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a bowl of bun bo.





In a thousand-year-old city, you would expect some things to get lost in the mix, obscured by cramped shops and narrow houses or buried under the incessant blare of traffic. But along the busy streets of Hanoi, every era of the city’s history shines—in its gracefully aging cathedral, sturdy Communist architecture, and the vibrant Old Quarter. Wander the bustling shopping streets of its older neighborhoods. Dive into history at the Temple of Literature. Visit the embalmed remains of Ho Chi Minh, Vietnam’s most respected national hero. No matter what you do, there’s no denying that the soul of Vietnam lies in Hanoi.


The capital is sleek and sophisticated. A well-established art scene and strong café culture permeate most of the city, along with a self-assuredness that comes from having survived a millennium of ups and downs. Flashy boutiques and shopping malls are beginning to make an appearance around town, a stark contrast to the narrow, teetering tube houses of the city’s downtown districts.
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H’mong women in the Sapa market
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H’mong children in Cat Cat Village
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a mobile barber shop on a Hanoi street








Most travelers to Vietnam pass through the capital, not only for its sights, sounds, and savory cuisine, but also for its status as a hub, connecting popular destinations like Sapa with the rest of Vietnam.


Hanoi is a place to savor rather than sightsee. While its eclectic attractions make for a fascinating, patchwork history, the main draw of the capital is its infectious energy, which permeates every nook and cranny.
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goods for sale in the Sapa market.






Planning Your Trip



When to Go


The best months for exploring Vietnam are September-October or April-June, when you’ll encounter warm temperatures and plenty of sunshine. High season, which tends to be chilly and misty, runs outside of both these times, with visitor numbers peaking November-March. 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 visit, as the entire country shuts down for weeks before and after. Those businesses that remain open often hike their prices to double or triple the usual amount, and transportation is unreliable. This time of year can also get bone chillingly cold up north, with fog often obstructing views. While fewer foreigners travel during the summer, sweltering 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.
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Tet decorations for sale





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. Vaccination 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. Most travelers opt to use insect repellent and cover up at dawn and dusk.


Transportation


Travelers to Hanoi will arrive at Noi Bai 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 trips, you’re better off in the air or on the rails. 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.


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.


Hanoi can get deceptively cold in the winter. Though temperatures usually only drop into the mid-50s Fahrenheit at their lowest, coupled with the humidity and a lack of indoor heating, this means you should pack an extra layer or two, as well as waterproof outerwear.



The Best of Hanoi



Spend a weekend in the capital city, focusing on the hectic, narrow alleys of the Old Quarter.


Day 1


Touch down at Hanoi’s Noi Bai International Airport and head toward the city. Dive right into the action with a cyclo ride around the Old Quarter, taking in its frenetic pace from the safety of your seat. Stroll around the placid Hoan Kiem Lake to see where locals hang out and catch a glimpse of Turtle Tower and the ornate Ngoc Son Temple. You can grab lunch in the Old Quarter or head to the clutch of cafés and restaurants around St. Joseph’s Cathedral before charting a course south to Hoa Lo Prison and the Vietnamese Women’s Museum.
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Turtle Tower on Hoan Kiem Lake





Wind down the day on the streets of the chic French Quarter, either atop the Press Club terrace or at the roadside Tadioto. In the evening, grab dinner at Ngon before catching a water puppet or ca tru (ancient chamber music) show in the Old Quarter.


Day 2


Rise early for a morning bowl of pho, Hanoi’s favorite breakfast food, before heading off to Ba Dinh Square to line up for a visit at Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum. Once you’ve paid your respects, swing by Uncle Ho’s famed stilt house or head to the nearby One Pillar Pagoda for a different era of Hanoian history. From there, the Military History Museum, flanked by the Flag Tower and Lenin Park, is just a short walk away.


