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Xin Chao! 
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​My Personal, Slightly Cheeky Welcome from Saigon

Alright, xin chao from sunny (and slightly crazy) Saigon! I’m Mai, and I’ll be your guide – the friendly, occasionally sarcastic local who’s going to show you the real Vietnam. I’m probably writing this from a tiny plastic stool at my favourite street-side cafe, sipping on a life-giving ca phe sua da (that’s iced coffee with condensed milk, and yes, it’s as amazing as it sounds), trying not to get run over by the river of motorbikes.

[image: image]

Now, when you think of Vietnam, what pops into your head? Old war movies? Endless rice paddies? Maybe just a steaming bowl of pho you had that one time? Or perhaps it’s the iconic conical hat, the non la. And yeah, we rock the non la; it’s a perfectly engineered piece of kit, great for shade and rain, made from stuff that grows everywhere. But if that’s all you’re picturing, you’re basically watching the movie trailer and missing the entire blockbuster. There’s so, so much more to us than our admittedly awesome headwear. So, let’s ditch the clichés and dive into the Vietnam I know and love.

Why Vietnam Will Steal Your Heart (and Maybe Your Banh Mi if You're Not Careful)

So, why should you haul yourself halfway across the world to visit my little corner of it? Well, for starters, there’s this "infectious energy and warmth" that just grabs you. Seriously, this country has a way of getting under your skin, making travel here downright addictive. People come for a week and try to figure out how to stay for a month, or they’re planning their return trip before they’ve even left. It’s not just about ticking off sights; it’s a feeling, an energy that buzzes through the air, a mix of the people's spirit and the constant, vibrant motion of life here.

And speaking of spirit, you’ve got to admire the resilience here. We Vietnamese have been through the wringer, historically speaking – more on that later. But look at us now: we’re described as "energetic, resourceful, [and] on the move". That ability to bounce back, to build and innovate, is a huge part of what makes the energy here so palpable and inspiring.

Then there’s the sheer variety of the place. Vietnam is a country of incredible contrasts. One day you can be wandering through "booming modern cities," the next exploring ancient "colonial towns, traditional villages, UNESCO heritage sites, archaeological marvels and otherworldly islands". We’ve got everything from lush rice terraces and majestic mountains in the far north to picturesque valleys in the Central Highlands, and from the fertile Mekong Delta down south to stunning white sand beaches with turquoise waters. You can go from a chaotic, motorbike-filled city street to a tranquil rice paddy seemingly in the blink of an eye. It’s this constant interplay of old and new, calm and crazy, that makes Vietnam so captivating.
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Let's Clear the Air: Busting Some Myths
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Before we go any further, let’s tackle some of those... interesting ideas foreigners sometimes have about Vietnam. You know, the stuff you heard from your cousin’s friend who backpacked here for a week in ‘98, or from that uncle who still thinks Rambo is a documentary.

"It's All Pho, All the Time, Right?" (Oh, Honey, You're Missing Out!)

Okay, okay, pho is amazing. It’s practically our national superhero in a bowl, a globally famous dish that we’re incredibly proud of. It’s a delicate dance of rich broth, tender noodles, and fragrant herbs. But if that’s your only Vietnamese food experience, bless your heart, you’ve basically just sniffed the menu and called it a meal! To say Vietnamese cuisine is ALL about pho is a massive understatement.

Our food is a journey through five main tastes – sweet, salty, bitter, sour, and spicy – often all balanced in one dish. And it changes dramatically as you travel through the country:

Up North, in and around Hanoi, they lean towards salty, meaty, hearty cuisine. Think of the famous bun cha – grilled pork and noodles that even President Obama and Anthony Bourdain famously devoured together. Or banh cuon, those steamed rice batter rolls filled with pork and mushrooms. And for something truly local and rarely found in restaurants, there’s ca qua hun khoi, a smoked snakehead fish that’s a home-style delicacy. The food in the North often tells a story of a slightly cooler climate, perhaps a bit more reserved in its seasoning, with a noticeable historical influence from our big neighbor to the north.

