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the Hotel de Ville.





Get anywhere near its flashing neon lights, full-throttle traffic, sardined houses, and soaring commercial towers and it becomes clear why Ho Chi Minh City is the future of Vietnam. Indisputably the economic heart of the nation, this fast-paced, ever-expanding behemoth has charged fearlessly—and sometimes recklessly—into the 21st century, carrying along a diverse and multifaceted population, a keen business acumen, and an irrepressible spirit.


From a traveler’s perspective, the city is both a blessing and a curse: HCMC provides a lively, chaotic, and occasionally dangerous atmosphere. Along with the madness of the city comes an intricate and fascinating history that announces itself time and again in the city’s eclectic architecture and multifaceted cuisine. Stroll along the wide boulevards of downtown District 1, where opulent colonial-era buildings stand, or hang onto your helmet as you race down the narrow streets of Chinatown on the back of a motorbike, defying the laws of physics as you weave through traffic.
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banh mi vendor
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upscale shops
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vendor selling fresh fish








Hidden farther down the city’s many alleys is another world altogether: quiet and reserved, where children play on empty sidewalks and old women sit sentinel, fanning themselves in the afternoon heat. Remnants of an earlier time remain in the aging facades of historical buildings and the one-room restaurants that continue to turn a profit, even as high-end eateries go into business next door.


HCMC is a sensory overload. Step into the chaos with optimism and you will be rewarded.
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a water puppet performance.






Planning Your Trip



When to Go


The best months for exploring Ho Chi Minh City and its surroundings are between November and March, which also matches the region’s high season. These months fall after rainy season has come to a close but before the sweltering heat takes over. From there, the build-up to rainy season begins, bringing high temperatures and humidity before the downpours start in mid- to late May. Things get especially busy over Christmas before sliding into Tet (Vietnamese Lunar New Year) the following month. While this is a holiday of fascinating local traditions, it makes for a poor time to visit, as the entire country shuts down for weeks before and after, particularly in Saigon, where everyone heads to the countryside to visit their relatives. Those businesses that remain open often double or triple their prices, and transportation is unreliable. While fewer foreigners travel during the summer, July and August see droves of domestic holidaymakers.


Before You Go


Passports and Visas


Visitors are required to secure a tourist visa prior to arrival in Vietnam. This can be arranged through any Vietnamese embassy or consulate up to six months before your trip. In 2016, the Vietnamese government debuted a one-year, multiple-entry tourist visa for US passport holders. The visa costs USD$135-220 and allows American citizens to stay in the country for a period of up to three months at a time.


Additionally, US citizens can apply for one- and three-month visas with both single- and multiple-entry options. Depending upon both the nature of the visa and where you apply for it—whether through your local embassy or consulate, or via an online service—the short-term visas cost USD$75-180, while the yearlong visa will set you back as much as USD$220.


Travelers entering Vietnam over land must visit an embassy or consulate to prepare their visa ahead of time. Air travelers have the additional option to apply for pre-approval, a significantly more cost-effective route, though this is only available to those arriving at one of Vietnam’s three major airports: Tan Son Nhat in Ho Chi Minh City; Noi Bai in Hanoi; or Danang International Airport. Although pre-approval is not encouraged by the Vietnamese government, it is a legitimate option, provided you arrange your documents through a reliable company. International air travelers must have a passport with at least six months’ validity at time of travel.


Vaccinations


While there are no required vaccinations for Vietnam, the Centers for Disease Control recommend that travelers vaccinate against Hepatitis A and typhoid prior to visiting in order to prevent food-borne illness. Additional preventative measures, such as the rabies vaccine, are suggested for cyclists and those who may come into contact with animals. Vaccinations against Hepatitis B and Japanese encephalitis are also recommended for some travelers, depending upon your destination.


Though malaria does exist in Vietnam, its prevalence is low, with only rare incidences in the Mekong Delta. Most travelers opt to use insect repellent and cover up at dawn and dusk.


Transportation


Travelers to Saigon arrive at Tan Son Nhat International Airport and set off from there. Public transportation is easily accessible, from planes and trains to buses and boats. For shorter journeys, hitting the road is the cheapest option; for long-distance or over-water trips, you’re better off in the air. Budget airlines like Jetstar and VietJet fly to a number of domestic destinations, while overnight trains run the spectrum from cheap hard-seat cars to air-conditioned sleeper berths.
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Tan Son Nhat International Airport





What to Pack


Most Western amenities are available in Vietnam, though some are more affordable and accessible than others. Sunscreen, for instance, is available in many coastal destinations, though it can be tricky to find and is always more expensive. It’s best to bring your own from home. Other items, like contact lens solution and feminine products, can be difficult to come by.


