foreign travellers is the welcoming Thanh Binh Hotel ( «/ 0231-387 0366; Zone
5, Sinho; r US$25-27; @ ) , a surprisingly comfortable spot comprising 17 spotless rooms with mountain and rice paddy
views. Rates include breakfast, and lunch and dinner (100,000d) are on offer in cosy bamboo gazebos. Treks from 3km to
10km can be arranged to nearby White Hmong and Red Dzao villages.

Note there are no ATMs or banking services in Sinho, but there is internet access at the Thanh Binh Hotel.

Abus to Sinho leaves Dien Bien Phu daily (150,000d, six hours) at around 4.30am, transiting through Muong Lay around
7am. These times can be flexible, so check at the Dien Bien Phu bus station the day before you want to leave. From Sinho, a
daily 1.15pm bus (40,000d, two hours) then trundles downhill to Lai Chau. If you're travelling between Dien Bien Phu, Muong
Lay and Lai Chau, this detour is a nicely meandering alternative. Heading south from Lai Chau to Sinho, there are two buses
per day at 6.30am and 1.30pm (35,000d, two hours).

It's definitely slow going by public transport, but certainly achievable with patience and a flexible attitude. If you're travelling on
two wheels, the turn-off uphill to Sinho is 1km north of Chan Nua on the main road from Muong Lay to Lai Chau.

= Sleeping & Eating

Phuong Tanh $$ HOTEL

( 2 387 5235; Main Sapa Rd; US$23; # % ) Part of a burgeoning mini-empire — the owners
also run a nearby restaurant (mains 100,000d to 150,000d) — the Phuong Tanh overcomes a
drab reception area with clean and well-lit rooms offering big bathrooms. On the 2nd floor, the
Café Phan Xi Pan is a brightly coloured oasis with wi-fi, cold beer and tasty variations on rice
and noodles.



Tay Bac Hotel $ GUESTHOUSE

( # 387 5879; 143 Trung Hang Dao; r 120,000-240,000d; * = ) This place has a bit of
character, as some rooms in the three different buildings are in an attractive Thai- style wooden
house with balconies. Other more comfortable rooms are also more prosaic.

Tuan Anh Restaurant $ VIETNAMESE

(meals 20,000-40,000d) This is a good option if you're Sapa-bound and on a lunch run. There
are also plenty of com pho spots nearby.

O O Information

There’s an Agribank and ATMs in the old town’s main street.

O O Getting There & Away

The bus station is 1km out of town, on the road to Sapa. For Sapa, change in Lao Cai to a
frequent minibus. See Click here for details.

Sapa

21020/ POP 36,200 / ELEV 1650M

Established as a hill station by the French in 1922, Sapa is the one place in the northwest
where tourism is booming. It's now firmly on the European and North American package tour
circuit, and well-equipped trekkers toting lightweight walking sticks and wearing technical all-
weather gear are a common sight around town.

The town is orientated to make the most of the spectacular views emerging on clear days.
The town overlooks a plunging valley of cascading rice terraces, with mountains towering above
on all sides. Views of this epic scenery are often subdued by thick mist rolling across the
peaks, but even if it's cloudy, Sapa is still a fascinating destination, especially when local hill-
tribe people fill the town with colour.

The town’s French colonial villas fell into disrepair during successive wars with the French,
Americans and Chinese, but following the advent of tourism, Sapa has experienced a
renaissance. The downside is a hotel building boom, and because height restrictions are rarely
enforced, the Sapa skyline is changing for the worse.

Inherent in this prosperity is cultural change for the hill-tribe people. The Hmong people are
very canny traders, urging you to buy handicrafts and trinkets. Many have had little formal
education, yet all the youngsters have a good command of English, French and a handful of
other languages.

BUILDING A STRONGER H’'MONG FUTURE

Traditionally, the Hmong have been employees of Viethamese-owned trekking companies, restaurants and accommodation,
but a new generation is how focused on securing a more independent and positive future for their people. Following are two



prime examples.

Meaning ‘thank you Sapa’ in the Hmong language, Sapa O’Chau ( « 0915 351 479; wwxsapaochau.com) is a brilliant
organisation helmed by the live wire Shu Tan. In her mid-20s, her background includes street peddling handicrafts to tourists
as a child, but now her focus is on providing training and opportunities to a new generation of H'mong children.

It's not uncommon for H'mong children to be kept out of school to sell handicrafts or to be trekking guides, often walking up
to 10km daily from their villages to Sapa to earn money. The Sapa O’Chau Learning Centre is a live-in school where up to 20
H'mong children can learn English and Vietnamese to equip them for a more positive future.

Sapa O’Chau is always interested to hear from travellers keen on volunteering as English-language teachers, and the
organisation also runs excellent day walks, longer homestay treks and a challenging ascent of Fansipan. See the website for
details and download an application form to become a volunteer.

Sapa Sisters (wwwsapasisters.webs.com) , a trekking company operated by four enterprising teenage H'mong girls, is
getting great reviews from travellers. Email or text them to arrange day treks, two- to three-day village homestays or ascents of
Fansipan. Excellent English is spoken, along with a smattering of French, Spanish and Japanese.

© Sights & Activities

Sapa Market MARKET

Hill-tribe people from surrounding villages go to the Sapa market most days to sell handicrafts
and ethnic-style clothing. Saturday is the most frantic, as tour groups from Hanoi visit for the
evening ‘love market’, which sees hill-tribe teenagers trek into town to find a mate. It's still very
coy, but has become commercial in recent years. These days there are more tourists than love-
sick teenagers, as well as a few opportunistic prostitutes.
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Chieu Suong MASSAGE

(16 P Thach Son; massages from 150,000d) Hiking those mountain trails can be tough on your
joints, so come to this humble spot for bona fide foot and body massages.

Victoria Spa SPA

( 2 387 1522; www.victoriahotels-asia.com; Victoria Sapa Resort & Spa) This upmarket spa
complex has gorgeous massage and treatment rooms.

Local Villages HIKING

For overnight stays in villages and longer treks into the mountains, it’s important to hook up with
someone who knows the terrain and culture and speaks the language. See Click here to brush
up on your ethnic minority cultural etiquette before visiting. We recommend using minority
guides, as this offers them a means of making a living. See the boxed text ‘Building a Stronger
H'mong Future’ for more information.

Speak to travel agencies or guides — who'll probably approach you in the street — pick up a
decent map and plot your course. The villages and the surrounding landscape are now part of
Hoang Lien National Park.

The nearest village within walking distance is Cat Cat (admission 25,000d) , 3km south of
Sapa. It's a steep and beautiful hike down, and there are plenty of xe om for the return uphill
journey.

Another popular hike is to Ta Phin village (admission 40,000d) , home to Red Dzao and
about 10km from Sapa. Most people take a xe om to a starting point about 8km from Sapa,
and then make a 14km loop through the area, passing through Black Hmong and Red Dzao
villages.

For spectacular valley views (if the mist and cloud gods relent), there’s a beautiful hike along
a high ridge east of Sapa through the Black H'mong settlements of Sa Seng and Hang Da
down to the Ta Van River, where you can get transport back to Sapa.

There are also community-based tours to the nearby H'mong village of Sin Chai , with an
overnight in the village to learn about textiles or music and dance. Other popular communities to
visit include the Giay village of Ta Van and the Hmong village of Matra . Note that admission
charges (around 40,000d) also apply to these other villages.

Fansipan CLIMBING

Surrounding Sapa are the Hoang Lien Mountains, dubbed the Tonkinese Alps by the French.
These mountains include the often cloud-obscured Fansipan (3143m), Vietnam’s highest peak.
Fansipan is accessible year round to sensibly equipped travellers in good shape, but don’t
underestimate the challenge. It is very wet, and can be perilously slippery and generally cold.
Don't attempt an ascent if Sapa’s weather is poor, as limited visibility on Fansipan can be
treacherous.


http://www.victoriahotels-asia.com

The summit of Fansipan is 19km from Sapa and can be reached only on foot. The terrain is
rough and adverse weather is frequent. The round trip usually takes three days; some
experienced hikers do it in two days, but you'll need to be fit. After walking through hill-tribe
villages on the first morning, it’s just forest, mountain vistas and occasional wildlife, including
monkeys, mountain goats and birds.

No ropes or technical climbing skills are needed, just endurance. There are a few
rudimentary shelters at a couple of base camps en route, but it's better to be self sufficient with
sleeping bag, waterproof tent, food, stove, raincoat or poncho, compass and other
miscellaneous survival gear. It’s vital to carry out all your garbage, as some of the camps are
now impacted by trash. Hiring a reputable guide is vital, and porters are also recommended.

Through local operators, count on an all-inclusive rate of around US$130 per person for a
couple, US$100 per person for a group of four and US$80 per person for the sensible
maximum group size of six.

Weather-wise the best time is from mid-October to mid-December, and in March, when
wildflowers are in bloom.

Tram Ton Pass CYCLING

The road between Sapa and Lai Chau crosses the Tram Ton Pass on the northern side of
Fansipan, 15km from Sapa. At 1900m this is Vietnam'’s highest mountain pass, and acts as a
dividing line between two weather fronts. Even if you're not touring the northwest, come up here
to experience the often ferocious winds and the incredible views. Descending by mountain bike
is a seriously spectacular ride — enquire at Sapa’s travel agencies.

On the Sapa side, it's often cold and foggy, but drop a few hundred metres onto the Lai Chau
side, and it can be sunny and warm. Surprisingly, Sapa is the coldest place in Vietnam, but Lai
Chau can be one of the warmest.

Alongside the road, 12km from Sapa, is 100m-high Thac Bac (Silver Waterfall); the loop
track (admission 3000d) is steep and scenic.

= Courses

Sapa Rooms COOKING

( Z 650 5228, www.saparooms.com; B Phan Si; per person US$30) Pop into the Sapa Rooms
cafe and ask about their cookery courses held at the Hmong Mountain Retreat. Classes kick off
at 10am with a visit to Sapa market, just 10m from the cafe.

= Sleeping

Sapa has accommodation ranging from bare-bones cheapies, through to boutique-style
offerings, and a luxury hilltop resort. Most hotels listed have views, but Sapa’s building boom
can change that overnight; check when you book.

Prices are competitive, but often double on busy weekends around Saturday’s love market.
Note some midrange places also have excellent budget rooms.

Beware of hotels using old-style charcoal burners for heat, as the fumes can cause severe
breathing problems if the room’s not well ventilated. Most hotels have now switched over to


http://www.saparooms.com

electric heaters or open fireplaces for the winter.

2| Hmong Mountain Retreat $$ ECOLODGE

( 2 650 5228, www.hmongmountainretreat.com; 6 Ban Ho Rd, Lao Chai; per person
US$55; ~ Mar-Dec) Accommodation in bungalows is simple, but the real attraction here is
sleeping above a verdant cascade of rice paddies several kilometres out of Sapa. Rates
include all meals, taken in the retreat’s restaurant crafted from an 80-year-old tribal house. Up
to 95% of ingredients are sourced within a 2km radius, and the stunning grounds are dotted
with the owner’s artworks. The retreat is also the location for cookery classes offered by Sapa
Rooms.

Boutique Sapa Hotel $$ BOUTIQUE HOTEL

( # 387 2727; www.boutiquesapahotel.com.vn; 41 © Phan Si; s/d from US$40/55;, @ % ) This
hotel features classy furniture, flat-screen TVs and superb vistas from the terrace cafe, while
the downstairs dining room does great pizza (US$5 to US$8) and warming hotpots. Pay a little
more for a room with valley views. Massage and cookery classes are both available.

Luong Thuy Family Guesthouse $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 387 2310, www.familysapa.com; 028 © Muong Hoa; s & d US$10-15; @ %) Simple and
spotless rooms feature at this friendly family owned guesthouse a short stroll from the hubbub
of downtown Sapa. Motorcycles and bikes can be rented, trekking and transport arranged, and
the misty valley view from the front balconies is quite superb.

Cat Cat View Hotel $$ HOTEL

( ¥ 387 1946; www.catcathotel.com; 1 £ Phan Si; s/d from US$25/30; @ %) This excellent
spot has 40 rooms over nine floors, many with great views. There’s something for every
budget, with homely, comfortable pine-trimmed accommodation, and even a seriously spacious
two-bed apartment (US$180). The cheaper rooms are the best value: bargain hunters should
check out the wing across the road for excellent budget rooms in the US$10 to US$15 range.