Then you hit Central Vietnam, and bam! The flavors often get more intense and intricate. Hue, the former imperial capital, is a food paradise. You absolutely must try bun bo Hue, a spicy, lemongrass-infused beef noodle soup that’s a world away from pho. And in the charming town of Hoi An, you’ll find cao lau, a unique noodle dish with smoky pork and fresh greens, supposedly made with water from a special local well that gives the noodles their distinct texture. They also do a version of banh xeo (those crispy, savory crepes) that’s typically smaller and crispier than what you find elsewhere. You can almost taste the history, a bit of royal flair from the old court, in many Central Vietnamese dishes.

And then you come down South, to my neck of the woods. Here, the food gets brighter, sweeter, and more generous—much like the tropical landscape and the warmth of its people. There’s a lot of Cambodian influence in the flavors, and that creates a lot of sweet and sour dishes. We’re talking about fresh, vibrant goi cuon (summer rolls, or fresh spring rolls) that are perfect for the warmer weather. A Saigon classic is com tam, or broken rice, served with grilled pork chops, shredded pork skin, and a steamed egg cake – it’s hearty and so satisfying. Our banh xeo are often larger, softer, and sometimes have a hint of coconut milk in the batter. And if you think pho is the only noodle soup king, you have to try hu tieu, a pork-based noodle soup that’s a Saigon staple, with countless variations. It’s pure comfort in a bowl.

And the street food scene? It’s an adventure on a tiny plastic stool, a daily festival of flavors happening on every corner. Yeah, be smart – if a stall looks like it hasn’t seen a cleaning cloth since the last dynasty, maybe give it a miss. But if it’s buzzing with locals, if the ingredients look fresh, and the oil in the wok isn't black? Dive in! That’s where you’ll find some of the best, most authentic eats. This incredible diversity in our cuisine isn't random; it’s a delicious map of our country's different landscapes, climates, histories, and even local personalities.

"Everyone's Super Poor and Living in Huts, Right?" (Have You SEEN Our Malls?)

Look, we’re not going to pretend things weren’t incredibly tough. Vietnam was one of the world's poorest countries not that long ago, a legacy of long wars and isolation. Those black-and-white images of hardship and struggle? They were very real for past generations.

But then came 1986 and Doi Moi – our big economic "renovation". And let me tell you, we didn’t just dip our toes into change; we took a running leap and cannonballed right in. The transformation has been nothing short of remarkable. Our parents’ generation saw the real GDP per capita soar from less than $700 to almost $4,500 in 2023. Think about that for a second. That’s not just numbers on a page; that’s a whole new world of opportunities opening up for millions of people. The economic gurus at the IMF are projecting it to be around $4,990 for 2025.

[image: image]

So, the idea of "everyone living in huts"? Honey, have you seen Landmark 81 in Saigon? It’s one of the tallest buildings in Southeast Asia! We have "booming modern cities", shiny new metro lines are starting to zip through places like District 2 in my city, and tech hubs are buzzing with young, ambitious Vietnamese who are tuned into global pop culture, dreaming of startups, and very focused on being successful. We basically went from zero to Wi-Fi almost everywhere in a single generation.

The average worker’s income was around $300 per month in 2024, and in urban areas like mine, it was closer to $360. Now, before you clutch your pearls, remember that the cost of living is different here. You can find a modern apartment in a cool coastal city like Da Nang for around $300-$350 a month, or live a pretty comfortable lifestyle in charming Hoi An for about $400. The point is, Vietnam has transformed into a middle-income economy in a single generation, and we got here at lightning speed. This isn't just about being "not poor"; it's about a society that’s rapidly modernizing, with increasing access to education (we achieved universal primary education years ago and our human capital index is the highest among lower-middle-income economies), better infrastructure like electricity and clean water, and a whole new outlook on life. It’s about ambition, connection, and looking straight ahead to a brighter future.

"Is it Basically Little Paris? All Baguettes and Berets?" (Oui... and Non. Mostly Non.)

Okay, the French were here. For a good chunk of time, from 1887 to 1954, to be exact. And yes, they left some undeniably beautiful architectural calling cards – Hanoi’s Old Quarter definitely has that French colonial charm, and here in Saigon, our stunning Central Post Office and the Notre-Dame Cathedral are straight out of their design playbook. Hanoi is even sometimes called the "Paris of Asia". Plus, we have to give them props for introducing the baguette, because without it, we wouldn’t have our glorious, world-famous banh mi sandwich. And coffee? Yep, that was them too; they brought it over, and we, of course, made it our own with our unique phin filter and lashings of condensed milk.