Vietnam tends to be more formal than the United States. In rural areas and outside of major hubs like Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, local women often dress more conservatively than their Western counterparts, opting for long pants and covered shoulders. Many Vietnamese women in the city have adopted a Western approach to fashion. You can get away with shorts, T-shirts, and tank tops in most tourist destinations. When visiting pagodas or sights of national importance, it’s important for both men and women to opt for conservative clothing, wearing long pants and covering shoulders, as this is considered a sign of respect.



The Best of Ho Chi Minh City



Day 1


Spend your first morning in Ho Chi Minh City taking it easy with a coffee in the shadow of Notre Dame Cathedral. From here, both the Central Post Office and the Reunification Palace are within walking distance. Wander north toward Turtle Lake for lunch and then carry on to the city’s War Remnants Museum for the afternoon.


Head to the backpacker area later in the day for a happy hour drink or dress up and spring for a cocktail at Chill Skybar, OMG, or the sky-high Eon 51 to appreciate the city from a different angle.


For dinner, grab a cab to District 1’s Tan Dinh neighborhood, where local favorites like Banh Xeo 46A and upmarket eateries like Cuc Gach Quan await. For live music, check out Saigon Ranger or Yoko in the evening, or hit the dance floor at Apocalypse Now.


Day 2


Today, visit bustling Chinatown, where the mammoth Binh Tay Market sprawls over several blocks and a tasty array of Chinese meals can be found. Back toward downtown, Thien Hau Pagoda is an incense-filled haze of reds and golds, lacquered woodwork, and ornate effigies, with neighboring Chaozhou Congregation Hall and Cho Lon Mosque adding an extra level of diversity to the mix.
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Chaozhou Congregation Hall





Return to District 1 for some retail therapy at Ben Thanh Market and along posh Le Loi, passing by the colonial-era Hotel de Ville and local Opera House. Pop into one of the many watering holes along the Nguyen Hue pedestrian street for a sunset drink or return to the backpacker district for a laid-back evening.
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the ornate Opera House







Best Food


• Street food, Northern District 1: For a primer on the city’s roadside dining, check out the famed Lunch Lady, who serves up a different Vietnamese noodle soup for lunch every day, or swing by Banh Xeo 46A for a helping of southern-style banh xeo, savory Vietnamese pancakes featuring shrimp, pork, and bean sprouts.


• Pizza 4Ps: Boasting the city’s best pies, Pizza 4Ps combines fresh ingredients—including homemade artisanal cheeses from its farm in Dalat—with a menu of both traditional and innovative Neapolitan-style pizzas, in a trendy, modern setting.


• Quan Mien Cua 94 Cu: Amid the bustle of District 1, this long-standing eatery focuses on one main ingredient: soft-shell crab. Whether accompanied by a mountain of glass noodles or steamed in a savory tamarind sauce, these small, easy-to-eat crustaceans make for a hearty meal.
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Quan Mien Cua 94 Cu specializes in soft-shell crab.





• Chinese noodles from Quan Thien Thien: For the more adventurous crowd, an evening trip to Chinatown is in order. The mi sui cao (dumplings with egg noodle soup) at Quan Thien Thien are the cream of the crop. Don’t forget to spring for a sweet tea to accompany your meal.





Excursion to Phu Quoc Island


A large, palm-fringed island west of Vietnam’s border with Cambodia, Phu Quoc has become one of the country’s most visited tourist destinations almost overnight. The island now boasts over a million annual visitors thanks to its close proximity to Saigon and a host of daily flights from the country’s budget carriers. This itinerary outlines the best way to spend one day on the island—but many people allot longer than this to lounge on the beautiful beaches.


Flights to the island are cheap and plentiful. VietJet Air, Jetstar, and Vietnam Airlines all offer daily service between Saigon and Phu Quoc for incredibly low prices. The hour-long flight lands at Phu Quoc’s new international airport in the center of the island.




Best Hotels


• Saigon River Boutique Hotel: The staff at this charming boutique hotel goes above and beyond to make guests feel welcome.


• Hong Han Hotel: This hotel is an oasis of relative calm amid the chaos of the city’s backpacker district. The clean, comfortable beds are a good find on their own, but add to these a charming communal balcony and a friendly staff, and Hong Han makes for a great budget option in a central location.


• NN99 Hotel: For younger budget travelers, NN99 is a great choice. It’s in a prime location not far from Pham Ngu Lao’s best nightlife and outfitted with cozy, affordable rooms. It’s hard to get any closer to the action than this place, and NN99’s easygoing staff are a helpful bunch who can point you in the right direction.


• Town House 50: While most budget venues are not known for their decor, the charming Town House 50 manages to be both stylish and cost effective. Though it’s in an unorthodox location north of the backpacker district, this delightful little spot has won over many a traveler with its well-appointed dorm rooms and bright, colorful design.