Sapa Rooms $$ BOUTIQUE HOTEL

( # 650 5228, www.saparooms.com; B Phan Si; r US$57-72; @ % ) Billing itself as a boutique
hotel, this place is decorated in a highly quirky style and has an excellent lobby cafe. The rooms
are more prosaic, but show some nice touches including fresh flowers. Prices include a good
breakfast, and the Australian owner is helpful and friendly.

Victoria Sapa Resort & Spa $$3$ RESORT HOTEL

( 2 387 1522; www.victoriahotels-asia.com; r from US$175; # @ = = ) This alpine-style hilltop
hotel is a well-maintained establishment, right down to the manicured lawns. Rooms aren't
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large, but they do feature hand-carved furniture and private balconies. Facilities include two
bars, a heated swimming pool and a fitness centre. Get here in style from Hanoi on one of the
resort’s luxury Victoria Express train carriages.

@| Topas Eco Lodge $$$ =COLODGE

( 2 387 2404; www.topasecolodge.com; r US$99-129; @ ) Overlooking a plunging valley,
this ecolodge has 25 lovely stone-and-thatch bungalows, each with front balconies to make the
most of the magnificent views. The whole project is sustainable and environmentally friendly,
with sunlight providing the power. The hotel staff and guides (for treks and mountain biking) are
minority people. It's near Tan Kim village, about 18km from Sapa, and located at a much milder
(and warmer) altitude. Unfortunately the construction of a nearby hydroelectricity project has
damaged views from some bungalows; try and avoid the ones starting with ‘300'.

Pinocchio Hotel $ GUESTHOUSE

( # 387 1876, www.pinocchiohotel.com; 15 D Muong Hoa,; r US$15-20; @ % ) The young and
friendly staff that run this excellent guesthouse really make the place. The rooms, all with
simple but attractive decor, creep higher and higher up the hillside — those at the top enjoy a
terrific valley aspect from their balconies. Topping it all is a rooftop restaurant.

Baguette & Chocolat $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 387 1766, www.hoasuaschool.com; B Thac Bac; r US$22; = ) Operated by Hoa Sua (a
group helping disadvantaged youth), this place has charm and style, though, as there are just
four rooms, it's essential to book ahead. The guesthouse is above an excellent French cafe,
and rates include a great breakfast.

Sapa Hostel $ GUESTHOUSE

( # 387 3073; www.sapahostel.com; 9 & 33 B Phan Si; dm/s/d/tr US$5/12/15/18; @ %)
Located a few doors apart on B Phan Si, both of Sapa Hostel's locations feature spacious
rooms and a laid-back travellers’ vibe. Furniture is surprisingly chic, and the best of Sapa’s
restaurants are just a short stroll away. Rooms at Sapa Hostel 2 (33 B Phan Si) are cheaper
by around three bucks, but the decor is not as modern.

Cha Pa Garden $$ BOUTIQUE HOTEL

( 2 387 2907, www.chapagarden.com; 23B P Cau May; r US$65-85; # @ % ) Cha Pa
occupies a sensitively restored colonial villa amid lush gardens in the heart of Sapa. There are
just four rooms, all presented in contemporary style, with uncluttered lines and hip bathrooms.
Aspects of the hotel are looking a little worn, so it's hoped new owners will once again improve
standards.
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Thai Binh Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 387 1449; 45 b Ham Rong; r US$22-25) Run by a couple of teachers, the Thai Binh enjoys
a quiet location near Sapa’s main square and church. Rooms are spotless and decked out with
crisp pine furniture and cosy bedspreads. Rates include breakfast, and the owners are well
equipped with information about onward travel to China.

Sapa Luxury Hotel $$ HOTEL

( # 387 2771, www.sapaluxuryhotel.com; 36 B Phan Si; s/d/tr from US$30/30/45; @ % ) One
of the newest openings on B Phan Si features spacious rooms with wooden floors and trendy

Asian decor last seen at your local furniture superstore. Good value in an up-and-coming part

of town.

Sapa View $3$ HOTEL

( 2 387 2388, www.sapaview-hotel.com; 41 B Muong Hoa; s/d/ste from US$65/75/85; @ =)
Expect no problems here with false advertising — look forward to excellent valley views,
especially from the attached Tam Tam restaurant. The decor is a winning combination of local
tribal art and lots of Scandinavian-style wood.

Fansipan View Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 387 3759, www.fansipanview.com,; 45 B Xuan Vien; s/d from US$22/35; @ = ) Here you'll
find cosy rooms tucked away in a quiet lane en route to the Victoria Sapa Resort & Spa. Ask
for a room at the front for views of the town. Downstairs is the good Sapa Cuisine restaurant.

Casablanca Sapa Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 387 2667, www.sapacasablanca.com; B Dong Loi; s/d/tr US$17/20/25; =) The once-
trendy decor is now looking a tad weary, but this place is still OK value. Book a room at the
rear for the cheapest rates. Mr Kien, the attentive owner, speaks fluent English.

Green Valley Hostel $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 387 1449; 45 D Muong Hoa,; r US$15-20) This is the HI choice in town. While it could be a
little better maintained, it still offers cheap rooms and unobstructed views. Motorbikes can be
rented for $5 per day, and there’s a cosy on-site bar with pool table.

& -
X Eating

For Western and Vietnamese food in comfortable surroundings, head to the diverse scene
along the main drag P Cau May. Most places in town open for breakfast, lunch and dinner.

Vietnamese-style hotpot (meat stew cooked with local vegetables, cabbage and mushroom)
is a very popular local dish; try it at the hotpot stalls just south of the bus station.
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For eating on a budget, humble Vietnamese restaurants huddle below the market on B Tue
Tinh, and the night-market stalls south of the church can’'t be beaten for bun cha (barbecued
pork).

Sapa Rooms $$ CAFE

(www.saparooms.com; B Phan Si; snacks 50,000d, meals around 90,000d) This flamboyantly
decorated cafe looks like it should be in New York or London rather than the highlands of
northern Vietnam. It's great for a snack (think corn fritters or a BLT baguette), meal (try the
‘caramelised’ pork fillet or fish 'n’ chips) or just a pot of tea and a piece of cake. Ask about the
daily cookery classes it runs at the Hmong Mountain Retreat.

Red Dao House $$ VIETNAMESE

(4B D Thac Bac; meals from 100,000d) This smart restaurant in a mock hill-tribe house has a
nice front terrace and staff who wear Dzao-style costume. There are set lunches and dinners,
and plenty of Viethamese seafood and chicken dishes. It’'s a short walk up behind the tourist
information centre; look for the red Chinese lanterns.

Baguette & Chocolat $ CAFE

(B Thac Bac; cakes from 20,000d, snacks & meals 70,000-160,000d) Head to this elegant
converted villa for a fine breakfast, open sandwich, baguette or yummy slab of gateau. There
are also good salads, pastas and Asian and Vietnamese dishes, and the ‘picnic kits’ are a
smart option for trekkers. On a misty and chilly Sapa day, a warming mug of ginger tea is
impossible to beat.

Nature View $ VIETNAMESE

(b Phan Si; meals from 60,000d) Newish opening opposite the Cat Cat View Hotel offering a
good mix of Vietnamese and Western flavours. Some of Sapa’s best pizzas and terrific fruit
smoothies effortlessly tick the box marked ‘comfort food’. The set lunch of four courses
(75,000d) is great value.

Viet Emotion $$ MEDITERRANEAN

(www.vietemotion.com; 27 P Cau May, meals 70,000-150,000d) This stylish and intimate
bistro features a cosy fireplace and has bottles of wine hanging from the ceiling. Try the
trekking omelette, homemade soup or something from the tapas menu, such as gambas al
ajillo (garlic prawns). If the weather really sets in, there are books and magazines to browse,
and games including chess.

Gecko $$ FRENCH

(b Ham Rong; mains US$7-10) This large, enjoyable French-owned place resembles an
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auberge (inn), with a rustic feel and a menu of flavoursome country cooking. Try the boeuf
bourguignon or the ‘gecko’ soup (with potato, bacon and cheese). There’s a bar area and a
little park-facing front terrace.

Delta Restaurant $$ TALIAN

(P Cau May; mains US$7-12) Another stylish and atmospheric place, Delta Restaurant is
renowned for its pizzas, which are the most authentic in town, and the pasta is pretty decent
too. Wash it all down with a drop of Aussie red.

Bombay $$ INDIAN

(36 P Cau May; mains US$7-10) Indian food in Sapa? Certainly. Dhal, naan, and all your
favourite curries and vegie dishes are present and correct here, though the restaurant lacks a
little in terms of atmosphere.

Gerbera Restaurant $ VIETNAMESE

(P Cau May; mains from 40,000d) An old travellers’ fave that’s best for its filling, inexpensive
Vietnamese food. Choose from the looong menu.

Nature Bar & Grill $ VIETNAMESE

(P Cau May; meals 60,000-100,000d) Has a large wood-panelled interior and a central
fireplace. The menu is a typical Sapa mix of Viethamese and Western dishes.

® Drinking & Entertainment
A bar crawl in Sapa will take in a maximum of three or four venues — this is not a party town.

Mountain Bar & Pub BAR

(2 b Muong Hoa) Dangerously strong cocktails, cold beer and ultra-competitive games of table
football conspire to make this Sapa’s go-to place for a great night out. Even if it’s freezing
outside, a shisha (water pipe) beside the open fire will soon perk up the chilliest of travellers.
Try the warm apple wine for some highland bliss.

Red Dragon Pub PUB

(23 D Muong Hoa) Looking like something transplanted from the Pembrokeshire coast, this
genteel place resembles a Welsh tearoom, with plenty of knick-knacks on show. It's good for a
quiet drink, and serves filling pub grub, including shepherd’s pie.



a Shopping

Scour the stores on P Cau May and B Phan Si for clothing, accessories and jewellery produced
by the area’s minority peoples. Urban Vietnamese designers are also producing clothes and
household furnishings inspired by tribal motifs.

Lots of the minority women and girls have gone into the souvenir business; the older women
in particular are known for their strong-armed selling tactics. When negotiating prices, hold your
ground, but avoid aggressive bargaining.

Note that on some cheaper clothing, the dyes used are not set, which can turn anything the
material touches (including your skin) a muddy blue-green colour. Wash the fabric separately in
cold salted water to stop the dye from running, and wrap items in plastic bags before packing it
in your luggage.

If you've arrived in town with insufficient warm clothing, stores along P Cau May sell lots of
‘brand-name’ walking shoes, parkas and thermals. Some of it might even be authentic.

O O Information

Internet Access

Internet access — including complimentary wi-fi — is available at hotels, restaurants and cafes
around town.

Money
There are two ATMs in Sapa and many of the hotels and businesses will change US dollars and
euros.

BIDV (D Ngu Chi Son) Has an ATM and will exchange cash.

Post
Main post office (b Ham Rong)

Tourist Information

The Sapa Tourist Map is an excellent 1:75,000 scale map of the walking trails and attractions
around Sapa. The Sapa Trekking Map is a worthwhile hand-drawn map showing trekking
routes and the town.

Sapa Tourism (2 387 3239; www.sapa-tourism.com,; 103 D Xuan Vien; ~ 7.30- 11.30am &
1.30-5pm) Helpful English-speaking staff offering details about transport, trekking and weather.
Its website is also a mine of useful information.

Travel Agencies
Note that trekking, homestays and climbing Fansipan are also offered by two minority-owned
operations; see the boxed text on Click here .

Duc Minh ( 2 387 1881; www.ducminhtravel.vn; 10 P Cau May) Friendly English-
speaking operator organising transport, treks to hill-tribe villages and assaults of Fansipan.
Handspan Travel ( 2 387 2110; www.handspan.com; Chau Long Hotel, 24 Dong

Loi) Offers trekking and mountain-biking tours to villages and markets.
Sapa Pathfinder Travel ( 2 387 3468, www.sapapathfinder.com; 13 £ Xuan Vien)
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Trekking, mountain biking, Fansipan and advice on transport.
Topas Travel ( 2 387 1331; www.topastravel.vn; 24 B Muong Hoa) A Sapa-based

operator that has high-quality trekking, biking and village encounters. Many options include a
stay in Topas Eco Lodge.