In keeping with the Communist spirit, stop for coffee at Cong Caphe or head straight down to KOTO for lunch. Spend the afternoon getting to know Hanoi’s Temple of Literature before wandering back toward the Old Quarter. Once traffic picks up and rush hour is in full swing, head for some bia hoi (freshly brewed light beer) and a night on the town.


Excursion: North to Mountainous Sapa


Head to Sapa, where you can opt to trek through Vietnam’s northern mountains, visiting remote villages.


DAYS 3-4


Catch an overnight train from Hanoi and head to Sapa. You’ll arrive in Lao Cai in the morning and take a quick minibus ride to the small mountain town. Take the rest of the morning to explore the town, passing by its museum and shopping along Cau May street. In the afternoon, head to Cat Cat village or hire a motorbike to visit the nearby waterfalls and Tram Ton Pass. You’ll also want to arrange a trek for the following day, either through a local guide or one of the tour outfits in town.
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residents of a minority village in Sapa





Rise early and set off with your local guide to one of the nearby minority villages and get a more intimate look at the varied cultures of Vietnam. The trek takes a few hours, including lunch. In the afternoon, return to Sapa for a bit of R&R and any last-minute shopping before heading back to Hanoi via overnight train or bus.




Best Food


• Xoi Yen: A Hanoi institution, Xoi Yen slings bowls of savory sticky rice morning, noon, and night.


• Bun cha: The unsung hero of Hanoian street food, bun cha is an unbeatable combination of rice noodles, grilled pork, fresh greens, and pickled veggies.
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bun cha





• Hanoi Social Club: For an eclectic menu of both Vietnamese and Western contemporary cuisine, head to Hanoi’s unofficial hipster hangout.


• Chao suon: A perfect breakfast or midday snack, this piping hot rice porridge topped with tasty fried dough and pork floss is doled out by no-nonsense women at the top of Ngo Huyen in the Cathedral District.
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chao suon





• KOTO: One delicious meal at the flagship restaurant of this nonprofit, which aims to uplift disadvantaged Vietnamese youth, and you’ll understand why half the kitchens in Hanoi are staffed by KOTO grads.







Best Hotels


• Hanoi Guesthouse: This charming home away from home welcomes guests with a cozy common area, friendly staff, and well-appointed rooms.


• Golden Time Hostel 3: This small guesthouse makes for an excellent budget option amid the hustle and bustle of downtown Hanoi.


• Hanoi La Siesta Diamond Hotel: For high-end service at a mid-range price, this hotel sets a high bar for Hanoian hospitality and boasts, among other things, an on-site spa and a penthouse restaurant.
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Hanoi La Siesta Diamond Hotel





• Hanoi Backpackers’: For the lively backpacker set, Hanoi Backpackers’ offers clean beds and ample opportunities to make friends with other like-minded travelers.


• Sofitel Legend Metropole: The capital’s most famous luxury hotel, the Metropole has welcomed everyone from Charlie Chaplin to Jane Fonda during its many years of operation.
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cyclos awaiting passengers outside the Sofitel Legend Metropole













[image: image]



changing of the guard at Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum
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flower vendor.







Highlights


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


S Hoan Kiem Lake: Take in the bustle and noise of downtown Hanoi from the shores of this legendary lake, where history and mythology meet (click here).


S Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum: Pay a visit to Vietnam’s most revered national hero, embalmed and at peace under glass in a blocky, Soviet-style mausoleum (click here).


[image: image]


S Temple of Literature: A long series of lacquered pavilions and spacious courtyards, lotus ponds, and stone stelae, this Confucian temple marks the site of Vietnam’s first university (click here).


S Vietnam Museum of Ethnology: Learn all there is to know about Vietnam’s 54 ethnic groups, from the Kinh of the coast to the H’mong, Thai, Gia Rai, and scores of other lesser-known minorities that populate the country’s mountainous interior (click here).


S Minority Villages: Whether perched on the steep cliffs of the Hoang Lien mountain range or sheltered by lush green river valleys, Sapa’s minority villages are a world apart from the rest of the country (click here).