• Cinnamon Hotel Saigon: The swanky, red-and-black Cinnamon Hotel stands apart in many ways, from its elegant and inviting reception area to the beautiful, spacious rooms and its attentive staff. The cinnamon-scented rooms, too, are a nice touch, making you feel welcome from the moment you set foot inside.





Start off by heading for Phu Quoc’s Coconut Tree Prison, a large, sun-scorched complex which housed prisoners of war during the French and American conflicts. When you’ve finished, unwind on the shores of Bai Sao, Phu Quoc’s most popular beach on the eastern coast, or head down to the small fishing village of An Thoi for a glimpse of local life.
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Bai Sao, one of Phu Quoc’s most popular beaches





In the afternoon, continue your beach crawl by heading back past Duong Dong, the island’s main town, and north toward Phu Quoc’s more secluded stretches of sand. Both Bai Dai and Ganh Dau are sights to behold with their white sand and crystal blue waters.


As dusk approaches, move closer to Duong Dong for a quick exploration of the town, including its pungent fish sauce factories, as well as a sunset near Dinh Cau, a small temple wedged between Phu Quoc’s main beach and the local harbor. Round out the end of the day with a seafood dinner at the local night market, where the catch of the day goes from a tank to a grill to your plate.
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busy street traffic





Ho Chi Minh City


HIGHLIGHTS


HISTORY


PLANNING YOUR TIME


ORIENTATION


Sights


REUNIFICATION PALACE AREA


OPERA HOUSE AREA


BEN THANH MARKET AREA


NGUYEN HUE STREET


NORTHERN DISTRICT 1


DISTRICT 3


CHO LON


GIAC LAM PAGODA


TOURS


Entertainment and Events


NIGHTLIFE


THE ARTS


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Shopping


MARKETS


SHOPPING DISTRICTS


Sports and Recreation


PARKS


AMUSEMENT PARKS


SWIMMING


MASSAGES AND SPAS


COOKING CLASSES


Food


REUNIFICATION PALACE AREA


OPERA HOUSE AREA


NGUYEN HUE STREET


BEN THANH MARKET AREA


PHAM NGU LAO STREET


NORTHERN DISTRICT 1


DISTRICT 3


CHO LON


Accommodations


OPERA HOUSE AREA


BEN THANH MARKET AREA


PHAM NGU LAO STREET


NGUYEN TRAI STREET


Information and Services


TOURIST INFORMATION


BANKS AND CURRENCY EXCHANGE


INTERNET AND POSTAL SERVICES


PHONE SERVICE


EMERGENCY AND MEDICAL SERVICES


DIPLOMATIC SERVICES


Getting There


AIR


TRAIN


BUS


MOTORBIKE


Getting Around


TAXIS


RIDE-HAILING APPS


XE OM


CYCLOS


BUSES


VEHICLES FOR HIRE


Cu Chi Tunnels


BEN DINH TUNNELS


BEN DUOC TUNNELS


TAY NINH HOLY SEE


TOURS


TRANSPORTATION


Vung Tau


CHRIST OF VUNG TAU


FRENCH FORT RUINS


WORLDWIDE ARMS MUSEUM


VUNG TAU LIGHTHOUSE


WHITE VILLA


BEACHES


SPORTS AND RECREATION


SHOPPING


FOOD


ACCOMMODATIONS


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


GETTING THERE


GETTING AROUND


Con Dao Islands


SIGHTS


BEACHES


SPORTS AND RECREATION


FOOD


ACCOMMODATIONS


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


GETTING THERE


GETTING AROUND


Phu Quoc Island


ORIENTATION


SIGHTS


BEACHES


TOURS


NIGHTLIFE


SPORTS AND RECREATION


FOOD


ACCOMMODATIONS


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


GETTING THERE


GETTING AROUND




[image: image]


large Buddha in Vung Tau.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Reunification Palace: This opulent palace was once home to the presidents of the short-lived Republic of Vietnam (click here).


S Ben Thanh Market: Frenetic and fast-paced, the city’s most iconic market hosts dozens of multilingual vendors and over 3,000 stalls packed to the ceilings with everything you could imagine (click here).
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S War Remnants Museum: Thoughtful and at times harrowing, Saigon’s best museum provides insight into life during and after the American War (click here).


S Thien Hau Pagoda: A centuries-old Chinese pagoda in the heart of bustling District 5 was built by Chinese refugees as a thank-you to the goddess of the sea after their treacherous emigration (click here).


S Street Food in Northern District 1: The best of Vietnamese cuisine finds its way to the dented metal carts and bamboo poles of Saigon’s street vendors (click here).


S Northern Beaches of Phu Quoc Island: Secluded beaches like Bai Dai and the stunning Ganh Dau Beach offer an unparalleled piece of paradise (click here).
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a tank at the War Remnants Museum.