O O Getting There & Away

The gateway to Sapa is Lao Cai, 38km away via a smooth, well-maintained highway.

Bicycle & Motorcycle Motorcycling from Hanoi to Sapa is feasible, but it's a long 380km trip.
Put your bike on the train to Lao Cai and save yourself the hassle. The 38km between Lao Cai
and Sapa is all uphill — hell on a bicycle.

Bus Sapa’s bus station is in the north of town, but you can also check schedules at the tourist
office or most travel agents. See Click here for a summary of bus connections.

Minibus Minibuses to/from Lao Cai are frequent between 5am and 5pm (40,000d,

one hour), leaving from outside the church. Hotels and travel agents offer direct minibus
services to Bac Ha (from US$15 return) for the Sunday market. It's cheaper, but slower, to go
to Bac Ha by public minibus, changing buses in Lao Cai.

Train There’s no direct train line to Sapa, but regular services from Hanoi to Lao Cai. Book
tickets back to Hanoi at the Railway Booking Office ( ~ 7.30-11am & 1.30-4pm) ,
near the Sapa bus station.

O O Getting Around

The best way to get around compact Sapa is to walk. A bicycle can be hired, but you'll spend
half the time pushing it up steep hills.

For excursions further afield, motorbikes are available from about US$7 a day. If you've
never ridden a motorbike before, this is not the place to learn. The weather can be wet and
treacherous at any time of the year, and roads are steep and regularly damaged by floods and
heavy rain. Consider hiring a bike with a local driver (about US$12 a day).

Cars, 4WDs and minibuses are also available for hire.

Lao Cai

#1020 / POP 46,700

Lao Cai is right on the Vietnam—China border. The town was razed in the Chinese invasion of
1979, so most of the buildings are new. The border crossing here slammed shut during the
1979 war and only reopened in 1993. Now it’s a bustling spot fuelled by growing cross-border
trade.

Today Lao Cai is also a destination for travellers journeying between Hanoi and Sapa, or
further north to Kunming in China. With Sapa just an hour or so away, Lao Cai is no place to
linger, but it offers everything China-bound travellers will need for an overnight stay.

= Sleeping & Eating
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Terminus Hotel & Restaurant $ HOTEL

( # 383 5470; 342 P Nguyen Hue; r 200,000-300,000d; * % ) Right across the square from
the train station, this is a good spot for an early breakfast or a filing meal. The rooms are very
clean and tidy, and have a few frilly decorative touches. Staff speak OK English.

Nga Nghi Tho Huong $ GUESTHOUSE

( # 383 5111; 342a P Nguyen Hue, r 150,000-250,000d; # % ) Just around the corner from
the Terminus, this family-run spot is slightly kitsch — there’s an overabundance of dolls and
stuffed toys — but the rooms are clean and colourful, and there’s a good tea house on the
bottom floor.

Pineapple $ CAFE

(Pha Dinh Phung; meals 60,000-100,000d; # @ % ) A stylish Sapa-esque cafe run by Bui Duc
Thinh, a fluent English speaker and former guide. Try the full English breakfast or a salad, pizza
or baguette. Shakes and juices are also available. Walk down the street in front of the train
station for around 100m.

Viet Emotion $ CAFE

(65 Pha Dinh Phung; meals 70,000-150,000d; * @% ) Giving Pineapple a run for its money is
the adjacent Viet Emotion, an offshoot of the successful Sapa cafe, celebrating a handy spot
midway between the train and bus stations. Good breakfasts, pizza and pasta are popular
choices for transiting travellers to or from Hanoi.

0 BORDER CROSSING: LAO CAI-HEKOU

The Lao Cai—Hekou crossing is a direct route between northern Vietham and Yunnan in China. The border is open daily
between 7am and 10pm. China is separated from Vietnam by a road bridge and a separate rail bridge over the Red River.

The border is about 3km from Lao Cai train station, a journey that is easily done on a xe om (20,000d). Note that travellers
have reported Chinese officials confiscating Lonely Planet China guides at this border, so you may want to try masking the
cover.

Trains no longer run from Hekou to Kunming, but there are several ‘sleeper’ buses (Y150). One bus leaves at 7pm and
arrives in Kunming at around 7am, but there are also earlier departures. Reset your watch when you cross the border — the
time in China is one hour later than in Vietham. You'll need to have a pre-arranged visa for China.

O O Information

Be wary of being short-changed by black-market currency traders, especially on the Chinese
side. If you do need to change money, just change a small amount.

There are two ATMs by the train station. BIDV Bank (b Thuy Hoa) on the west bank of the
river changes cash.

@ O Getting There & Away



Bus & Minibus Lao Cai is about 340km from Hanoi. Nine daily buses make the journey to
Hanoi (155,000d, nine hours), leaving early in the morning from the long-distance bus station
(P Nguyen Hue) , but most travellers sensibly prefer taking the train.

Minibuses for Sapa (40,000d, one hour) wait by the station for trains that arrive from Hanoi,
and also run regularly from the minibus terminal next to the Red River bridge. Minibuses to Bac
Ha (50,000d, 2¥2 hours) also leave from here; there are five daily services at 6am, 7am, 10am,
noon and 3pm.

Taxi A taxi to Sapa costs about US$20; it's around US$40 to Bac Ha.
Train Virtually everyone travelling to and from Hanoi uses the train. There are several trains
and also private rail carriages that hitch a ride on the main train. Hotels and travel agencies in

Hanoi can book you tickets, or you can book at the station yourself. The journey takes around
eight to nine hours.

HANOI-LAO CAITRAINS

From Hanoi
DEPARTURE HARD SEAT (PRICES SOFT SEAT (PRICES HARD SLEEPER (PRICES SOFT SLEEPER (PRICES
FROM) FROM) FROM) FROM)
6.10am 110,000d 133,000d n/a n/a
7.40pm 125,000d 150,000d 195,000d 290,000d
8.35pm 125,000d 150,000d 195,000d 290,000d
9.10pm 125,000d 150,000d 195,000d 290,000d
9.50pm 125,000d 150,000d 195,000d 290,000d
10pm 120,000d 145,000d 190,000d 270,000d

From Lao Cai

HARD SEAT (PRICES SOFT SEAT (PRICES HARD SLEEPER (PRICES SOFT SLEEPER (PRICES

DEPARTURE FROM) FROM) FROM) FROM)
6.55pm 110,000d 133,000d n/a n/a
7.30pm 125,000d 150,000d 195,000d 290,000d
8.05pm 125,000d 150,000d 195,000d 290,000d
8.45pm 125,000d 150,000d 195,000d 290,000d
9.20pm 120,000d 145,000d 190,000d 270,000d

Several companies operate special private carriages with comfortable sleepers, including
affordable ET Pumpkin (www.et-pumpkin.com) , midrange Livitrans (www.livitrantrain.com)
and the luxurious and expensive Victoria Express (www.victoriahotels-asia.com) , only
available to guests at the Victoria Sapa Resort & Spa.

See www.seat61l.com for the latest information on all trains between Hanoi and Lao Cai.
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Bac Ha

+| 020 / POP 7400

An unhurried and friendly town, Bac Ha makes a relaxed base to explore the northern highlands
and hill-tribe villages. The atmosphere is very different from Sapa, and you can walk the streets
freely without being accosted by hawkers. To experience a small untouristy mountain town, Bac
Ha is an excellent destination.

The town has a certain charm, though its stock of traditional old adobe houses is dwindling
and being replaced by concrete structures. Wood smoke fills the morning air and chickens and
pigs poke around the back lanes. For six days a week, Bac Ha slumbers, but its lanes fill up to
choking point each Sunday when tourists and Flower Hmong flood in for the weekly market.

This Sunday market is a riot of colour and commerce, and while the influx of day trippers
from Sapa is changing things, it’s still a worthwhile and relatively accessible place to visit. The
other markets around Bac Ha are also gradually becoming more visited by tourists, so if you're
after a truly authentic experience head to the mountain town of Sinho instead (Click here ).

Bac Ha is a good base to explore the surrounding highlands, as it has an improving choice of
inexpensive hotels and the climate here is noticeably warmer than in Sapa. There are 10 hill-
tribe groups that live around Bac Ha: the colourful Flower Hmong are the most visible, but other
groups include Dzao, Giay (Nhang), Han (Hoa), Xa Fang, Lachi, Nung, Phula, Tay, Thai and
Thulao.

One of Bac Ha’s main industries is the manufacture of alcoholic home brews (rice wine,
cassava wine and corn liquor). The ruou corn hooch produced by the Flower H'mong is so
potent it can ignite; there’s an entire area devoted to it at the Sunday market.

© Sights & Activities

There are several markets in and around Bac Ha. Organised trips to these can be booked in
Bac Ha, and also at travel agencies in Sapa.
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Bac Ha Market MARKET

This Sunday market is Bac Ha's big draw. There is an increasing range of handicrafts for sale,
but it’s still pretty much a local affair. Bac Ha market is a magnet for the local hill-tribe people,
above all the exotically attired Flower H'mong.

Flower Hmong women wear several layers of dazzling clothing. These include an elaborate
collar-cum-shawl that’s pinned at the neck and an apron-style garment; both are made of tightly
woven strips of multicoloured fabric, often with a frilly edge. Highly ornate cuffs and ankle
fabrics are also part of their costume, as is a checked headscarf (often electric pink or lime
green).

If you can, stay overnight in Bac Ha on Saturday, and get here early before hundreds of day
trippers from Sapa start arriving. Bac Ha market starts at sunrise and winds down by about
2pm.

Can Cau Market MARKET

This open-air Saturday morning market, 20km north of Bac Ha and just 9km from the Chinese
border, is attracting a growing number of outsiders. Some tour groups from Sapa now visit Can
Cau on Saturday before moving onto Bac Ha for the Sunday market. A few Bac Ha stallholders
also make the journey to Can Cau on Saturdays. It’s still a mecca for the local tribal people
though, including Flower Hmong and Blue Hmong (look out for the striking zigzag costume of
the latter).

It spills down a hillside with basic food stalls on one level and livestock at the bottom of the
valley, including plenty of dogs. Locals will implore you to drink the local ruou with them. Some
trips from Bac Ha include the option of an afternoon trek (for those still standing after ruou
shots) to the nearby village of Fu La.

Lung Phin MARKET

Lung Phin market is between Can Cau market and Bac Ha, about 12km from the town. It’s less
busy than other markets, and is open on Sunday. It is a good place to move onto once the tour
buses arrive in Bac Ha from Sapa, and has a really local feel.

COC Ly MARKET

The impressive Tuesday Coc Ly market attracts Dzao, Flower Hmong, Tay and Nung people
from the surrounding hills. It's about 35km southwest of Bac Ha along reasonably good roads.
Tour operators in Bac Ha can arrange day trips here, after which you can do a boat trip down
the Chay River before heading back to Bac Ha.

Vua Meo NOTABLE BUILDING

(‘Cat King’ House; admission 5000d; ~ 7.30-11.30am & 1.30-5pm) Don’'t miss the outlandish



Vua Meo, a palace constructed in a kind of bizarre ‘oriental baroque’ architectural style on the
northern edge of town. It was built in 1921 by the French to keep the Flower Hmong chief
Hoang A Tuong happy, and looks like a cross between an exotic church and a French chateau.
A newly opened tourist information office and a shop selling ethnic minority crafts are also here.

Local Villages HIKING

There’s great hiking to remarkable hill-tribe villages around Bac Ha. The Flower H'mong village
of Ban Pho is one of the nearest to town, from where you can walk to the Nung settlement of
Na Kheo , then head back to Bac Ha. Other nearby villages include Trieu Cai , an 8km return
walk, and Na Ang , a 6km return walk; it's best to set up a trip with a local guide.

Until very recently most of the minority people in these hills had no formal education, but the
government has opened several schools in the last few years. Most hill-tribe children now
receive an education (in the Vietnamese language). Boarding schools are favoured because the
communities are so spread out, so children spend the week away from their families and sleep
in dormitories. Tour guides in Bac Ha can arrange visits to rural schools as part of a
motorbike or trekking day trip.

Thai Giang Pho Waterfall WATERFALL

There’s a waterfall near Thai Giang Pho village, about 12km east of Bac Ha, which has a pool
big enough for swimming.