S Mount Fansipan: Reach the “Roof of Indochina” via a long, action-packed ascent that winds through clouds and over limestone ridges to the summit of Vietnam’s highest peak (click here).
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Sapa rice terraces.





The fertile, low-lying Red River Delta that surrounds Hanoi has been inhabited since prehistoric times.


Well before it became the capital of Vietnam, the region was used as an administrative and political center by the Chinese, who colonized Vietnam for a millennium-long stretch beginning in 208 BC. The city’s official history began in AD 1010, when emperor Ly Thai To moved the capital from Hoa Lu north to a bend on the western bank of the Red River. Originally known as Thang Long (“ascending dragon”), the imperial citadel remained in this spot for centuries.


At the turn of the 19th century, emperor Gia Long, the first of the Nguyen Dynasty, moved his capital to Hue, situated at the center of the country. During much of the Nguyen Dynasty’s reign, Hanoi served as a regional capital. It received its current moniker in 1831, courtesy of emperor Minh Mang, Gia Long’s son and successor. The city later reclaimed its capital status in 1902, when the colonial French government chose it as the head of French Indochina. It continued to serve as the seat of power after Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnamese independence in 1945. Nine years later, the Geneva Accords of 1954 granted northern Vietnam to the Viet Minh, who carried out their political operations in the grand colonial buildings left behind by the French.


The American War ushered in darker days, with heavy bombing reducing large parts of the city to rubble. Long Bien Bridge saw routine bombardments, while Bach Mai Hospital was almost completely destroyed during the Christmas bombings of 1972. The damage to the city would take years to rebuild. After the war, Hanoi struggled to regain its footing, through Vietnam’s 1979 border war with China and the poor economic policies that followed reunification. When the country’s doi moi reforms were enacted, allowing for greater economic freedom, Vietnam began to blossom into the country that it is today, bringing Hanoi out of its misery and back on the path to prosperity.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Hanoi is no more than a three-day affair, thanks to its compact size, allowing visitors to cover plenty of ground in a short time. For additional adventures, such as Perfume Pagoda or Tam Coc, set aside an extra day. Trips to Sapa require as few as two days or as many as five, if you have time to spare.


Most museums are closed on Mondays, and many pagodas close for at least two hours for lunch. Sightsee in the mornings, when more of the city’s attractions are open.


Weather conditions in Hanoi are different from the tropical temperatures of the lower half of the country. Between November and February, Hanoi gets cold, with a steady mist and temperatures 50-60°F. Conditions become more pleasant around March and stay that way until the end of May, when temperatures start to rise. The heat reaches unbearable, sweltering temps in August, before another brief period of mild weather in September and October.


ORIENTATION


Hanoi is divvied up into 12 districts, 17 communes, and one hamlet, though most travelers stick to the downtown districts and the areas just beyond.


Hoan Kiem District is home to the eponymous Hoan Kiem Lake, Hanoi’s most famous landmark and a useful point of reference when navigating the city. Hoan Kiem is comprised of the bustling Old Quarter, where much of the city’s commercial activity takes place, the posh French Quarter, and, along its western side, the Cathedral District. Along with picturesque St. Joseph’s Cathedral, the Cathedral District houses cheap backpacker accommodations and trendy boutiques.


Northwest of Hoan Kiem, Ba Dinh District is where many of the capital’s 20th-century historical sights are situated.


North of these downtown districts, Tay Ho (West Lake) is more upscale, with a residential feel and plenty of high-end shops and restaurants.