But here’s the thing about us Vietnamese: we’re like bamboo. We bend with the wind, but we don’t break. We didn’t just morph into little French clones. Our own deep-rooted culture, our Confucian values, our strong family structures, and our local religious practices – they all persisted, vibrant and strong, despite colonial efforts. While the French aimed to impose their culture, Vietnamese society maintained a powerful sense of its own identity and resisted complete assimilation.

Think of the French influence as one important spice in our national pho – it adds a distinct and delicious flavor, but it’s not the whole soup. They introduced things like beef into our diet, which wasn't common before, and we were like, "Hmm, interesting," and then promptly went on to create beef pho, which is now a quintessential Vietnamese dish, prepared our way. We have a knack for taking external influences and "Vietnamese-ifying" them, making them uniquely ours.

And let’s be real, it wasn’t all romantic strolls and charming cafes. The colonial period was also marked by economic exploitation and significant social upheaval, which, ironically, also fueled a stronger sense of Vietnamese nationalism and the drive for independence. So, while you’ll certainly see and taste the French legacy, what you’re truly experiencing is a testament to Vietnamese resilience and creativity – our ability to absorb, adapt, and ultimately, make things our own, often even better.

"They Must Hate Americans, After... You Know, 'The War'." (Plot Twist! We're Actually Pretty Chill.)

Alright, let’s address the elephant in the room, or rather, the B-52 in the history books: "The American War," as we call it here, or the Vietnam War, as you probably know it. It was devastating. Millions of lives lost, a country torn apart. There’s no way to sugarcoat that painful period.

But if you’re bracing yourself for cold shoulders, lingering resentment, or outright hostility because you’re American? Plot twist: that’s largely a myth. The overwhelming reality is that peace has long been established here, and as a nation, we have moved on.

Especially the younger generations – and that’s a huge chunk of our population – are far more tuned into global pop culture, the latest TikTok trends, and building their futures than dwelling on conflicts that ended before many of them were born. They’re looking forward, not back.

Honestly, you’ll find that people here are generally friendly, warm, and welcoming. We’re actually quite fun-loving people! A genuine smile, a polite "xin chao" (hello), or "cam on" (thank you) will go an incredibly long way here. There's a cultural concept of "saving face" that's very important in Vietnam; it means most people will try to avoid public confrontations or displays of negativity. So, open animosity towards visitors? Not really our style.

Sure, if you connect with some older individuals, they might share some very difficult and personal stories from that time, and if they do, it's important to listen with respect and empathy. But even then, you’ll likely be struck by their incredible resilience and their entrepreneurial, forward-looking spirit. The focus now, overwhelmingly, is on the future – on economic growth, on global connections, on building a better life. This isn't about forgetting the past, but about choosing not to be defined by its grievances. It makes Vietnam a much more accessible and welcoming place for American visitors than many might expect.
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A Whirlwind Tour: From Northern Peaks to Southern Beaches 
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Okay, buckle up, because we’re about to do a super quick fly-by of what makes each part of Vietnam special. Vietnam is long and skinny, kind of like a dragon, or maybe just a very stretched-out chili pepper, and it’s absolutely packed with amazing things to see and do. But a word of advice from your Aunty Mai: don’t try to cram everything into one trip unless you want your head to spin right off your shoulders. The real magic of Vietnam reveals itself when you travel slow and really soak in the vibe of each place.

The North: Ancient Charm, Epic Landscapes, and a Dash of Chinese Spice

The North is often considered the cradle of Vietnamese civilization, and it’s where you’ll find some of our most dramatic landscapes and ancient history.