A ONE-MAN TOURISM DYNAMO

Spend any time at all in Bac Ha and the irrepressible Mr Nghe ( «* 0912 005 952; wwwvbachatourist.com) will no doubt find
you — usually wearing his spiffy formal attire of a suit. Operating out of the Hoang Vu guesthouse and also involved with the
Hoang Yen Bar, Mr Nghe is a one-man cheerleader for the considerable charms of the Bac Ha area.

His website is the best place to start; it outlines trekking and day trips to the best of the area’s minority markets, longer two-
to six-day adventures integrating village homestays, and more physically challenging mountain hiking.

If you're keen to set out on your own, he also rents motorbikes (150,000d to 200,000d per day), and is hands down the best
person in town to see to make sense of the intricacies of onward travel east to Ha Giang province.

= Sleeping
Bac Ha offers simple guesthouses and a couple of more comfortable options. Room rates tend

to increase by about 20% on weekends for the Sunday market; we've quoted the weekday
rates here.

Hoang Vu Hotel $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 388 0264, www.bachatourist.com; 5 Tran Bac; r from US$8) It's nothing fancy, but the
large spacious rooms do offer good value (all have TV and fan), and Bac Ha’'s best tour
operator, Mr Nghe, is based here. He'll have plenty of ideas for exciting day trips to keep you
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staying longer than you planned. Hands down the best spot in town for budget travellers.

Ngan Nga Gia Huy $$ HOTEL

( # 388 0231, www.nganngabacha.com,; 133 Ngoc Uyen; r US$25-35; # = ) This friendly
place is above a popular restaurant that does a roaring trade in tasty steamboats for travellers
and the occasional tour group. A new upstairs wing out the back offers brand-new rooms;
some are almost ridiculously roomy, and they're all spotless and quiet. Tours — including village
homestays and hill-tribe market visits — can be arranged.

Congfu Hotel $$ HOTEL

( 2 388 0254; www.congfuhotel.com; 152 Ngoc Uyen; r US$30; * @ % ) This newish place
has 21 attractive rooms demonstrating a notable absence of chintz. The bed linen is good
guality, showers are modern and the restaurant (meals from 60,000d) is one of the best in
town. Book rooms 205, 208, 305 or 308 for a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking Bac Ha
market. Excursions to the Can Cau (US$30) and Coc Ly (US$50) markets can also be booked.

Sao Mai Hotel $$ HOTEL

( # 388 0288, www.saomaitours.com, r US$15-35; # @ = ) The budget rooms are looking a
tad weary — and the cheapest don't have windows — but more expensive rooms in a new wing
are OK value. Worth considering if other places are full. Reception staff are usually keen to
negotiate.

Toan Thang Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 388 0444, r US$10-20) This hotel has two types of rooms: those in the old wooden block
are OK for the tariff asked, with two beds, TV and fan, though they’re a little dark. The newer
rooms are somewhat overpriced.

& ]
X Eating
Of Bac Ha’s hotel restaurants, the Congfu has great views of the animal market area through

huge plate-glass windows, while the Ngan Nga Gia Huy does great steamboats. Both get very
busy for Sunday lunch on market day.

Note that tourists are often overcharged at the cafes near the market, so establish the cost
of food and drink up front.

Hoang Yen Bar $ VIETNAMESE

(mains 40,000-80,000d) Yes, the name does say ‘bar’, but it's more of a restaurant, with a
well-priced menu of good breakfast options, tasty rice and noodle dishes, and robust pumpkin
soup. Cheap beer and Dalat wine are both available. You'll find Hoang Yen opposite the Sao


http://www.nganngabacha.com
http://www.congfuhotel.com
http://maps.google.com/?q=12.2341787439589,109.194833238287&z=15&t=m
http://www.saomaitours.com

Mai Hotel, and Mr Nghe may well find you in Hoang Yen.

Duc Tuan Restaurant $$ VIETNAMESE

(mains 40,000-50,000d) This place is handily near the market and has big portions of reliable
Vietnamese food, plus it's usually largely free of tour groups.

O O Information
There’s no ATM in Bac Ha but the Agribank will change cash dollars. Head to the Sao Mai Hotel
to change euros and British, US and Chinese currency.

A newly opened tourist information office ( ~ 7.30-11.30am & 1.30-5pm) is in the Vua
Meo, and there’s internet access next to the Hoang Vu Hotel.

@ O Getting There & Away

Bus Buses run to/from Hanoi (400,000d, 11 hours, 8pm daily) and Lao Cai (60,000d, 2%
hours, 6am, 8am, noon, 1pm, 2pm).

If you're headed east to Ha Giang, you've got two options. Catch a xe om from Bac Ha 35km
northeast to Xin Man (US$15), and then a public bus (400,000d, five hours, 6am and 11am) to
Ha Giang. Option two is the public bus south from Bac Ha to Bac Ngam (40,000d, 45 minutes,
6am), followed by another bus from Bac Ngam to Ha Giang (350,000d, five hours, 7am). Note
this is a very tight connection.

Tours to Bac Ha from Sapa cost from US$15 per person; on the way back you can bail out in
Lao Cai and catch the night train back to Hanoi.

Motorcycle & Taxi A motorbike/taxi to Lao Cai costs US$20/60, or to Sapa US$25/75.

Ha Giang Province

Ha Giang is the final frontier in northern Vietnam, a lunar landscape of limestone pinnacles and
granite outcrops. The far north of the province has some of the most spectacular scenery in the
country, and the trip between Dong Van and Meo Vac is quite mind-blowing. Ha Giang should
be one of the most popular destinations in this region, but its proximity to the Chinese border
still requires a travel permit, and the bureaucratic baloney keeps most at bay. However, roads
are slowly improving, and the slight hassles of scoring a permit are effortlessly offset by some
of Indochina’s most jaw-dropping scenery.

THE MAN TO KNOW IN HA GIANG

As is the case with Mr Nghe in Bac Ha (see boxed text, Click here ), another travel impresario is at the forefront of the tourism
scene in Ha Giang province. Mr Anh runs Karst Plateau Travel (< 0915 458 668; karstplateau@gmail.com; 50 P Hai Ba
Trung, Ha Giang) and is currently the go-to person for information on exploring this emerging and amazing region.

As well as running the Rocky Plateau Hotel and Café Pho Co in Dong Van, he’s behind a handy sightseeing minibus that



runs to and from Ha Giang to Dong Van and Meo Vac, taking in key highlights including the Quan Ba Pass , the Lung Cu Flag
Tower on the border of China, and the fascinating palace of the Hmong King in the village of Sa Phin . There’s an English-
speaking guide on board, and the precisely driven journey across the Mai Pi Leng Pass to Meo Vac is probably one of the
most spectacular roads you'll ever cross.

Sightseeing minibuses depart at 8am from the iLike Café ( +* 386 0368; buses.ilike@gmail.com; P Nguyen Trai; per
person without/with lunch 150,000/200,000d) in Ha Giang, and take around seven hours to reach Dong Van via Meo Vac.
Returning to Ha Giang, there’s a minibus leaving Meo Vac at 8am, calling in at the Café Pho Co in Dong Van at 9am. We
recommend making prior email contact with Mr Anh to confirm departure times, as the service only commenced in 2011.

Mr Anh can also arrange trekking to local H'mong villages in this stunning region, and can organise guided and unguided
tours from Hanoi. He also maintains an office in Hanoi (63B Lane, Dao Tan 101, Hanoi). See www.karstplateau.com for more
details.

HA GIANG

#0219 / POP 49,000

Ha Giang is somewhere to recharge the batteries on the long road north. This town, bisected
by the broad river Lo, is a provincial capital with clean streets and an understated ambience.
The main drag is P Nguyen Trai, which runs north—south paralleling the west bank of the Lo for
3km or so. You'll find hotels, banks and restaurants on this road.

Ha Giang is a mildly diverting town, but the spectacular limestone outcrops soaring skywards
over the suburbs hint at the amazing scenery in the surrounding hinterland. Those heading
further north to explore around Yen Minh, Dong Van and Meo Vac will need to arrange a travel
permit here.

== Sleeping & Eating
You'll find several cheap restaurants scattered along P Nguyen Trai.

Truong Xuan Resort $ RESORT

( 2 381 1102; www.hagiangresort.com; Km 5, P Nguyen Van Linh; d US$15-20; %% ) An
absolute riverside location and 13 spacious bungalows add up to the nicest place in town to
overnight. There’s a decent restaurant (mains 80,000d to 220,000d), and even kayaks for rent
to explore the adjacent waterway. Red Dzao massages (60,000d) and herbal baths (60,000d)
are on offer if you're feeling a bit saddle sore after too many days on two wheels. It's 5km out
of town, so from the bus station count on 30,000d for a xe om, or 70,000d in a taxi.

Huy Hoan Hotel $ HOTEL

( # 386 1288; P Nguyen Trai; r 180,000-500,000d; =) This tall slim place offers large, clean,

well-kept rooms with dark oriental furniture and (very) firm beds. New rooms are overly chintzy,
and the cheapest rooms don't have windows. Your call, or ask the noisy bird in reception what

he thinks. A string of good restaurants is just a short walk away.

Duc Giang Hotel $ GUESTHOUSE

( 2 387 5648; 14 P Nguyen Trai; s/d/tr 140,000/ 150,000/200,000d; #* ) Centrally located, this
family-run place has light and airy tiled rooms. Triples are also available if you're exploring Ha
Giang with a few intrepid mates.
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el
PAN HOU VILLAGE

( < 383 3565; wwnpanhou-village.com; s/d US$30/40; # % ) Tucked away in a hidden river valley in the High Song Chau
mountains, Pan Hou's private bungalows are set in a riot of tropical gardens and rice paddies. This wonderfully isolated
ecolodge is the base for trekking and ethnic-minority market visits. Rooms are smartly furnished with wooden furniture and
tiled floors, and the restaurant pavilion (lunch US$10, dinner US$12) is spacious and social. Traditional spa treatments and
baths are infused with medicinal healing herbs. From Tan Quang village south of Ha Giang, Pan Hou is 36km west up a
winding mountain road.

Bien Nho Thanh Thu Restaurant RESTAURANT

(17 P Duong Huu Nghi; meals from 100,000d) For something exotic, this place has crocodile,
seafood, goose and traditional food from the ethnic minorities of Ha Giang.

A...Lo CAFE
(P Nguyen Trai; = ) This is a friendly but smoky place with wi-fi.

Trung Nguyen Café CAFE

(P Nguyen Trai; = ) Just opposite A...Lo, the wi-fi equipped Trung Nguyen Café is the nearest
thing to a trendy hang-out for Ha Giang’s bright young things.

Information

Travel permits (300,000d) are best organised through your accommodation or the Ha Giang
Police Immigration Office (22 P Tran Quoc Toan; - 8am-noon & 2-5pm). There’s also a
small tourist information office next door, with an interesting model of the surrounding
landscapes.

Agribank has a branch on P Nguyen Trai with an ATM; nearby are internet cafes.

NORTHWEST BUS CONNECTIONS

CONNECTION COST DURATION FREQUENCY
Dien Bien Phu—Hanoi from 300,000d 11%2hr Frequently to noon

Dien Bien Phu—Lai Chau 130,000d 6hr 5am-2pm

Dien Bien Phu—Muong Lay 57,000d 2hr 5am-2pm

Dien Bien Phu—-Son La 97,000d 4hr Frequently to noon
Ha Giang—Dong Van 100,000d 5hr 10.30am

Ha Giang—Hanoi from 170,000d 7hr 5am-9pm

Ha Giang—Meo Vac 100,000d 6hr 10.30am



http://www.panhou-village.com

Lai Chau-Dien Bien Phu

from 120,000d 6hr

5am-1.30pm

Lai Chau—Hanoi

from 280,000d 12hr

5am & frequently 4-8pm

Lai Chau—Lao Cai 65,000d 3%hr 5am-4pm

Lai Chau—Muong Lay 60,000d 3hr 5am-1.30pm

Lai Chau-Sinho 40,000d 2hr 6.30am & 1.30pm
Muong Lay-Dien Bien Phu 57,000d 2hr 5am-2pm

Muong Lay-Lai Chau 60,000d 3hr 5am-1.30pm
Muong Lay-Sinho 70,000d 2yzhr 7am

Sapa-Dien Bien Phu from 170,000d 8hr 7.30am

Sapa—Hanoi

from 210,000d 12hr

7.30am & 5.30pm

Sapa-Lai Chau

70,000d 3hr

6am-4pm

Son La—Dien Bien Phu

from 97,000d 4hr

Frequently, 5.30am-1.30pm

Son La—Hanoi

from 125,000d 8Y2hr

Every 30min, 5am-1pm

Son La—Ninh Binh

from 135,000d Shr

5.30am

Tuan Giao—Dien Bien Phu

46,000d 2%hr

Frequently to 3.30pm

Tuan Giao—Hanoi

210,000d 11%hr

Frequently to 2pm

Tuan Giao—Son La 65,000d 3hr Frequently to 3.30pm

Getting There & Away

Ha Giang’s new bus station is on the northern edge of town near the 3 February Bridge. See
table for bus connections and note that no buses run direct to Bac Ha from Ha Giang. The route
Is very beautiful, but you'll need to transit through Xin Man or Bac Ngam. See Click here for
details.