Hanoi’s streets are winding and narrow, with names that change several times over the course of a mile. There are plenty of English-speaking residents downtown who can help to point you in the right direction. The city’s public bus system is well-organized and affordable, with wide coverage and frequent service downtown and in other tourist-driven areas. Xe om and taxis are abundant and businesses are well-marked with street addresses.
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Sights



Hanoi’s attractions span the entirety of its illustrious history, covering everything from imperial relics to colonial grandeur, the Communist revolution, and beyond. Scores of age-old pagodas dot the downtown neighborhoods, rubbing shoulders with crumbling art-deco architecture, a pair of legendary lakes, a few blocky Soviet-style buildings, and several museums that showcase the best of Hanoi’s art, history, and culture.


This is the kind of place in which the journey rivals the destination. Rather than hop in a cab to the Temple of Literature, enlist the services of a cyclo driver or head for Ba Dinh District on foot. Even if it takes an extra hour and a few wrong turns, exploring the city this way brings its vibrancy to life.


OLD QUARTER


A teeming, tight-knit neighborhood barely contained by the tiny streets north of Hoan Kiem Lake, the historic Old Quarter is bright, chaotic, and fun. Hanoi’s most visited commercial district, it has been in business for centuries and holds its own amid the recent crop of shopping malls and high-end stores that have sprung up elsewhere in town. Throngs of shoppers, street vendors, motorbikes, and storefronts crowd the narrow one-way streets and bustling alleys of this dense neighborhood, which functions like a large central market.
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S Hoan Kiem Lake



The focal point of the Old Quarter, Hoan Kiem Lake (corner of Dinh Tien Hoang and Le Thai To) is tranquility surrounded by chaos, its placid water ringed by traffic. Legend has it that emperor Le Thai To received a magical sword from the heavens, which he used to drive the Ming Chinese out of Vietnam in the early 15th century. After his victory, the king was rowing on the lake when a massive turtle appeared, took the sword from his belt, and sank back into the depths below. Le Thai To realized that the blade had been returned to its original owner, thus the lake became known as Hoan Kiem (“Lake of the Returned Sword”). On a small island near the southern end of the water is Turtle Tower, a structure built in 1886 to honor Le Thai To. During the French occupation, the tower held a small version of the Statue of Liberty, but it was destroyed when the city was wrested from French rule.
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Turtle Tower, Hoan Kiem Lake







A Long Weekend in Hanoi


While the thousand-year-old city holds plenty of history, the most captivating moment in Hanoi is the present. Follow this three-day itinerary to explore the storied past of the capital while experiencing the best of a modern-day Vietnamese metropolis at the same time. Taxis, xe om, and public buses are widely available, but traveling by foot allows you to feel Hanoi’s topsy-turvy energy.


Day 1


Follow the locals and start your day early with breakfast at the hotel or a piping hot bowl of pho on the street. Any good Hanoian adventure begins with a trip to Hoan Kiem Lake, the epicenter of town, followed by nearby Ngoc Son Temple. From the northern edge of the water, you should be able to enlist the services of a cyclo driver, who will ferry you around the narrow, chaotic streets of the Old Quarter in order to witness the city in full swing. If you’re up for it, walking is also an option, though the uninitiated will find downtown Hanoi’s streets hectic. There are ample opportunities for shopping along Hang Gai and around the web of streets north of the lake.


Around lunchtime, you’ll want to head toward St. Joseph's Cathedral on the western flank of the lake. Swing by the Le Thai To Monument and Nam Huong Temple, overlooking Hoan Kiem on the way, before cutting in toward the church. If you’re feeling peckish, tuck into a savory bowl of chao suon (rice porridge), served daily in the alley near the cathedral, or visit the clutch of chic international restaurants sitting in the shadow of its towers. Nearby, Hanoi Social Club offers a tasty, unique alternative. Finish off your midday meal in true Vietnamese form at one of the cafés around St. Joseph’s. Several cheap local street cafés offer affordable coffee and tea and plastic stools to perch on.


In the afternoon, make your way toward Hoa Lo Prison for a bit of history before turning east toward the top-notch Vietnamese Women's Museum. As the day winds down, stroll and shop along trendy Trang Tien street or pay a visit to the Opera House nearby. Enjoy a sunset drink from the terrace bar of the Press Club or grab a seat street-side in the artsy front room of Tadioto.