Shackled by heavy-handed governmental policies after the Vietnam War, Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) hit the ground running in the mid-1980s, as the nation’s doi moi economic reforms flung open the door to international business and trade.


A decade of pent-up energy was unleashed, sending the city on a frantic, determined mission to become Vietnam’s cosmopolitan leader. HCMC—still known to locals as Saigon—packs all of southern Vietnam’s best food, art, culture, and diversity into the jumbled houses and narrow alleyways of the country’s most ambitious metropolis.


Settled on the sticky, humid, pancake-flat marshland just east of the Mekong Delta, the city began only a few centuries ago but has exploded in population over the past two decades. Even today, immigrants travel from near and far, hoping to make a home and a living amid the bustle of Vietnam’s largest city. Government statistics put the urban population at around 8.1 million residents and counting, but this number hardly seems enough when you sit bumper-to-bumper in midday traffic or squeeze onto a tiny patch of sidewalk for a nighttime ca phe bet (streetside coffee). Others estimate the actual population is as high as 10 million people. Whatever the number, HCMC shows no signs of stopping. Already, outlying districts are swallowing up nearby towns like Di An and Bien Hoa, and the population of the greater metropolitan area is expected to grow to as many as 14 million in 2025.



HISTORY



The outlines of modern-day Saigon began to take shape in 1674, as communities settled along the Ben Nghe River. To the east, Vietnamese farmers raised buffalo in what is now District 1, while a large, business-minded community of Chinese refugees, who had fled the persecution of the Ming dynasty, appeared in present-day District 5. Over the next 200 years, these two settlements grew closer to one another, forming the boundaries of Vietnam’s largest metropolis.


After the French arrived in 1859, the city underwent major changes. Few were quick to welcome the French to Vietnam, but colonialism provided Saigon with several important and lasting things. At the center of town, the French erected churches, theaters, government buildings, and a post office, many of which remain in use today. To the west, much of the Chinese neighborhood was left as a separate entity, and so its residents carried on living as they had prior to colonization.


While Saigon’s Chinese residents were able to live undisturbed, the Vietnamese resented European authority. Tensions rose steadily between foreign and local residents. By the 1940s, a healthy opposition force had grown. Their efforts briefly stalled during WWII, when Japanese forces wrested power from the French for a short time in 1944, but Vietnam ultimately prevailed.


When the French finally left in 1954, south Vietnam set up its own government, with Saigon as the capital. Aided by the United States, the Republic of South Vietnam began in the spirit of democracy but quickly grew unpopular thanks to the policies of its leader, Ngo Dinh Diem. Once again, dissent turned the city into a staging ground for protests and other acts of political opposition. Rallies were held, Buddhist monks self-immolated in protest, and, across the city, plots to overthrow the government were plentiful. Finally, in 1963, Diem and his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, met their end after hiding out in a church in District 5, and the country quickly rolled into armed conflict.


For the better part of the American War, Saigon proper remained safe, and foreign journalists flocked to the city to cover the conflict, making Saigon something of an international hub. That is, until Communist forces crashed through the Independence Palace gates on April 30, 1975, officially ending the war. From then on, the southern hub became Ho Chi Minh City in honor of the man who crusaded for Vietnam’s independence.


Closed to the world and still reeling from decades of battle—against the French, Americans, Cambodians, and Chinese—Vietnam began to rebuild. Economic reforms in the mid-1980s allowed HCMC to begin realizing its full potential, with brightly colored billboards and trendy foreign shops opening across town. By the 1990s, an ever-growing number of foreign tourists began to visit HCMC and since then the city has taken off.



PLANNING YOUR TIME



Though the jumble of traffic and mismatched buildings can seem infinite, the city’s downtown area is small. Most of the city’s major sights and activities can be covered within four or five days, as attractions tend to be concentrated around Districts 1 and 5.


Do your sightseeing in the morning to avoid the heat, especially if you’re visiting pagodas and other non-air-conditioned places. Afternoons are great for activities, eating, and taking in the buzz of the city. Though businesses stay open at lunchtime, many Vietnamese take siesta around noon, particularly those working at museums and government-run buildings, so avoid these places at midday. Once the sun goes down, street vendors set up along sidewalks, restaurants open, and tiny roadside stalls sling beer and do nhau (drinking food). The heat also lets up, making the evening a perfect time to wander through a night market, grab a bite to eat, or delve into the city’s nightlife.


Set aside a day or two to escape the downtown area and pay a visit to the Cu Chi Tunnels and Tay Ninh’s mammoth Cao Dai temple. Budget at least 2-3 days to visit Phu Quoc because it requires either more money (for the plane ticket) or more time to get there (by way of a speedboat), so it’s worth sticking around for an extra day or two.