An alternative option for getting to Dong Van and Meo Vac is the minibus service operated by
Karst Plateau Travel ( Click here ).

AROUND HA GIANG

It's all about the trip north to the districts of Dong Van and Meo Vac, nestled against the border
with China. It’'s also now possible to complete a kind of ‘extreme north’ loop, continuing on from
Bao Lac down towards Hwy 3 and Cao Bang. Public transport is infrequent and slow-going.
Make sure you have your Ha Giang permit in order or you'll be heavily fined by the officious
police in Meo Vac and sent straight back to Ha Giang.

Leaving Ha Giang, the road climbs over the Quan Ba Pass (Heaven's Gate). Poetic licence
IS a national pastime in Vietnam, but this time the romantics have it right. The road winds over a
saddle and opens up on to an awesome vista. It's dizzying to think of the forces of nature that
carved out these incredible limestone towers.

At the top of Quan Ba Pass is a newly constructed information centre and lookout with



amazing views down into Yen Minh. An English-language information board details the 2011
initiative to declare the Dong Van Karst Plateau part of the Unesco Global Network of National
Geoparks. It's the first Unesco-recognised geopark in Vietnam and the second one in
Southeast Asia, after Langkawi Geological Park in Malaysia. For more information see
http://en.dongvangeopark.com.

Dropping into Yen Minh through pine forests, it is worth stopping for a drink before the final
leg into the incredibly surreal scenery near China.

Dong Van is mainly a dusty outpost, but the town has a great Sunday market, and makes a
good base for day treks around nearby minority villages. It also features an interesting old
guarter, including a beautifully restored 100-year-old trader’s house that’s now the funky Café
Pho Co (Old Market; = 10am-11pm) . The best accommodation in town

— and the best source of information for travellers — is the Rocky Plateau Hotel (' 385 6868;
rockyplateau@gmail.com; r 250,000d; @ ) , a laid-back spot decorated with colourful artwork.
Note the nearest ATM is in Ha Giang.

Beyond Dong Van the spectacular Mai Pi Leng Pass continues for 22km to Meo Vac . The
road has been cut into the side of a cliff: far below are the distant waters of the Nho Que River,
towering above, a mighty rock face.

THE HIGH ROADS ON TWO WHEELS

With spectacular scenery and relatively minimal traffic, more travellers are choosing to motorcycle around the northwest loop
from Hanoi up to Lao Cai, over to Dien Bien Phu and back to the capital. For the really intrepid, the roads venturing north
towards China into the spectacular provinces of Ha Giang and Cao Bang are the newest frontier for travel in Vietham.

Hanoi is the place to start making arrangements. Consider joining a tour ( Click here ) or hiring a guide, who will know the
roads and can help with mechanical and linguistic difficulties. Be sure to get acquainted with your bike first and check current
road conditions and routes.

Most motorbikes in Vietham are small capacity (under 250cc). For years the sturdy Minsk, built in Belarus, was the bike of
choice for travellers and it still has many devotees (see www.minskclubvietham.com). Minsks are quirky bikes, not known for
their reliability (though they deal with rutted rough roads well). They were common in northern Vietham for years, and many
mechanics know how to fix them. Today numbers have dwindled, as mopeds and Chinese road bikes have proliferated.

Honda road bikes (such as the Honda GL160) and trail bikes are other good choices. These bikes have a good reputation for
reliability and have decent shock absorbers. Some folk bike it around Vietnam on mopeds (like the 100cc Honda Wave), which
tend to be reliable and their automatic gears make things easier for inexperienced riders. However you'll find bumps tough on
your butt.

Rental agencies will provide checklists, but essentials include a good helmet, local mobile phone for emergencies, rain gear,
a spare parts and repair kit (including spark plugs, spanners, inner tube and tyre levers), air pump and decent maps. Knee and
elbow pads and gloves are also a good idea.

Highways can be hell in Vietnam, so let the train take the strain on the long route north to Lao Cai. Load your bike into a
goods carriage while you sleep in a berth. You'll have to (almost) drain it of petrol. Then in Lao Cai, pick it up, fill up and off you

go.

Take it slowly, particularly in the rain: smooth paved roads can turn into muddy tracks in no time. Do not ride during or
immediately after heavy rainstorms as this is when landslides might occur; many mountain roads are quite new and the cliff
embankments can be unstable. Expect to average about 35km per hour. Only use safe hotel parking. Fill up from petrol
stations where the petrol is less likely to have been watered down.

If running short on time or energy, remember that many bus companies will let you put your bike on the roof of a bus, but get
permission first from your bike rental company.

Recommended specialists in Hanoi include Cuong’s Motorbike Adventure ( Click here ) and Offroad Vietham ( Click here ).
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Meo Vac is a district capital hemmed in by mountains and, like many towns in the northwest,
it is steadily being settled by Vietnamese from elsewhere. Handily opposite the dusty bus
station is the new Hoa Cuong Hotel (~# 387 2888; r US$15-20; @# = ) , an impressive spot
for such a one-horse town, with spacious rooms and flat-screen TVs. Next door is a compact
supermarket offering instant noodles and snacks if Meo Vac's less-than-cosmopolitan food
scene doesn't inspire you.

There are a couple of com pho places around town, plus the market has some food stalls.
Don't be surprised to be offered a slug of a local speciality, ‘bee wine’. We're still trying to work
out if it is made from bees and honey, or just ‘100% bees’. Either way, it’'s a bracing drink on a
chilly Meo Vac night.

Like Dong Van, Meo Vac has a good Sunday market, and it's easy enough to combine the
two. A xe om between the two towns should be around 220,000d.

SOUTH TO CAO BANG
Foreigners are now permitted to travel from Meo Vac to Bao Lac in Cao Bang province. You
must have your Ha Giang permit to do this spectacular trip. Most of the road is now paved,
though it's best on trail bikes or 4WD. On public transport, one bus per day leaves Meo Vac at
9am (170,000d) to Cao Bang (Click here ).

Heading south from Meo Vac you'll pass through the town of Khau Vai after about 20km,
which is famous for its annual love market where the tribal minorities swap wives and
husbands. Though it’s undoubtedly a fascinating tradition, around fifty busloads of Vietnamese
tourists now gatecrash the dating scene, and this unique event has become something of a
circus. It takes place on the 27th day of the 3rd lunar month in the Vietnamese calendar, usually
from late April to mid-May.

After Khau Vai, a new bridge crosses the Nho Que River, and the road continues south to
Bao Lac. From Bao Lac to Cao Bang is another seven hours on bumpy roads via Nguyen Binh.

It's not possible to do this trip in reverse from Cao Bang province, as you have to have a
permit issued in Ha Giang town to enter this border region.



North-Central Vietnam

Includes »

Ninh Binh Province

Vinh

Around Vinh

Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park
Dong Hoi & Around

|
Why Go?

North-central Vietnam is never going to be Asia’s next beach mecca or cultural hub — it’s a poor,
traditional region with a cool winter climate where cities like Vinh still bear the scars of the

American War. And yet if you budget a little time here, you'll find some curious sights,
outstanding scenery and wonderful excursions.

The one place that everyone’s talking about is the extraordinary Phong Nha region, home to
three gargantuan cave systems (including the world’s largest cave) set in a stunning national
park of towering limestone hills and pristine forests.

Ninh Binh, a region blessed with more karst-studded mountains, also has its charm, as well
as the fecund beauty of Cuc Phuong on its doorstep. On the coast, port-resort Dong Hoi makes
a pleasing base away from the tourist trail for a day or two.

When to Go



Ninh Binh

°C/°F Temp Rainfall inches/mm
40/104 — — 32/800

30/86 — . . . —24/600
e . "0 0
20/68 — g 0 . — 16/400

10/50 — —8/200

0/32 — - —0
J F M A M J J A S O N D
Apr Winter winds subside, temperatures rise and Phong Nha'’s rivers are perfect for cooling off.
Oct The ideal time to visit, with warm days, mild evenings and sea temperatures at their
highest.
Dec Witness the faithful fill the Catholic cathedral and town of Phat Diem at Christmas time.

|
Best Places to Eat

» » Thuong Hai ( Click here)
» » Huong Mai Restaurant ( Click here )
» » Visitor Centre, Cuc Phuong National Park ( Click here )

|
Best Places to Stay

» » Phong Nha Farmstay ( Click here)
» » Nam Long Hotel ( Click here)
» » Thanh Thuy’s Guest House & New Hotel ( Click here )
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North-Central Highlights

© Believe the hype, Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park (Click here ) offers simply
astonishing scenery, hiking and biking




© Head out for a nature ramble at delightful Cuc Phuong National Park (Click here )
© Step up to the task and explore the pristine Paradise Cave (Click here )

© Gawk at the limestone monoliths of Tam Coc (Click here ) as you're lulled in a rowboat
down the Ngo Dong River

© Lap up the royal view at Hoa Lu’s ancient temples (Click here )

© Confound your imagination with the East-meets-West architecture at Phat Diem
Cathedral ( Click here )

@ Go with the flow into colossal Phong Nha Cave (Click here )

History

Quiet though it is today, this region has seen its fair share of historical moments. After Vietnam
shook off almost a millennium of Chinese rule in the 10th century, one of the earliest emperors
established the capital at Hoa Lu, setting his citadel amid the protection of towering limestone
cliffs. In the 13th and 14th centuries, the Tran dynasty introduced a peculiar administrative
arrangement: the heirs to the throne partially succeeded their fathers as king, while the latter
shared power in an unofficial capital in Tuc Mac, about 5km from Nam Dinh. This prevented
succession disputes and made the Tran dynasty one of the most politically stable and
prosperous in Viethamese history.

During the American War, the region suffered tremendous damage from US bombing, with
most towns reduced to rubble and the countryside littered with lethal ordnance. Today north-
central Vietnam remains poor and under-developed, and many choose to emigrate to Vietnam’s
big cities in search of opportunity.

Getting There & Away

The main north-south railway cuts directly through the region, as does Hwy 1. There are
airports at Vinh and Dong Hoi, with flights to Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) and Hanoi.

Ninh Binh Province

A short hop south of Hanoi, Ninh Binh Province is blessed with breathtaking natural beauty,
intriguing cultural sights and the wonderful Cuc Phuong National Park. That said, Ninh Binh has
become a massive domestic destination and many of its attractions are heavily commercialised.
Expect plenty of hawkers and a degree of hassle at the main sights.

NINH BINH

+/ 030 / POP 141,800

Ninh Binh is a resolutely provincial industrial city — not a destination in itself, but a good base for
exploring some quintessentially Vietnamese limestone scenery. It's not a tranquil place (Hwy 1
thunders through the heart of town) but you'll find some attractive backstreets and traditional
neighbourhoods. A steady trickle of Western tourists head here, but far larger numbers of
holidaying Vietnamese flock to nearby sights that include the nation’s biggest pagoda (Click
here ) and the Trang An grottoes ( Click here ).

So if you're weary of backpacker bars, Ninh Binh could make a congenial base for seeing



some lovely rural landscapes by day, then unwinding at night like the locals do with grilled goat
meat and bia hoi (draught beer) beside the local brewery.