Dinner is left up to you, as you’ll probably want to hop on a xe om or grab a cab to reach one of Hanoi’s more authentic local meals. Ngon makes a great choice, as do the cha ca (pan-fried fish) restaurants a few blocks north of the lake. If you’re up for some live entertainment in the evening, the band at Minh's Jazz Club puts on a nightly show, as do a rotating list of acts at Swing.


Day 2


You’ll want to get an early jump on your second day, as the sights west of Hoan Kiem Lake require time and patience. In the morning, hop on a bus from the northern edge of the lake to Ba Dinh Square, where you can queue up for a visit to Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum. Dress respectfully; the rules are strict here. After you’ve made your way through the procession, you can snap photos of the square or head back toward Uncle Ho’s famous stilt house and the One Pillar Pagoda. From here, those interested in learning more about Vietnam’s war-related history should chart a course for the Military History Museum, while travelers who’d rather explore a local neighborhood can wander down the maze of alleys that precede B-52 Lake.


Around noon, head south toward the Temple of Literature. Just across the street, KOTO is a busy lunchtime destination and great spot for a meal. Once you’ve paid a visit to the temple, you can wander back to the Old Quarter along Nguyen Thai Hoc, shopping as you go, or spend an hour at the Museum of Fine Arts nearby. Take the rest of the afternoon to relax and then set off again in the early evening for any one of Hanoi’s local bia hoi (freshly brewed light beer) shops. The area around bia hoi corner in the Old Quarter offers a host of affordable street-side dining options as well as a collection of lively dance floors and laid-back hangouts.


Day 3


Spend the morning at the Museum of Ethnology west of downtown. Because it’s a trek and the museum itself is extensive, you’ll want to allow ample time to explore the grounds, which include several outdoor replicas of traditional minority houses. Head back toward West Lake around noon for a roadside bowl of bun cha (grilled meat and rice noodles in fish sauce) on Hang Than street.


After lunch, walk over to Quan Thanh Temple before taking a leisurely stroll along West Lake. If you’re up for it, you can follow the edge of Truc Bach lake or simply head straight to Tran Quoc Pagoda. It’s possible to grab a coffee near here and admire West Lake from this vantage point, or to visit the bar at the Pan Pacific Hanoi for a more upscale environment. Grab dinner at bustling Xoi Yen in the Old Quarter before catching a cultural performance in the evening. Both the water puppet theater near Hoan Kiem Lake and a pair of ca tru (ancient chamber music) troupes hold regular shows throughout the week.





The lake and its surrounding park are a meeting place for locals. On weekends, the city government closes the roads around Hoan Kiem to traffic, transforming the area into a lively pedestrian street full of kids zipping about on inline skates, vendors selling snacks, and impromptu dance and musical performances.


Ngoc Son Temple


On a small islet near the northern end of Hoan Kiem Lake, the grounds of Ngoc Son Temple (Dinh Tien Hoang, 7am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-9pm Sat.-Sun., VND30,000, free for children under 15) originally served as a fishing dock for emperor Le Thanh Tong during the 15th century. Though the structure you see wasn’t built until 1865, this small patch of land once housed a palace and, later, a pagoda. Ngoc Son Temple combines its Buddhist past with Confucian and Taoist influences.


The temple’s front half is dedicated to Quan Cong, a loyal and courageous Chinese general of the Shu Han Dynasty. A flurry of red, black, and gold lacquerwork encircles his three-tiered altar, laden with fruit offerings. Alongside Quan Cong’s beloved red horse is La To, a practitioner of traditional medicine and Taoist spirit.


Vietnamese general Tran Hung Dao presides over the latter portion of the temple, tucked behind a high altar. Tran Hung Dao is credited with the defeat of two Mongol invasions, most famously in 1288, when he drove off Kublai Khan and his army after impaling their ships with wooden spikes. He is worshipped as one of the country’s collective ancestors.