You should have no trouble finding English speakers downtown, though you may occasionally have to rely on the pick-and-point method. When heading out for the day, grab a business card from your hotel or jot down the address of wherever you’re headed: While most taxi and xe om (motorbike taxi) drivers know the city’s major landmarks, it pays to have the address and district on hand for lesser-known locations.


The biggest holiday of the year is Tet (Lunar New Year, late Jan.-mid-Feb.), a day when everyone in Vietnam returns to their hometown to celebrate. During this time, HCMC is virtually a ghost town. Most streets are empty and businesses deserted. Many services are not available or if they are prices go up considerably to compensate.


ORIENTATION


Ho Chi Minh City is divided into 19 districts and five communes. The majority of visitors only make it to a few of the more centrally located neighborhoods.
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District 1


At the heart of the city is District 1 (considered the city’s downtown), perched on the banks of the Saigon River, where the best shopping, nightlife, hotels, restaurants, and trendy cafés can be found. Ben Thanh Market, one of HCMC’s most famous landmarks, and Pham Ngu Lao street (the backpacker district, where most travelers stay) are located in the southwestern part of this district. Several of the city’s other famous sights, such as the Reunification Palace and Notre Dame Cathedral, are slightly farther north. The Opera House is a destination for high-end shopping and numerous nightlife spots. Also within District 1 is Nguyen Hue street, a large, open pedestrian-only square featuring high-end shops, cafés, and snack vendors and street performers.
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Comprising the northern part of the district are a quieter web of streets packed with plenty of mouthwatering Vietnamese cuisine, and a handful of sights, including the Jade Emperor Pagoda.


District 3


Also in the middle of the action, District 3, to the northwest of District 1, is quieter. District 3 contains the War Remnants Museum, Vinh Nghiem Pagoda, Turtle Lake, and the historic Xa Loi Pagoda. (Some of these sights sit right on District 3’s border with District 1.) This area is home to excellent restaurants, particularly vegetarian eateries, at more affordable prices than its downtown counterpart.


Cho Lon


The city’s famous Chinatown, also known as Cho Lon, is a haze of noise, light, and traffic. Here you’ll find the vast majority of HCMC’s vibrant Chinese-Vietnamese community, along with scores of pagodas, temples, and assembly halls. Cho Lon literally means “big market,” named after the enormous Binh Tay Market. This neighborhood lies across Districts 5 and 6. This area became a safe haven in the 16th and 17th centuries for Chinese refugees fleeing the persecution of the Ming dynasty and, later, the Tay Son rebellion.
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lion dance celebrating Tet, the Lunar New Year, in Cho Lon






Sights



Ho Chi Minh City has seen a lot in its short history. Its sights are a testament to its diverse and intricate past. The streets are brimming with churches, temples, markets, museums, and everything from French-inspired halls to Chinese-style pagodas, offering proof of its many cultural intersections.


HCMC is not the place for grand photo ops or immense, awe-inspiring structures. Though there are some stunning sights within the city limits, it is the stories of these places and the ways in which they continue to function today that make them worth appreciating. Hop on a motorbike and jet out to Cho Lon, the city’s Chinatown and one of the most hectic districts. Write a friend—or yourself—a postcard in the Central Post Office, a lasting relic of an earlier time, or grab a coffee outside the striking Notre Dame Cathedral and see how people live in the country’s biggest metropolis.


REUNIFICATION PALACE AREA



S Reunification Palace



The Reunification Palace (135 Nam Ky Khoi Nghia, D1, tel. 08/3822-3652, www.dinhdoclap.gov.vn, 7:30am-11am and 1pm-4pm daily, VND30,000) is a colossal white building that punctuates the end of Le Duan Boulevard. Set on 12 hectares of shaded, well-manicured lawns, the palace once served as the seat of government for both the French colonial regime and the short-lived Republic of Vietnam. Its interior remains almost exactly the same as it was 40 years ago, from the pale pink rotary phones in the situation room to the art-deco ambience of the upper floors.
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the Reunification Palace





Christened Norodom Palace in 1868, the palace was an official colonial dwelling until WWII when Emperor Bao Dai, Vietnam’s last king, abdicated the throne. Once the war ended, the French reclaimed the palace until 1954, when power was officially transferred to politician Ngo Dinh Diem, who became south Vietnam’s first president the following year. Diem renamed it the Independence Palace and installed his family in the house, which included a rooftop dance floor, several sitting rooms, dining areas, offices, a kitchen, and a series of underground bunkers. Following an assassination attempt in 1962, Diem commissioned Vietnamese architect Ngo Viet Thu to build a new structure in its place. This served as the headquarters of the south Vietnamese government until Communist forces crashed through the palace gates on April 30, 1975, officially putting an end to the American War.