Hanoi: Our capital, Hanoi, is the grand old lady of Vietnam – over a thousand years old and still radiating grace and grandeur. They sometimes call it the "Paris of Asia" because of its beautiful French colonial architecture and its scattering of over two dozen serene lakes. You absolutely have to wander around the legendary Hoan Kiem Lake, maybe cross the iconic red bridge to Ngoc Son Temple. Then, get delightfully lost in the narrow, congested streets of the Old Quarter – it’s a beautifully chaotic hub of commerce during the day, selling everything under the sun, and transforms into a giant, buzzing street food market in the evening. Don’t miss the historic Temple of Literature (our first university), the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum (a monumental tribute), and the Imperial Citadel of Thang Long, a UNESCO World Heritage site that’s been the center of power for centuries. Hanoi is this incredible "melting pot of historic charm and the expansion of modern realms". You’ll see locals practicing Tai Chi by the tree-fringed lakes at dawn – it’s pretty magical.

Halong Bay: Then there’s Halong Bay. Seriously, it’s like stepping into a traditional ink painting or a fantasy movie.

[image: image]

It’s a UNESCO World Heritage site, celebrated for its "ethereal beauty," with thousands of spiky limestone karsts and islets rising dramatically from the calm, emerald sea. The best way to experience it is on a cruise – there are options for every budget. You can explore huge natural caves, go kayaking through hidden lagoons, try squid fishing, swim in the cool waters, or sail through traditional fishing villages. And the sunsets over the bay? They are, as they say, "to die for". Yes, it’s one of Vietnam’s star attractions and can be touristy, but its otherworldly beauty is undeniable. You might also notice a subtle Chinese cultural influence in the North, even in names and legends; "Halong," for instance, translates to "where the dragon descends into the sea".

Sapa & the Mountainous Far North (Lao Cai, Ha Giang): If you’re a mountain person, you need to head way up north, to places like Sapa in Lao Cai Province, near the Chinese border. This region is often called "the Tonkinese Alps". It’s famous for its "unspoiled rugged scenery," those iconic, vibrant green (or golden, depending on the season) rice terraces that cascade down the mountainsides, and its rich cultural diversity, being home to many fascinating ethnic minority groups like the Hmong and Dao people. Trekking is the name of the game here, offering an ideal way to explore its enchanting beauty and meet the friendly local communities. And an authentic homestay experience with a local family? That’s a travel memory you’ll cherish forever. This region is where you can feel the ancient soul of the land and its people, a place of raw, powerful nature.

Ninh Binh: Often dubbed "Halong Bay on land," Ninh Binh offers similarly spectacular limestone karst scenery, but instead of the sea, these majestic formations are surrounded by vibrant rice paddies and meandering waterways. You can take a boat trip, often rowed by locals using their feet in a unique style, through stunning cave systems like those at Tam Coc (meaning "three caves") or Trang An, which is also part of a UNESCO World Heritage Scenic Complex. For a breathtaking panoramic view, climb the hundreds of steps to the Lying Dragon peak atop Mua Cave Mountain.

Central Vietnam: History, Beaches, and Lantern-Lit Nights

Stretching along the coast, Central Vietnam is a captivating blend of imperial history, wartime legacies, beautiful beaches, and charming ancient towns. It’s where different historical layers of Vietnam are incredibly visible.

Hue: Located on the banks of the Perfume River (Song Huong), Hue was Vietnam's imperial capital under the Nguyen Dynasty from 1802 to 1945. It’s a city steeped in history, a treasure trove of ancient temples, grand palaces, and colossal gates. The main attraction is the Imperial City, a vast, walled citadel and UNESCO World Heritage site. Scattered around the outskirts are the magnificent royal tombs of the Nguyen emperors, each with its own unique architectural style and historical narrative; the Khai Dinh Tomb is particularly renowned as a masterpiece of fusion architecture. You can take scenic dragon boat rides on the Perfume River, visit the iconic Thien Mu Pagoda, and, of course, you absolutely must try the city’s culinary specialty, Bun Bo Hue, a spicy and flavorful beef noodle soup.

Da Nang: Da Nang has rapidly transformed into the "tourist capital of South-Central Vietnam". It’s a vibrant, modern city known for its long, sandy beaches like My Khe and Non Nuoc, the stunning Marble Mountains (Ngu Hanh Son), and the headline-grabbing Golden Bridge, seemingly held aloft by giant stone hands, located in the Ba Na Hills mountain resort. Don’t miss the Dragon Bridge, which literally breathes fire and water on weekend nights! Da Nang serves as an excellent gateway to the region, and for those considering a longer stay, apartment rentals near the shore can be found for around $300-$350 per month.