Ngoc Son houses a small exhibit on the turtles of Hoan Kiem Lake. The lake’s last living turtle passed away in 2016.


Leading to Ngoc Son’s entrance gate is a bright red footbridge, a popular photo spot. On the far side of the path, look out for a relief of a tortoise on the left, carrying Le Thai To’s famous sword. The area before Ngoc Son boasts nice views of Turtle Tower and the lake.


Hanoi Heritage House


Acting as both a tourist information center and an example of traditional Hanoian architecture, the Hanoi Heritage House (87 Ma May, 8:30am-noon and 1:30pm-5pm daily, VND10,000) is a long and narrow building stocked with a variety of Vietnamese handicrafts and helpful English explanations of each item’s origin. The house hails from the late 19th century and is punctuated by a small, roofless courtyard, which provides ventilation.


Both levels are stocked with souvenirs, including Dong Ho folk paintings and ceramics, stone carvings, and other traditional wares. While it can feel like a shop, there’s no pressure to purchase.


At the front desk are a few books outlining the history of the neighborhood and its many small streets, as well as their former purposes. Curious travelers can ask questions about the city.


Bach Ma Temple


The oldest temple in Hanoi, 11th-century Bach Ma Temple (76 Hang Buom, 8am-11am and 2pm-5pm Tues.-Sun., free) may be modest in size, but through its humble gates are inner walls drenched in red and gold, floor-to-ceiling lacquerwork, intricate paintings, and masterful woodwork. This tranquil hall honors deity Long Do, the chief of Hanoi’s first settlement, who lived during the 4th century and is believed to have reappeared several times throughout Vietnamese history, particularly during conflicts with the Chinese, as a protector of the city and its people. Since he would sometimes appear in the form of a white horse, it is fitting that the temple’s name translates to white horse. A large statue of a bright white stallion stands at the center of the building, surrounded by offerings and massive, gilded ironwood columns. Overhead, Bach Ma’s collection of lintels (large lacquered wooden panels) featuring Chinese inscriptions, bear phrases such as “Thang Long’s Guardian to the East” and “Indomitable Spirit of Heaven and Earth.”


Temple caretakers typically break for lunch at midday. Visitors who turn up on the 1st or 15th of a lunar month are free to visit from morning to night, as these are special days in Vietnamese culture.


Long Bien Bridge


Long Bien Bridge (east of Tran Nhat Duat), a weathered iron structure, holds a special place in Hanoi’s history. Completed in 1902 by French architects, the bridge was originally named after Indochina’s governor general, Paul Doumer. It played a key role in both the Franco-Vietnam and American Wars. During the Viet Minh’s fight against colonialism, rice and other supplies traveled across Long Bien to the troops at Dien Bien Phu, who defeated their French enemies in 1954. Through the 1960s and ’70s the bridge served as a crucial link between Hanoi and the port city of Haiphong. As the only route across the Red River, Long Bien was bombed heavily during the American War and had to be rebuilt in 1973.


Only pedestrians and two-wheeled vehicles are permitted on the bridge. Nearby Chuong Duong Bridge serves as a link for trucks and other large vehicles.


Mosaic Mural


Running beneath Long Bien Bridge along Tran Nhat Duat, Hanoi’s mosaic mural began as a project to commemorate the city’s 1,000-year anniversary. It spans almost 2.5 miles along the western bank of the Red River, making it the longest ceramic wall in the world. Both local and foreign artists took part in the mosaic’s creation, combining abstract pieces from international artists with several prominent Vietnamese symbols, such as a mosaic version of a Dong Son drum head and the ever-popular giant turtle of Hoan Kiem Lake carrying a sword on its back.