Enter the palace to the left of the main gates and head toward the left side of the building, where free guided tours are offered every 15 minutes (7:45am-11am and 1:15pm-4pm daily). Signage is virtually nonexistent, so it’s a good idea to hop on one of these tours. It takes about an hour to see the palace’s four floors as well as its eerie bomb-shelter basement. There is also an educational video offered at the end of the tour but you can skip it. The palace gardens make for a pleasant stroll back to the entrance. To the right of the building are two tanks parked at the edge of the lawn. These vehicles were among the group that broke through the palace gates in 1975.


Notre Dame Cathedral


Set amid the hustle and bustle of downtown is the imposing figure of Notre Dame Cathedral (1 Cong Xa Paris, D1, tel. 08/3822-0477, 8am-11am and 3pm-4pm daily). Completed in 1880, this iconic Roman Catholic church is known for its soaring Gothic arches and bright red brick.


Every item that went into Notre Dame’s construction was imported from France. The famous red-brick exterior is a product of Marseille. The pair of 190-foot bell towers were added in 1895, and still house functioning bells, though they are rarely used.


In front of the church is the Our Lady of Peace statue, completed in 1959 by an Italian sculptor and shipped from Rome. This is the second sculpture to stand in its place. The first was a statue of the Bishop Pigneau de Behaine, who helped Emperor Gia Long rise to power. The bishop’s statue was removed in the 1940s. The red marble base upon which Our Lady of Peace now stands is a leftover from this original work.




A Long Weekend in Ho Chi Minh City


As one of Vietnam’s younger cities, Ho Chi Minh City has infectious energy. When experienced like a local, this massive, fast-paced behemoth is a wonderful place. Plan for three action-packed days around town, whizzing past the city’s sights and enjoying all the sounds, smells, and vibrancy of life in Vietnam’s largest metropolis.


Day 1


Start your adventure at the Reunification Palace with a free guided tour. When you’ve finished, stroll through 30-4 Park, stopping for a ca phe bet (sidewalk coffee) if you need a caffeine fix, or popping into one of the posh air-conditioned cafés nearby. The opposite end of the park opens onto Notre Dame Cathedral and the Central Post Office. From here, walk up toward Turtle Lake for lunch. There are plenty of options overlooking the roundabout and on the side streets surrounding 30-4 Park. You can also head west to Khoai or ...hum before spending the afternoon at the War Remnants Museum.


Head back toward the backpacker district as the day winds down, passing through Tao Dan Park en route. Stop by Chill Skybar or OMG for cocktails and bird’s-eye views of the city, or simply rest up before heading off for dinner. District 1’s Tan Dinh neighborhood is a good choice. For street food, Banh Xeo 46A offers a great introduction into local cuisine, while Cuc Gach Quan adds an upscale environment to its delicious Vietnamese menu. Not far from this area, seafood lovers will also appreciate Quan Mien Cua 94 Cu.


After dinner, return to the backpacker neighborhood for cheap street beers or a laid-back drink at The View. Dance floors are abundant throughout this area, with live bands playing nightly at Universal Bar and Thi Cafe.


Day 2


Jet out to Cho Lon first thing in the morning to explore Chinatown’s enormous wholesale market. You can grab breakfast from one of the many market vendors before hitching a xe om ride over to Thien Hau Pagoda, stopping in at the nearby Chaozhou Congregation Hall and Cho Lon Mosque while you’re there. When you’ve had your fill of District 5, head back downtown to bustling Ben Thanh Market for shopping and lunch. Wander down Le Loi street, passing by the city’s charming colonial Hotel de Ville building and the Opera House as you reach a more upscale part of town.


Enjoy a sunset drink from the rooftop of Broma or grab a cocktail at the swanky Racha Room. Dinner in this neighborhood is an international affair, with Ciao Bella, The Refinery, and Pizza 4Ps within walking distance, as well as a few local eateries, such as Bo Tung Xeo and the Temple Club.


For a night on the town, Last Call, a classy cocktail lounge, is nearby, as is Phatty's, an expat sports bar, and the dance floor of Apocalypse Now. The city’s best live music venues are Yoko and Saigon Ranger.


Day 3


Spend your last day in the city with a local. Art enthusiasts can sign up for Sophie's Art Tour to learn more about Vietnam’s history through the eyes of its artists. Foodies will appreciate Back of the Bike Tours, which go around town, savoring all the best local fare. If you prefer an activity, you can spend the morning honing your culinary skills with a cooking class or treat yourself at one of the city’s spas.


When you’re ready for lunch, pay a visit to the famous Lunch Lady for one of her tasty soups before walking to the Jade Emperor Pagoda nearby. From here, spend the rest of the afternoon unwinding at a café or wandering around the city.
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statue at the Jade Emperor Pagoda








Our Lady of Peace is one of Saigon’s biggest celebrities. Early in the morning, you can see local Catholics before the statue, hands folded in prayer. By the afternoon, she is the subject of countless tourist photos.