Hoi An: Ah, Hoi An. Just south of Da Nang, this enchanting town is a UNESCO World Heritage site, a remarkably well-preserved example of a Southeast Asian trading port that flourished from the 15th to the 19th century. Its name translates to "a peaceful meeting place," and it truly feels that way. Picture this: narrow, pedestrian-friendly streets lined with colorful, centuries-old merchant houses, the iconic Japanese Covered Bridge, ornate assembly halls, and countless tailor shops where you can get high-quality custom clothing made in a day or two. In the evenings, the old town is illuminated by thousands of colorful silk lanterns, creating an absolutely magical atmosphere. The beautiful An Bang Beach is also just a short bicycle ride away. And the food! Hoi An’s signature dish, Cao Lau, with its unique noodles, slices of savory roast pork, and fresh herbs, is a must-try. It’s also a surprisingly affordable place to linger; you can enjoy a comfortable lifestyle here, perhaps even in one of those charming historical buildings, for around $400 a month.

Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park: For nature lovers and adventure seekers, Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park in Quang Binh Province is unmissable. This UNESCO World Heritage site is renowned as the "Kingdom of Caves" and is home to some of the world’s most extraordinary subterranean wonders. This includes Son Doong Cave, currently recognized as the largest cave passage on Earth, and Paradise Cave (Thien Duong Cave), a mesmerizing spectacle of intricate limestone formations. Visitors can embark on thrilling cave explorations (ranging from easy show cave visits to multi-day expeditions), swim through underground rivers, and enjoy jungle trekking through the park's unique biodiversity.

The South: My Hood! Bustling Saigon, Mekong Magic, and Island Escapes

And finally, welcome to my turf – the dynamic, sun-drenched South! This region is the engine of modern Vietnam, a place of vibrant urban energy, incredible natural abundance, and tropical island escapes.

Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon, to us old-schoolers!): My city! Ho Chi Minh City, or Saigon as many of us locals still affectionately call it, is the largest city in Vietnam, its bustling financial and cultural capital. It’s an "electric metropolis," a place of non-stop energy and a dynamic blend of old-world charm and sleek modern development. You’ll find incense-filled ancient pagodas just blocks away from towering skyscrapers.

For the classic sights, you’ll want to visit the War Remnants Museum (more on this in a bit – it’s an intense but important experience), the Independence Palace (also known as the Reunification Palace), and the iconic Ben Thanh Market, a whirlwind of sights, sounds, smells, and fantastic bargains. Don’t miss the stunning French colonial architecture of the Notre Dame Cathedral Basilica of Saigon and the historic Central Post Office, designed by Gustave Eiffel’s firm.

But the real soul of Saigon often lies in its unique, hidden experiences. Seek out the city’s cool, speakeasy-style hidden cocktail bars. Get high (literally!) at a chic rooftop bar like Chill Skybar for a sophisticated vibe, or head to the Skyview Observation Deck at Landmark 81 (the city's tallest building) for jaw-dropping panoramic views – tickets are around $17. One of the best ways to experience the city's incredible food scene is on a street food tour by motorbike, zipping through the bustling streets like a local. Explore the vibrant alleyways and temples of Cholon (Saigon’s Chinatown), or discover the quirky charm of "The Cafe Apartment" on Nguyen Hue, an old apartment block now filled with unique cafes and boutiques. This city is where Vietnam’s future is being written, fast, loud, and with incredible energy.

Mekong Delta: Just a couple of hours from the urban sprawl of Saigon lies the Mekong Delta, affectionately known as the "rice bowl" of Vietnam. It’s a completely different world – a vast, fertile labyrinth of rivers, canals, and lush green islands, where life moves at a slower, more tranquil pace, dictated by the rhythm of the water. The best way to explore is by boat, cruising through the intricate waterways, visiting bustling floating markets like Cai Rang near Can Tho (the largest city in the Delta), where vendors sell their wares directly from their boats. You can sample an incredible array of tropical fruits fresh from the orchards, visit local villages to see traditional crafts like coconut candy making or rice paper production, and simply soak up the serene atmosphere of life lived on the water.