CATHEDRAL DISTRICT


St. Joseph’s Cathedral


An imposing structure amid the narrow houses and one-room shops of downtown Hanoi, St. Joseph's Cathedral (40 Nha Chung, tel. 04/3825-4424, 5am-7am and 7pm-9pm daily, free) is one of the city’s more recognizable landmarks, its pair of faded Gothic bell towers presiding over a small clearing just west of Hoan Kiem Lake. Originally the site of Bao Thien Pagoda, a Buddhist hall of worship dating as far back as the city itself, the church, built to resemble Paris’s Notre Dame Cathedral, opened in 1886 to a devout French parish. St. Joseph’s remained open until the end of the American War, when the Communist government forbade religious gatherings. The cathedral reopened its doors in the early 1990s.
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The modest square before the church, ringed by cafés and boutiques, boasts a statue of Mother Mary and is often busy in the late afternoons with students and locals. Though the front doors are usually closed, there is a side door by which visitors can enter to glimpse the brilliant red, white, and gold interior; most prefer to just take in the building from outside. Visitors can drop by the cathedral’s English-language mass on Sundays at 11:30am if they feel so inclined.


Le Thai To Monument and Nam Huong Temple


Overlooking Hoan Kiem Lake, the towering Le Thai To Monument (Le Thai To, 8am-5pm daily, free) commemorates Le Thai To, the emperor who played a pivotal role in Vietnam’s history and mythology. Also known as Le Loi, this 15th-century king defeated Chinese invaders with the help of a magical sword. Topped by a small statue of the emperor, the 1896 monument is well-preserved and vibrant, bordered by an array of blooms and large shade trees. A sturdy pavilion obscures the base of the memorial where incense and other offerings are laid.


Behind the statue, Nam Huong Temple honors the emperor and a handful of other deified citizens. It once served as a popular gathering place for writers, poets, and scholars, moving to its present location at the turn of the 20th century. While the temple is small (the width of the room is about five paces), the emperor’s altar holds a riot of colorful offerings, decorative statues, and a few lacquered wooden tablets.


FRENCH QUARTER


Opera House


The grand old Opera House (1 Trang Tien, tel. 04/3933-0113, www.hanoioperahouse.org.vn) is a stately structure overlooking the frenzied August Revolution Square. The theater, a yellow-and-white behemoth built in the colonial style, took a decade to complete, first opening its doors in 1911. Back then, only European performers were invited onto the stage, and French colonists made up most of the audience. By 1940, Vietnamese citizens were able to rent out the massive hall, modeled after Paris’s own opera house. When politics took center stage in 1945 and Vietnam declared its independence from the French, Hanoi’s Opera House served as a meeting venue for gatherings of the new government.


[image: image]
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the grand Opera House





Performances take place year-round. The opulent theater seats 598 spectators over three levels. Though visitors aren’t permitted to wander around indoors, the exterior is worth a look while you’re in the French Quarter.


National Museum of History and Revolutionary Museum


Housed in the former Louis Finot Museum, the National Museum of History (1 Pham Ngu Lao, tel. 04/3824-1384, www.baotanglichsu.vn, 8am-noon and 1:30pm-5pm daily, VND40,000) showcases over 200,000 artifacts, documents, and historic relics. The main building is devoted to ancient civilizations such as the Sa Huynh, Oc Eo, and Champa, along with northern Vietnam’s Dong Son, a culture which existed roughly in 1000 BC-AD 100 and whose large bronze drums are a symbol of Vietnam. Scores of artifacts (stone implements, pottery, and jewelry) occupy the downstairs level, while the museum’s upper floor packs in several centuries of dynastic rule, from the Dinh and Le eras of the AD 900s to Vietnam’s last emperors, the Nguyen dynasty, whose ornate everyday items, from mother-of-pearl inlaid dressers to enamel jars, detailed ceramics, and vibrant lacquerware take up a display to themselves.


Despite a fair amount of English signage throughout the building, a lack of general historical information can leave non-Vietnamese speakers adrift.
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