Notre Dame is most impressive when viewed from outside. Inside, a set of arched door frames give way to high ceilings crisscrossed with a wooden detail. Visitors are forbidden beyond the back area of the church, but it is still possible to see a few stained glass panels as well as a figure of Jesus above the altar. The alcoves on either side of the entrance house statues of the Virgin Mary and St. Anthony. Around each statue, stone tiles express reverence and thanks in French, English, and Vietnamese. To see the building in its entirety, attend the English version of Sunday mass at 9:30am, during which time you can gain full access to the main hall.


Central Post Office


On the eastern side of the Cong Xa Paris square is another vestige of French colonialism, the Central Post Office (2 Cong Xa Paris, D1, tel. 08/3924-7247, 7am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-6pm Sat., 8am-6pm Sun.). More reminiscent of a train station, this large building was designed by Gustave Eiffel. The massive clock and grand entrance are a favorite photo op among tourists. High yellow-and-green arches line either side of the vast hall. The two maps near the main entrance depict the Vietnam of an earlier time. No matter where you stand, you’re sure to catch a glimpse of modern Vietnam’s founding father, Ho Chi Minh, affectionately known as Uncle Ho, who watches over the building from a portrait mounted on the back wall.
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the Central Post Office





The Central Post Office functions as the city’s main postal hub. A number of other services are also available here, including international phone calls, which can be made from a tiny, antique wooden phone booth. There are also postcards available for purchase and a set of writing desks farther back if you want to send your postcard on the spot. You might also catch Duong Van Ngo, Saigon’s last professional letter writer, hard at work. A post office employee since 1946, Ngo is fluent in English, French, and Vietnamese and specializes in both translating and writing letters.


OPERA HOUSE AREA


A block away from bustling Nguyen Hue, dapper security guards and lavish store displays signal a more upscale part of town.
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Opera House


At the end of Le Loi Street, Saigon’s Opera House (7 Cong Truong Lam Son, D1, tel. 08/3823-7419, www.hbso.org.vn), also known as the Municipal Theater, is a well-preserved historical gem and one of the city’s oldest supporters of the arts. When the opera house opened in 1900, it became Saigon’s premier center for the arts, hosting scores of ballets and musical acts, as well as other performances.


Following the end of the French colonial government, the building was transformed from a cultural center into the Lower Assembly of the Republic of Vietnam as part of the south’s new administration. It remained a government office until the end of the war in 1975.


After reunification, the Opera House was restored to its original function as a performance space. Renovations later brought back its former architectural glory as well, and today it continues to hold cultural events, showcasing both domestic and international performers. Outside of performances, the Opera House is normally closed to the public. Its exterior is the most impressive aspect, with a wide set of front steps and a massive arched facade.


Rex Hotel


On the northwest corner of the block is the Rex Hotel (141 Nguyen Hue, D1, tel. 08/3829-2185, www.rexhotelvietnam.com), yet another downtown building that has evolved according to Saigon’s history. The Rex has survived many incarnations, from an early 20th-century French garage to an energetic trading center to a property of the American Cultural Center. Its greatest claim to fame is as the site of the American Information Service’s daily press briefings during the war, better known as the “five o’clock follies,” when foreign journalists would gather to hear news from the front lines. The five-star Rex boasts over 100 luxury rooms and a popular rooftop bar. There’s not much to do here unless you’re a guest, but it’s worth passing by.


Hotel de Ville


Positioned at the end of Nguyen Hue’s long, open pedestrian street is the Hotel de Ville (86 Le Thanh Ton, D1), a stunning colonial building from the turn of the 20th century. Set amid the old-world grandeur of the nearby buildings, the Hotel de Ville remains a piece of colonial Indochina in the modern age. The Vietnamese flag flies high above the French-made building. Now the home of the local People’s Committee and the center of city government, the building is not open to the public.


BEN THANH MARKET AREA



S Ben Thanh Market



Easily the most recognizable structure in Saigon, Ben Thanh Market (Le Loi and Tran Hung Dao, D1, tel. 08/3829-2096, 6am-6pm daily) is the original commercial heart of the city and a prime spot for souvenir shopping, with over 3,000 small businesses and an army of multilingual vendors. Using the city’s waterways to transport goods, Ben Thanh became the Vietnamese answer to Chinatown’s Binh Tay Market, with each attracting traders from both their local communities and neighboring states. When the French arrived and began to incorporate their architecture into Saigon’s landscape, the market was formalized as a large, thatched-roof building near the river. Ben Thanh’s present-day site is at the north edge of Quach Thi Trang roundabout. The building was completed in 1914 and dubbed the “New Ben Thanh Market.”
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Ben Thanh Market





Since its inception, Ben Thanh has been a major commercial hub and the site of many historical events. During the tumultuous 1950s and ’60s, several significant protests occurred outside its massive gates. The most notable of these occurred on August 25, 1963, when thousands of students and Buddhist monks gathered at the roundabout in front of the market to protest American forces and the presidency of Ngo Dinh Diem. As the protest grew in size and strength, shots were fired to subdue the crowd and one young protester, 15-year-old student Quach Thi Trang, was killed. Since then, the roundabout has been referred to as Quach Thi Trang roundabout.