Phu Quoc & Con Dao Islands: If you’re dreaming of a tropical island getaway, the South has you covered.

Phu Quoc is Vietnam’s largest island, a veritable paradise known for its pristine white-sand beaches, crystal-clear turquoise waters, and lush tropical landscapes. It’s perfect for sunbathing, swimming, snorkeling, and diving. You’ll find a range of accommodation from luxury resorts to charming bungalows, and the bustling night market is a great place to sample fresh seafood and local delicacies.

Con Dao Islands offer a more remote and less developed escape. This archipelago is prized for its untouched natural beauty, tranquil beaches, and clear waters perfect for diving. It also has a significant and somber history, having once been the site of infamous colonial prisons. Today, it’s a peaceful haven where you can hike through lush hills, relax on secluded shores, and even witness sea turtles nesting if you visit at the right time of year.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


About "The American War"
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Okay, let’s have a real talk for a minute. About the war. The one you probably call the Vietnam War. It’s a shadow that looms large, and it’s something you’ll encounter, whether in museums or in conversations.

The Official Story You'll Hear

Here, in Vietnam, the war is officially called the Cuoc Khang chien chong My, cuu nuoc – the "Resistance War Against America to Save the Nation". That’s the narrative you’ll see presented in official histories, in school textbooks, and very powerfully in places like the War Remnants Museum right here in my city. This story is one of a heroic, unified Vietnamese people rising up to fight off foreign aggressors – that’s the Americans – and the "puppet" government they supported in South Vietnam. It’s a narrative of national liberation and reunification, and for many Vietnamese, especially in the North, it is the definitive story of that painful time. The modern Vietnamese state promotes this history as unchanged since 1975.

But Down Here in Saigon... It's Complicated

But, and this is a really big "but," especially when you’re down here in the South, in Saigon... well, memories are complicated things. For many families here, the story isn't quite so black and white, not so straightforward. There’s this strong, often unspoken, undercurrent of memory and belief that the American presence was, at least in part, about protecting South Vietnam from being forcibly taken over by the communist North, about helping us maintain our own identity and way of life. Many people in the South, the general public, genuinely supported the idea of a non-Communist Republic of Vietnam, even if they were often critical of their own political leaders at the time. They saw the conflict not just as a fight against a foreign power, but as a struggle to preserve a South Vietnam more closely aligned with the West, against what they perceived as a harsh, unwanted communist agenda being imposed from the North.

This doesn't mean everyone in the South welcomed the American military with open arms or that life was rosy. The war was a horrific experience for ordinary people caught in the middle. Villages were destroyed, families were torn apart, and millions became refugees in their own land, fleeing the fighting and destruction. The American presence itself brought massive social upheaval, poverty, and crime to cities like Saigon. But the fear of the North, the idea of a communist takeover being forced upon them – that was a very real and powerful motivator for many Southerners. They felt stuck between a rock and a hard place.

The "Illegal to Publicly Discuss" Part (So, Shhh!)

Here’s where it gets really tricky. This alternative Southern perspective – the one that views the US not solely as an aggressor but, for some, as a protector, or that sees the war as a tragic civil conflict with major international involvement rather than a simple "resistance against America" – that’s not a version of history you can openly or publicly discuss here. It’s incredibly sensitive. Why? Because it directly contradicts the official, unified narrative of a nation always fighting as one for a single cause.

To admit that the war was also a war against fellow Vietnamese, to acknowledge that a non-Communist alternative for Vietnam was a legitimate aspiration for a large part of the population, would be to challenge the very foundational story of the modern Vietnamese state and the Communist Party's undisputed legitimacy to govern the entire country. So, these alternative memories, these different interpretations of history, are largely silenced in public discourse. They are the stories shared quietly, within families, behind closed doors. You won't find them in the official commemorations or in the government-controlled school curriculum.

Moving On, But Not Forgetting (Our Way)

Like I said before, the overwhelming feeling now, especially among Vietnam’s very young population, is to look forward, to build, to connect with the world. But these different memories, these unvoiced pains and perspectives, they persist beneath the surface, particularly here in the South. Understanding this complexity, this duality of narrative, is a crucial part of understanding Saigon and the South. It’s woven into the fabric of who we are, even if it’s not always visible.
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What to Expect (Besides Food and Scooters)
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So, after all that, are you ready to pack your bags? Here’s a little taste of what you can genuinely expect when you land in Vietnam, beyond the incredible food and the armies of scooters.