& Tours

Tours of the sights around Ninh Binh Province can be set up in hotels including Thanh Thuy’s,
where guides Truong (¥ 091 566 6911, truong_tour@yahoo.com) and Binh (2 094 422
9166) are based. Reckon on US$10 per day for an escorted trip on a motorbike, using country
backroads. Ask them about trekking in Pu Luong Nature Reserve, a fairly undisturbed area
spread across two mountain ridges, where you can stay in Thai and Hmong homestays. Minsk
bikes are also available for touring trips to minority markets and villages.
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© © Sleeping
1 Kinh Do Hotel
2 Thanh Binh Hotel
3 Thanh Thuy's Guesthouse & New Hotel
4 Thuy Anh Hotel

BIRIRIE

4+ &4 Eating

5 Huong Mai Restaurant
6 Snail Restaurants

P

© © Drinking
7 Bia hoi Bl
8 Bia hoi Al

== Sleeping
Ninh Binh offers some of the best-value accommodation in Vietnam. Most hotels can make tour
arrangements, and staff and guides often speak good English.

[ToP', Thanh Thuy's Guest House & New Hotel $ HOTEL

CHOICE |

(7 387 1811; www.hotelthanhthuy.com; 128 B Le Hong Phong; guesthouse r US$7-
10, hotel r US$15-25; # @ = ) Probably the best place to meet and mingle with other travellers,
this popular hotel is run by a friendly crew, including some very switched-on tour guides who
really know the ins and outs of the area and offer some great trips. Rooms, all very clean and
some with balcony, vary quite a bit — nearly all are set well back from the road. You'll feel at
home here.

Thuy Anh Hotel $3$ HOTEL

( # 387 1602; www.thuyanhhotel.com; 55A  Truong Han Sieu; s/d old wing US$20/25, s/d
new wing US$30/45; # @ = ) This well-run hotel has been looking after travellers since 1993
and it's easy to understand why it remains so busy. The cheaper rooms in the old block are
decent value, while the clean, modern rooms at the rear are spotless, very well equipped,
tastefully furnished and comfortable. You'll also find a top-floor bar and a restaurant serving
Western-style food (including hearty complimentary breakfasts).

Ninh Binh Legend Hotel $$$ HOTEL

( ¥ 389 9880; www.ninhbinhlegendhotel.com,; Tien Dong Zone; r/ste from US$77/126; % @ %
2 ) Landmark new four-star hotel about 2km northwest of the centre with 108 very well-
appointed rooms in four price categories: all are light, spacious, well-equipped and boast
hardwood floors and rice paddy views. There’s a decent gym, spa, tennis courts and huge,
though pricey, restaurant.



http://www.hotelthanhthuy.com
http://www.thuyanhhotel.com
http://www.ninhbinhlegendhotel.com

Thanh Binh Hotel $ HOTEL

( < 387 2439, www.thanhbinhhotelnb.com.vn; 31 B Luong Van Tuy; s US$10-25, d US$15-30;
# @ % ) Just off the main highway, this popular hotel has a good selection of rooms, those on
the upper floors are best (and include breakfast). The owner is friendly and the hotel is well set
up for travellers, with a restaurant and inexpensive bicycle and motorbikes available.

Kinh Do Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 389 9152, http.://kinhdohotel.vn; 18 D Phanh Dinh Phung; r 250,000d; # @ ) Little English
is spoken on reception but the spacious, clean rooms with high ceilings here represent excellent
value, even if the beds are on the firm side. There’s a (basic) spa with steam room and
massage too.

X Eating & Drinking

The town doesn't have much in the way of restaurants so plan to eat early as there’s very little
available after 9pm. The local speciality is de (goat meat), usually served with fresh herbs and
rice paper to wrap it in — around 3km out of town, the road to the Trang An Grottoes is lined
with dozens of goat meat restaurants .

Snails are another excellent local dish, the lanes north of B Luong Van Tuy, close to the
stadium, have several snail restaurants serving delicious oc luoc xa (snails cooked
with lemongrass and chilli); you'll also find a few casual bars in this area too.

Huong Mai Restaurant (12 D Tran Hung Dao; dishes 20,000-80,000d) has an

English menu, though the staff don't speak the language. Rice cakes cooked in beef broth are
delicious here, and you'll find good goat, seafood and exotica like eel cooked with banana too.

In the warmer months, bia hoi places become very tempting. Try the street-side
set-ups directly opposite Thanh Thuy or the riverside places near the local brewery.

Information

BIDV (D Le Hong Phong) ATM and exchange service.

Hospital (Benh Vien Da Khoa Tinh; 2 387 1030;  Hai Thuong Lan)

Internet (D Luong Van Tuy; per hr 6,000d) There’s a cluster of cybercafes here.
Main post office (b Tran Hung Dao)

Vietin Bank & ATM (D Tran Hung Dao)

Getting There & Away

Bus Ninh Binh's bus station (P Le Dai Hanh) is located near Lim Bridge, just below the
overpass to Phat Diem. Public buses leave almost every 15 minutes until 7pm for the Giap Bat
and Luong Yen bus stations in Hanoi (55,000d, 2¥2 hours, 93km). Ninh Binh is also a stop for
open-tour buses between Hanoi (US$6, two hours) and Hue (US$13, 10 hours); hotel pick-up
and drop-offs are offered.

Train The train station (Ga Ninh Binh; 1 b Hoang Hoa Tham) is a scheduled stop on the main
north—south line with destinations including Hanoi (55,000d, two to 2% hours, four daily), Vinh


http://www.thanhbinhhotelnb.com.vn
http://kinhdohotel.vn

(90,000d, six hours, three daily) and Hue (275,000d, 12%2 to 13% hours, four daily).

Getting Around
Most hotels rent out bicycles (US$1 to US$2 per day) and motorbikes (US$5 to US$8 per day).
Motorbike drivers charge around US$10 a day.

TAM COC

This is what most travellers come to Ninh Binh to see: limestone outcrops sweeping up from
serene rice paddies, best appreciated on a languorous rowboat ride down the river, to the
soundtrack of water lapping against the oars.

© Sights & Activities

Tam Coc Boat Trips RIVER TRIP

(admission 30,000d, boat 60,000d) Yes Tam Coc (meaning ‘three caves’) covers a 2km stretch
of the Ngo Dong River and boasts a landscape of surreal beauty, but it's also immensely
popular — the river’s often filled with a procession of boats, with all the accompanying babble
and noise. To really enjoy the experience, come in the early morning or late afternoon.

Each rowboat carries two visitors. The route (around two hours) takes you through the three
caves for which Tam Coc is named: Hang Ca (127m long), Hang Giua (70m long) and Hang
Cuoi (45m long).

Remember to bring sunscreen and a hat or umbrella, as the boats aren't shaded. Rowers
are adept at using their feet to propel the oars, which makes for a tourist-pleasing Kodak
moment.

Van Lan VILLAGE

The area behind the Tam Coc restaurants near the entrance is Van Lan village, famous for its
embroidery. Local artisans make napkins, tablecloths, pillowcases and T-shirts, some of which
you might encounter on the boat ride. Bargain hard if you're interested.

o THE TAM COC TANGO

Tam Coc'’s limestone scenery may be sublime, but less pleasing are the pushy drink vendors, handicraft hustlers and camera-
touting hawkers eager to flog you a photo. It's not unusual to see boats returning from Tam Coc with frowning or exhausted-
looking tourists. A polite but firm ‘no’ and adopting a complete lack of interest is the best way to combat the hassle.

rree| Bich Dong Pagoda TEMPLE

(Jade Grotto) This charming cluster of cave temples is a couple of kilometres north of
Tam Coc. The Lower Pagoda is located at the foot of the outcrop, from which it’s a climb of
about 100 steps to the Middle Pagoda, then a shorter but still steep ascent to the Upper
Pagoda. Inside each cave temple, looming statues and the smoke of burning incense create an
otherworldly atmosphere. Outside, there are some incredible views of the countryside.



== Sleeping & Eating
There are a few guesthouses in Van Lan including Lang Khanh (2 361 8073;

langkhanhtc@yahoo.com.vn; r US$6-12; # ) , a family-run place with tidy, clean rooms and a
simple restaurant (meals 35,000d to 60,000d).

Getting There & Away

Tam Coc is 9km southwest of Ninh Binh. Ninh Binh hotels run tours, or make your own way by
bicycle or motorbike. Hotel staff can advise you on some beautiful back roads.

Hanoi tour operators offer day-trips to Tam Coc and Hoa Lu for between US$20 and US$30.

MUA CAVE

Tucked away at the end of a road running between rice paddies, this cave (Cave of Dance;
admission 20,000d) is not terribly impressive, but the main attraction is the panoramic view
from the peak above. A stone staircase beside the cave entrance zigzags up the side of the
karst (beware the goat droppings) and it's 450 steps to the top, where there’s a simple altar to
Quan Am (the Goddess of Mercy). Look west and you'll see Ngo Dong River winding through
Tam Coc.

The climb is paved but steep in sections, so bring some water and allow an hour for the trip.
Mua Cave is 5km from Ninh Binh and a popular stop on tours heading to Tam Coc.

HOALU

Hoa Lu was the capital of Vietnam during the Dinh (AD 968-80) and early Le (AD 980—-1009)
dynasties. The Dinh chose the site to put some distance between them and China.

Most of the ancient citadel is in ruins but Yen Ngua Mountain provides a scenic backdrop for
two surviving temples (admission 12,000d) . Dinh Tien Hoang is dedicated to the Dinh dynasty
and has the stone pedestal of a royal throne. Inside are bronze bells and a statue of Emperor
Dinh Tien Hoang with his three sons.

The second temple is dedicated to monarch Le Dai Hanh. It has the usual assortment of
drums, gongs, incense burners, candle holders and weapons with a statue of the king in the
middle, his queen on the right and their son on the left. A modest museum here features part of
the excavations of a 10th-century city wall.

For a great perspective of the ruins, take the 20-minute hike up to the tomb of Emperor Dinh
Tien Hoang. The access path is via the hill opposite the ticket office.

Hoa Lu is 12km northwest of Ninh Binh; turn left 6km north of town on Hwy 1. There is no
public transport available.

CHUA BAI DINH

rree. Chua Bai Dinh (>~ 7am-5.45pm) is a bombastic new sight northwest of Ninh Binh. The
sheer scale of its Buddhist complex is astonishing, rising up the hillside of a rounded
limestone mountain.

From the (small) entrance gateway, turn right and you'll pass through cloister-like walkways
past 500 stone arhats (enlightened Buddhists) that line the route up to the main triple-roofed
Phap Chu pagoda. This contains a 10m, 100-tonne bronze Buddha (surrounded by a gaudy
collection of spinning lights and a pyramid or two for good measure), flanked by two more
gilded Buddha figures.



Steps behind lead up to a viewpoint, a 13-storey pagoda (nearing completion at the time of
research) and a giant Buddha. If you return via the central part of the compound you'll pass
more temples, including one that harbours a 36-tonne bell — cast in Hue in 2006, it's the largest
in Vietnam.

Chua Bai Dinh attracts thousands of Vietnamese visitors some days, including many day-
trippers, so think twice if you're after a spiritual experience — the numbers here don't facilitate
feelings of peace. That said, the complex does have its merits. Commendably, most of the
structures have been constructed from natural materials, and some of the wood-detailing,
lacquerwork and stone-carving is impressive.

Chua Bai Dinh is 11km northwest of Ninh Binh, you'll pass Trang An on the way as well as
dozens of goat meat restaurants.

KENH GA

The village of Kenh Ga (Chicken Canal) gets its name, apparently, from the number of wild
chickens that used to live here. Today it’s the riverine way of life and stunning limestone
formations that are its main draw.

The local people seem to spend most of their lives on or in the water: watching over their
floating fish-breeding pens, harvesting river grass for fish feed or selling vegies boat-to-boat.
Even the children commute to school by river. This used to be largely a floating village, but as
fortunes have improved more and more houses have been built.

From the pier you can hire a motorboat (70,000d) for a 1¥2-hour ride along the river around
the village.

Kenh Ga is 21km from Ninh Binh off the road to Cuc Phuong National Park. Follow Hwy 1
north for 11km, then it's a 10km drive west to the boat pier.

VAN LONG NATURE RESERVE

Set amid yet more glorious limestone pinnacles, this tranquil reserve (admission 15,000d, boat
90,000d) comprises a reedy wetland ideal for bird-watching . Rare black-faced spoonbill,
cotton pygmy goose and white-browed crake have been seen here and the reserve is also one
of the last refuges of the endangered Delacour’s langur.