Vendors begin setting up as early as 4am each day. The outer shops open their doors first, followed by the market’s main gates. Once the day market has closed its doors to the public, an equally popular night market sets up shop around the building on Phan Chu Trinh and Phan Boi Chau streets from 6pm until about midnight.


Mariamman Hindu Temple


The Mariamman Hindu Temple (45 Truong Dinh, D1, 7am-7pm daily), northwest of Ben Thanh Market, comes as a surprise with its colorful towers rising high out of the downtown traffic. The largest of three Hindu temples in the city, this shrine is dedicated to Mariamman, the fickle south Indian goddess of rain and disease.


This temple was built in the late 19th century by Tamil immigrants and is today visited by the small remaining Hindu community and many local Vietnamese. Mariamman is housed inside a large central sanctuary and flanked by her two guardians: Maduraiveeran on the left and Pechiamman on the right. A walk around the back of these shrines reveals a series of brightly hued statues carved into the far wall.


Beside the entrance is a lion statue, which was once used for Hindu processions around the city. An impressive and beautifully decorated rajagopuram (tower) stands nearly 40 feet high, the tallest Hindu structure in Saigon, and features images of the temple’s guardian as well as other Hindu deities.


Dress modestly when visiting and remove your shoes on the raised platform. Silence is observed indoors, and it is forbidden to enter the gated area surrounding the central sanctuary.


NGUYEN HUE STREET


Saigon Skydeck


Saigon Skydeck (2 Hai Trieu, D1, tel. 08/3915-6156, www.saigonskydeck.com, 9:30am-9:30pm daily, VND200,000), 49 stories above the city, is the official viewing platform of the lotus-shaped Bitexco Financial Tower. Standing at 262 meters (860 ft.), this is the tallest building to grace the city skyline. The tower boasts 68 floors, a shopping mall, several restaurants, and a helipad topped with a Vietnamese flag so large that it is visible from the street below.


[image: image]


The Bitexco opened its doors for the first time in 2010. A year later came the inauguration of the Skydeck, providing locals and tourists with a unique opportunity to see the city from above.


Since most of Saigon’s buildings are low-lying structures, finding a bird’s-eye view like this is no easy feat. On the 360-degree viewing deck, a series of displays help to orient visitors, offering snippets of historical information about the landscape and the buildings below. You can catch a close-up look at the city’s more famous sights through the binoculars situated around the platform.


If you’re looking for nice views and some peace and quiet, head a few floors up to Eon 51 (tel. 08/6291-8752, www.eon51.com, 8am-11pm daily, VND100,000-500,000), which spans the 50th to 52nd floors and includes a bar, café, and restaurant. Prices are more expensive than other bars, but instead of shelling out cash to stand on the 49th floor, you get the added benefit of a seat and a drink, slightly higher up. Hours of operation vary depending upon the venue. The café is open longest, from 8am to 11pm, while the restaurant has more limited lunch and dinner hours, so be sure to check the website before dropping by.


Sri Thendayuttaphani Hindu Temple


The Sri Thendayuttaphani Hindu Temple (66 Ton That Thiep, D1, 6am-7pm daily) is an interesting fusion of Hindu and Buddhist traditions. Built over 100 years ago, this structure is the work of a once-thriving south Indian community. In its heyday, the temple was regularly used and Hindu processions took place in the streets of Saigon. After 1975, racial and religious persecution escalated and many south Indians fled the country.


The Sri Thendayuttaphani Temple worships both Hindu and Buddhist deities. In the main sanctuary, a statue of Thendayuttaphani, also known as Lord Muruga, sits at the center of the temple. Images of Hindu deities line the surrounding walls alongside famous Indian faces. Most notable is the photograph featuring former Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru in a meeting with Ho Chi Minh. A statue of Quan Am, a popular Buddhist bodhisattva, sits on the right side of the courtyard. Hidden at the back of the temple is a statue of the Buddha.


Wear appropriate clothing and, when stepping onto the raised platform, remove your shoes. Before you leave, take the narrow staircase on the right up to the roof, where a single blue-and-white incense pot sits before the temple’s colorful tower, covered with depictions of Hindu gods and goddesses.
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