Row boat rides here (maximum two people per boat) are wonderfully relaxing.

Van Long is 2km east of Tran Me, a small town 23km from Ninh Binh along the road to Cuc
Phuong.

TRANG AN GROTTOES

A huge new riverside development, Trang An ( ~ 7.30am-4pm) offers a similar experience to
Tam Coc, though it's extremely commercial. The sheer number of boats, proximity to the
highway, vast parking lots, weekend traffic jams and all-round hustle make it something
approaching a tourist circus. Once you're actually on a row boat, bobbing along the Sao Khe
River through a succession of limestone caves , obviously things improve considerably, but this
is still an over-developed sight.

Boat trips (100,000d for up to four people) take two hours to tour the caves and tunnels.
Bring a hat and sunscreen as the boats lack shade.

Trang An is 7km northwest of Ninh Binh. Follow the wide highway heading out of town.



BORDER CROSSING BLUES 1

Those seeking a backwoods adventure can try crossing at Nam Xoi-Na Meo ( > 7am-5pm) , 175km

northwest of Thanh Hoa (Vietham) and 70km east of Sam Neua (Laos). Lao visas are now available at this border. If at all
possible take a direct bus and avoid getting onward transport on the Viethamese side of the border where foreigners are
seriously ripped off.

From Sam Neua there’s a daily direct bus at 7.30am that goes to Thanh Hoa (190,000 kip; 10 hours), where you can change
buses for Hanoi, or south to Vinh. Otherwise it's possible to travel in stages, but you'll pay more and it'll take longer. Songthaew
and minibuses (33,000 kip, four hours) leave Sam Neua for the border. Readers have reported no hassle from border officials,
but they'll try to offer you bad rates for all currencies — you'll get a better deal in Na Meo hotels. Then the fun starts (unless
you're on a direct bus). Viethamese bus drivers outrageously overcharge foreigners on the route to Thanh Hoa, demanding up
to US$50 for the journey (it should cost about US$7).

In the opposite direction, there’s a daily 8am bus from Thanh Hoa's western bus station ( Ben Xe Mien Tay ) to Sam Neua
(275,000d), but again expect overcharging. It's best not to get stuck on the Laos side of the border as transport is extremely
irregular and there’s no accommodation. Na Meo has several basic, serviceable guesthouses.

CUC PHUONG NATIONAL PARK

#1030 / ELEV 150-656M

The primary forest in this gorgeous national park ( < 384 8006,
www.cucphuongtourism.com, adult/child 20,000/10,000d) is home to an amazing variety of
animal and plant life, making it one of Vietham’s most important protected areas. Wildlife found
here includes 307 bird species, 133 kinds of mammal, 122 species of reptile and more than
2000 different species of plant.

The national park covers an area spanning two limestone mountain ranges, across three
provinces. Its highest peak is Dinh May Bac (Silver Cloud Peak) at 656m. No less than Ho Chi
Minh took time off from the American War in 1962 to declare this Viethnam’s first national park,
saying: ‘Forest is gold.’

Despite his exhortations, poaching and habitat destruction continue to plague the Cuc Phuong
National Park. Improved roads have led to more illegal logging, and many native species — the
Asiatic black bear, Siamese crocodile, wild dog and tiger — have vanished from the area as a
result of human activity.

To learn more about the park’s conservation efforts, visit the excellent Endangered Primate
Rescue Center and Turtle Conservation Center (see the boxed text,Click here ) on the fringes
of the park.

The park is also home to the minority Muong people, whom the government relocated from
the park’s central valley to its western edge in the late 1980s. This was ostensibly to encourage
a shift from their slash-and-burn practices to sedentary farming, but the government’s star
project, the Ho Chi Minh Highway, subsequently cut across some of the former Muong
parklands.

The best time of year to visit the park is in the dry months from November to February. From
April to June it becomes increasingly hot, wet and muddy, and from July to October the rains
arrive, bringing lots of leeches. Visitors in April and May might see some of the millions of
butterflies that breed here. Weekends can be busy with Vietnamese families.

The visitor centre near the entrance has informative English-speaking staff, and guides and
tours can be organised here.



http://www.cucphuongtourism.com

© Sights & Activities

Cuc Phuong offers excellent hiking. Short walks include a large botanic garden with deer,
civets, gibbons and langurs and, via a 220-step stairway, a trail up to the Cave of Prehistoric
Man . Human graves and tools were found here that date back 7500 years, making it one of
the oldest sites of human habitation in Vietnam.

Popular hikes include a 6km-return walk to the massive, 1000-year-old ‘old tree’ (
Tetrameles nudiflora ) and a longer four-hour walk to Silver Cloud Peak . There’s also a
strenuous 15km (approximately five-hour) hike to Kanh , a Muong village. You can overnight
here with local families and raft on the Buoi River (50,000d).

Park staff can provide you with basic maps, but a guide is recommended for day trips and
mandatory for longer treks. For a group of up to five people, a night hike to spot nocturnal
animals, or the Silver Cloud Peak hike both cost US$20. The Deep Jungle trek (US$50) gets
into remote terrain where you might spot civets or flying squirrels.

== Sleeping & Eating
There are three accommodation areas in the park.

At the visitor centre (r per person US$7, guesthouse US$23-27, bungalows US$30) beside
the park entrance there are dark, basic rooms, en-suite guesthouse rooms and one bungalow.
Perhaps the nicest accommodation are the bungalows overlooking Mac Lake (r $US25) , 2km
inside the park, which were being renovated at the time of research. Camping (per person
US$2, with a tent US$4) is also available at the visitor centre or Mac Lake.

The park centre (stilt house per person US$7, q $US20, bungalows US$28) at Bong, 18km
from the park entrance, is the best place to be for an early morning walk or bird-watching. Here
you'll find simple rooms with no hot water in a pseudo-stilt house, a building with large four-bed
rooms, and a few bungalows.

Kanh village homestays (per person US$5) with Muong families are available. The
dwellings are predictably basic.

There are restaurants (meals 25,000-50,000d) at the park centre and visitor centre. Call
ahead and place your order for each meal (except breakfast).

The park can get very busy at weekends and during school holidays, when you should make
a reservation.

SAVING MONKEYS & TURTLES

Cuc Phuong’s conservation centres (admission free, with guide 10,000d) provide a glimpse of their work and the fascinating
animals they're trying to help. The Endangered Primate Rescue Center ( «/ 384 8002; wwwprimatecenter.org; ~ 9.30-
11.30am & 1.30-4.30pm) is home to around 150 monkeys: 12 kinds of langur, three species of gibbon and two loris. The langur
is a long-tailed, tree-dwelling monkey; the gibbon is a long-armed, fruit-eating ape; and the loris is a smaller nocturnal primate
with large eyes. Look out for Vinh, an incredibly agile though disabled gibbon (his arm was broken in a tussle with a hunter).

All the centre’s animals were either bred here or rescued from illegal traders (in China monkeys can fetch large sums for
their perceived ‘medicinal worth’).

The centre has bred more than 100 offspring in all, including the world’s first captive-born Cat Ba langur and grey-shanked
douc langur. But it's incredibly difficult to rehabilitate primates once they've lived in cages; it's only been possible to release 30
gibbons and langurs into semi-wild areas (one site adjacent to the centre, the other in Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park)


http://www.primatecenter.org

since the centre opened. Souvenirs including T-shirts are for sale here.

The Turtle Conservation Center ( « 384 8090; wwasianturtlenetwork.org, see Project Profiles; ~ 9-11.15am & 2-
4.45pm) houses more than 1000 terrestrial, semi-aquatic and aquatic turtles representing 20 of Vietnam’s 25 native species.
Many animals here have been confiscated from smugglers. Again it's China (and Vietham) generating the demand — eating
turtle is thought to aid longevity. Professional hunters and opportunistic collectors have decimated wild populations of turtles
throughout Vietnam and Southeast Asia, with as many as 10 million turtles traded per year through the 1990s.

You'll find excellent information displays, and there are incubation and hatchling viewing areas. The centre successfully
breeds and releases turtles from 11 different species including six native turtles. Around 60 turtles are released back into the
wild each year.

Getting There & Away
Cuc Phuong National Park is 45km from Ninh Binh. The turn-off from Hwy 1 is north of Ninh Binh
and follows the road that runs to Kenh Ga and Van Long Nature Reserve.

Regular buses link Ninh Binh with Cuc Phuong (18,000d). A bus from Hanoi’'s Giap Bat bus
station runs directly to Cuc Phuong (85,000d) at 9am, returning at 3pm. Alternatively, take a
bus to Nho Quan (48,000d, 2% to 3% hours, six daily) and grab a motorbike (50,000d) to the
park entrance.

PHAT DIEM
Home of a celebrated cathedral , remarkable for its vast dimensions and unique Sino-
Vietnamese cum European architecture, Phat Diem IS an impressive sight.

During the colonial era Phat Diem’s bishop ruled the area with his private army, Middle Ages—
style, until French troops took over in 1951. The cathedral (1891) featured prominently in
Graham Greene’s novel The Quiet American, and it was from the bell tower that the author
watched battles between the North Viethamese Army (NVA) and the French.

At busy times you have to steer a path through aggressive sellers and beggars to earn your
entrance, but inside it's peaceful in a sepulchre-like way. The cathedral’s largely wooden interior
boasts a vaulted ceiling supported by massive columns (almost 1m in diameter and 10m tall).
Above the granite altar Viethamese-looking cherubs with golden wings swarm, while Chinese-
style clouds drift across the blue ceiling. Beneath them are icons of the martyrs slaughtered by
Emperor Tu Duc during the anti-Catholic purges of the 1850s.

Opposite the cathedral's main doors is the free-standing bell tower, with stone columns
carved to look like bamboo. At its base lie two enormous stone slabs. Their purpose was to
provide a perch for mandarins to sit and observe the rituals of the Catholic mass.

Between the tower and the cathedral is the tomb of the Viethamese founder, Father Six and
a Lourdes-style grotto, with a somewhat spooky bust of Father Six beside it.

Hordes of Vietnamese tourists come to this place, few of them Catholic but many curious
about churches and Christianity. Daily mass is celebrated at 5am and 5pm, when the massive
bell is rung and the faithful stream into the cathedral, dressed in their finest.

Not far from this cathedral is a covered bridge dating from the late 19th century. Dong
Huong Pagoda is the largest pagoda in the area, catering to the Buddhist community. Many of
its congregation are from the minority Muong people. To find it, turn right at the canal as you're
approaching town from the north and follow the small road alongside the water for 3km.

A Gothic counterpoint to Phat Diem is the cathedral at Ton Dao , along Route 10 about 5km
from Phat Diem. It looks beatifically out over rice fields and, at the rear of the churchyard, a


http://www.asianturtlenetwork.org

statue of the Virgin Mary keeps unexpected company with porcelain images of Quan Am.

Getting There & Away

Phat Diem, sometimes known by its former name Kim Son, is 121km south of Hanoi and 26km
southeast of Ninh Binh. There are direct buses here from Ninh Binh (15,000d, one hour); xe om
(motorbike) drivers charge about 140,000d (including waiting time) for a return trip.

Vinh
#1038 / POP 437,000
Practically obliterated during the American War, Vinh was hastily rebuilt with East

German aid — hence the brutalist concrete architecture that dominates the downtown drag.
Unlike other Vietnamese towns, it has wide boulevards and broad pavements.

Despite attempts to prettify the place with trees and parks, the city remains a resolutely
bleak-looking industrial city, nicknamed ‘grim Vinh’ by some travellers. There are few reasons to
stop here unless you are a Ho Chi Minh devotee (he was born in a nearby village) or heading to
Laos.

History

Vinh came to prominence as the ‘Phoenix Capital City’ of the Tay Son Rebellion. A May Day
demonstration in 1930 was suppressed by the police, who killed seven people. Nonetheless
revolutionary fervour spread, with Vinh’'s Communist cells, trade unions and farmers’
organisations earning it the appellation ‘Red-Glorious City’.

In the early 1950s, the city was reduced to rubble by a three-punch whammy: French aerial
bombing, the Viet Minh's scorched-earth policy and finally a huge fire. During the American War,
the port of Vinh became a key supply point for the Ho Chi Minh Trail (see the boxed text,Click
here ). Vinh was relentlessly pounded with bombs for eight years — until only two buildings were
left standing. In 1972 its population was officially zero.

© Sights

There’s not a lot left to see of Vinh's citadel (1831) apart from the sludgy green moat and three
gates: Left Gate (Cua Ta; D Dao Tan) , Right Gate (Cua Huu; D Dao Tan) and Front Gate
(Cua Tien; Khoi 5 b Dang Thai Than) . The walk between the Left and Right Gates provides a
pleasant interlude and passes the little-visited Xo Viet Nghe Tinh Museum (b Dao Tan; free
admission; ~ 7-11am & 1-5pm) , which memorialises local heroes. Outside, in true socialist-art
style, is a large stone monument to those who perished at the hands of the French.

= Sleeping

Thanh An Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 384 3478; 156 Nguyen Thai Hoc; s/d 180,000 /200,000d; # = ) Excellent new hotel with
immaculately clean, modern, uncluttered rooms that all have minibar, good beds and attractive
wooden furniture. Near-zero English is spoken on reception however. It's 300m south of the bus
station and there’s safe parking in the basement.



Saigon Kimlien Hotel $$ HOTEL

( < 383 8899; www.saigonkimlien.com.vn; 25 B Quang Trung; r US$38-50, ste US$100; #* =
@2 ) Something of a city landmark and institution, this large hotel offers three-star levels of
comfort and service. You'll find it 1km south of the bus station. Rooms are well equipped, if
slightly dated, and there’s a restaurant, fancy lobby and small pool. Annoyingly, breakfast
finishes at 9am sharp.

APEC Hotel $ HOTEL

( # 358 9466, apec_hotel _na@yahoo.com; Ngo 1 D Ho Tung Mau; r 190,000-240,000d; # =
@ ) Tucked away in an alley behind B Ho Tung Mau (follow the signs from B Ho Tung Mau) this
decent place offers comfortable, well-kept rooms that represent good value.

Asian Hotel $ HOTEL

( 2 359 3333; 114 Tran Phu; r 240,000-300,000d; # @ ) This multi-storey hotel was modern a
couple of decades ago. Rooms remain in fair condition and there’s safe parking, a lift, a
restaurant and massage/sauna facilities. It's about 300m southeast of the central city park.

X Eating & Drinking

Dining selections are very thin on the ground in Vinh. Perhaps your best bet for tasty grub is the
bustling Thuong Hai (144 B Nguyen Thai Hoc, meals 35,000-70,000d) whose speciality is
delicious Shanghai-style chicken, though it also has good Vietnamese seafood and vegetarian
dishes. Street food options include the Central Market, pho bo food stalls (beef noodle soup;
D Phan Dinh Phung) , bun bo Hue food stalls (Hue-style spicy beef noodle soup; off  Dinh
Cong Trang) ; and pho ga food stalls (chicken noodle soup; b Ho Sy Doung) .

You'll find a group of bars along B Quang Trung and pool halls on ® Nguyen Thai Hoc.

O O Information

Cap Quang Internet (33 D Dinh Cong Trang) Located off B Quang Trung.

Main post office (B Nguyen Thi Minh Khai) Just northwest of the central city park.

Saigon Commercial Bank (25 D Quang Trang) ATM and exchange services on the main drag.
Vietcombank ATM (33 D Le Mao) West of the central city park.

Vinh City Hospital (Benh Vien Da Khoa Thanh Pho Vinh; 2 383 5279; 178 D Tran Phu) Just
southwest of the central city park.

BORDER CROSSING BLUES 2

The often mist-shrouded Nong Haet-Nam Can ( S 7am-5pm) border crossing is 119km east of Phonsavan in Laos and
250km northwest of Vinh.

Buses between Vinh and Phonsavan cross here, leaving Phonsavan daily (110,000 kip, 13 hours, 403km) and returning
from Vinh on Wednesday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday (235,000d). Some buses from Phonsavan claim to continue to Hanoi
or Danang, but unceremoniously discharge all their passengers in Vinh.

For a DIY journey, take a morning bus from Phonsavan to Nong Haet (30,000 kip, four hours, 119km), then hire a songthaew
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(30,000 kip, but travellers have been charged double or triple) for the 13km run to the border. On the Vietham side, you'll haggle
over a motorbike ride to the nearest town, Muong Xen. The route is breathtaking but only 25km downhill and should cost
around US$5; drivers may ask for up to US$15. From Muong Xen there’s a bus to Vinh (90,000d, eight hours, 250km).

For Laos-bound travellers, the bus leaves Vinh in the morning for Muong Xen. Get a motorbike to take you uphill to the
border. Transport on the Laos side to Nong Haet is erratic, but once you get there you can pick up a bus to Phonsavan.

@ O Getting There & Away

Air Vietnam Airlines (2 359 5777; www.viethamairlines.com; 2 b Le Hong Phong) flies from
Vinh to Hanoi five times a week and HCMC daily. Jetstar Pacific ( ~ 355 0550; 46 © Nguyen
Thi Min Khai) has a daily link to HCMC. The airport is about 20km north of the city.

Bus Vinh bus station (D Le Loi) has a reasonably modern booking office (including departures
board and price list) and is centrally located. Buses to Hanoi (110,000d to 145,000d, seven
hours) leave every 30 minutes until 4.30pm, there are also 10 sleeper buses and you'll find
services to all four Hanoi bus terminals. For Ninh Binh (70,000d) take a Hanoi-bound bus. Eight
daily buses (including five sleepers) head for Danang (190,000d, 11 hours) stopping at Dong
Hoi (60,000d, 4%~ hours) and Dong Ha (95,000d, six hours) and Hue (145,000d, 7%z hours) en
route. Open-tour buses pass through town between Hanoi and Hue, and while it's easy to ask
to jump off here, it's harder to arrange a pick-up.

Buses to Vientiane in Laos (400,000d, 22 hours) travel on even-numbered days only, leaving
at 6.30am. There are also daily buses to Phonsavan in Laos and Tay Son (also known as Trung
Tam) on Hwy 8, near the Lao border. See the boxed text, Click here ) for more.

Train Vinh train station (Ga Vinh; D Le Ninh) is on the northwestern edge of town.
Destinations include Hanoi (175,000d, 5% to eight hours, eight daily), Ninh Binh (114,000d, 3Y2
to 4%2 hours, five daily), Dong Hoi (110,000d, 3% to 6%z hours, eight daily) and Hue (196,000d,
6Y2 to 10% hours, eight daily).

Around Vinh

CUALO BEACH

Cua Lo is pleasant enough, with white sand, clean water and a shady grove of pine trees — but
the concrete, karaoke, massage parlours and litter won't suit all travellers. Still, it's an option
for a cooling dip and seafood lunch at one of the many beach restaurants.

Huge government hotels face the beach and behind them are uninspired guesthouses (r
200,000-250,000d) . Most hotels offer ‘massage’ and karaoke; some with prostitutes. In
summer, rooms can go for triple (or more) the usual price.

Cua Lo is 16km northeast of Vinh and can be reached easily by motorbike (100,000d
including waiting time) or taxi (150,000d).

KIM LIEN

Ho Chi Minh’s birthplace in Hoang Tru and the village of Kim Lien, where he spent some of his
formative years, are 14km northwest of Vinh. For all that these are popular pilgrimage spots
(free admission; ~ 7-11.30am & 2-5pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-noon & 1.30-5pm Sat & Sun) for the
party faithful, there’s little to see other than recreated houses of bamboo and palm leaves,
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dressed (barely) with a few pieces of furniture.

Ho Chi Minh was born in Hoang Tru in 1890 and raised there till 1895, when the family moved
to Hue. They returned in 1901, but it was to the house in Kim Lien, about 2km from Hoang Tru.
Not far from this house is a shrine-like museum , and store packed with Ho memorabilia.

No English-language information is available at either site. From Vinh, xe om (motorbike)
drivers charge 80,000d (including waiting time), taxis ask for around 140,000d.

BORDER CROSSING BLUES 3

The border crossing at Nam Phao—-Cau Treo (-~ 7am-6pm) is 96km west of Vinh and about 30km east of Lak Sao in Laos.

This border has a dodgy reputation with travellers, who report chronic overcharging and hassle on local buses (such as bus
drivers ejecting foreigners in the middle of nowhere unless they cough up extra bucks). Most transport to Phonsavan in Laos
uses the Nam Can-Nong Haet border further north.

If you do decide to travel step-by-step, local buses leave Vinh to Tay Son (formerly Trung Tam) regularly from 6am (70,000d,
three hours). From Tay Son, it's another 25km to the border. There are morning buses running from Tay Son to Lak Sao but
these may not connect with services from Vinh (unless you get here by mid-morning). Otherwise motorbikes ask for up to
150,000d for the ride. On the Laos side, a jumbo or songthaew between the border and Lak Sao runs to about 45,000 kip
(bargain hard).

Travelling in the opposite direction (from Laos), upon entering Vietnam expect bus drivers to quote up to US$40 for a ride to
Vinh. Ametered taxi costs about US$45, a motorbike about 270,000d. Some buses from Lak Sao claim to run to Danang or
Hanoi, but in fact terminate in Vinh.

Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park

# 052

Designated a Unesco World Heritage site in 2003, the remarkable Phong Nha-Ke Bang
National Park (admission free) contains the oldest karst mountains in Asia, formed
approximately 400 million years ago. Riddled with hundreds of cave systems — many of
extraordinary scale and length — and spectacular underground rivers, Phong Nha is a
speleologists’ heaven on earth.

Its collection of stunning dry caves, terraced caves, towering stalagmites and glistening
crystal-edged stalactites represent nature on a very grand scale indeed, and are beginning to
create a real buzz in Vietnam, as more and more riches are discovered.

Serious exploration only began in the 1990s, lead by the British Cave Research Association
and Hanoi University. Cavers first penetrated deep into Phong Nha Cave, one of the world’s
longest systems. In 2005 Paradise Cave was discovered, and in 2009 a team found the world’s
largest cave — Son Doong (Click here ).

Above the ground, most of the mountainous 885 sq km of Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park
is near-pristine tropical evergreen jungle, more than 90% of which is primary forest. It borders
the biodiverse Hin Namno reserve in Laos to form an impressive, continuous slab of protected
habitat. More than 100 types of mammal (including 10 species of primate, tigers, elephants,
and the saola, a rare Asian antelope), 81 types of reptile and amphibian, and more than 300
varieties of bird have been logged in Phong Nha.



Until recently, access to the national park was very limited and strictly controlled by the
Vietnamese military. Some sections remain off-limits, but things are gradually opening up and
it's now possible to visit the astounding Paradise Cave, turquoise river, eco-trail of Nuoc Mooc
and a war shrine known as Eight Lady cave, and hike up to the mouth of (but not enter) Hang
Son Doong. More hiking trails and other sights will open in the future.

© Sights & Activities

Phong Nha Caves & Boat Trip CAVE

This is the most popular excursion in the region and it's easy to understand why — it's a
spectacular river trip. Phong Nha Cave (admission adult/child 40,000/20,000d, boat
220,000d; ~ 7am-4pm) is nearly 55km long, though only the first kilometre or so is open to
visitors. Boats in Son Trach village cruise along the Son river past bathing buffalo, jagged
limestone peaks and church steeples to the cave’s gaping mouth — Phong Nha means ‘Cave of
Teeth’, but the ‘teeth’ (stalagmites) by the entrance are long gone. Then the engine is cut and
you're transported to another world, as you're paddled through cavern after cavern. It's a
surreal experience, except for the garish lights that illuminate certain formations.

On the return leg you've the option to climb up to Tien Son Cave (admission adult/child
40,000/20,000d; ~ 7am-4pm) , a dry cave in the mountainside above Phong Nha Cave. It's a
tough 330-step climb to the cave, where there are remains of Cham altars and inscriptions that
date back to the 9th century. The cave was used as a hospital and ammunition depot during the
American War and consequently was heavily bombed.

The ticket office for both caves and the jetty for boat departures are in Son Trach village.
Allow two hours to see Phong Nha, add an hour for Tien Son. In November and December
seasonal floods may mean Phong Nha Cave is closed. Weekends are extremely popular with
Vietnamese visitors, whose presence is magnified by the spectacular echoes and unventilated
cigarette smoke.

Phong Nha Farmstay was planning to start night tours of Phong Nha Cave by kayak at the
time of research.

Paradise Cave CAVE

(Thien Dong;