The Beautiful Chaos

First off, prepare for the "beautiful chaos." Yes, the traffic, especially the sheer number of motorbikes in cities like Hanoi and Saigon, looks utterly insane to the uninitiated. It’s often described as a flowing river of scooters, seemingly without rules! But here’s a secret: there is a kind of organic order to it. You’ll learn to navigate it (pro tip: walk slowly and predictably). It’s all part of that "infectious energy" I mentioned earlier, a vibrant, pulsating part of daily life here.

The Warmth of the People

Despite any complex history, and whatever preconceived notions you might have, expect to be met with genuine friendliness and hospitality. Vietnamese people are generally very welcoming, we love a good laugh, and we’re often curious about visitors. Seriously, a simple "xin chao" (hello) or "cam on" (thank you), delivered with a smile, will open so many doors and hearts.

A Country of Contrasts

You’ll constantly be struck by the contrasts. Ancient, incense-filled pagodas stand peacefully next to gleaming, modern skyscrapers. You can transition from the serene, quiet moments of the countryside, perhaps watching a farmer tend to their rice paddies, to the buzzing, electrifying heart of a massive city in what feels like a heartbeat. It’s this dynamic interplay that keeps Vietnam endlessly fascinating.

Value for Money

Now, Vietnam isn’t the "dirt cheap" backpacker paradise it might have been, say, twenty years ago. Things have developed, prices have risen a bit. But it still offers incredible value for your money. You can get a seriously nice, modern apartment in a desirable part of Hanoi like Tay Ho for around $500 a month, or live a comfortable and charming life in historic Hoi An for about $400 a month. Even a "fancy" experience like going to the top of the Landmark 81 skyscraper in Saigon for those killer city views will only set you back about $17. Your money generally goes a long way here, allowing for rich experiences without breaking the bank.

A Final Mai-Style Nudge

So, what’s the final word from your Saigonese friend? Come. Just come. Bring an open mind, an adventurous spirit, and definitely an empty stomach (you’ll need it!). Vietnam will surprise you. It’ll probably challenge some of your preconceived ideas. It will most definitely feed you incredibly well. And I can pretty much guarantee it’ll leave you wanting more.

We’re a country that’s constantly changing, evolving, writing new chapters in our story every single day. And honestly, I can’t wait for you to come and be a little part of it. Who knows, maybe you’ll even learn to cross the street like a local. Maybe. No promises on that last one, it takes practice!
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​Adulting in Vietnam

[image: ]




Hey there, future Vietnam adventurer! So, you’re thinking of diving into the beautiful, chaotic, and utterly unforgettable world that is my home country. Smart move! Vietnam is incredible – the food will make you weep tears of joy, the landscapes will snatch your breath away, and the people? Well, we’re a pretty awesome bunch, if I do say so myself. But let’s be real, like any epic love story, there are a few... quirks. Things that can trip you up if you’re not paying attention. This isn't to scare you off – far from it! Think of me, Mai, as your savvy Saigonese big sister, here to give you the lowdown on the practical stuff so you can spend less time stressing and more time slurping pho and soaking it all in. Navigating these little challenges is part of the authentic experience, a bit like figuring out how to cross the street in Hanoi or Saigon – a thrilling dance once you get the hang of it!

Cash is King (But Which King, and How Do You Get Him?): Money Matters

First things first, let’s talk dong. That’s Vietnamese Dong, or VND, our currency. And you’re going to see a LOT of zeros. Don’t panic; you’re not an instant millionaire (unless you are, in which case, can I borrow some?). It just means our denominations are pretty large.


●  The Dong Dynasty: Getting to Know Your VND

Get ready to feel like a high roller when you’ve got a wallet stuffed with notes like 100,000 VND, 200,000 VND, and the big boss, the 500,000 VND note. Now, here’s a classic rookie mistake, and trust me, some less-than-honest folks might bank on this: our colourful polymer notes can look a bit similar if you’re not careful. The 20,000 VND note and the 500,000 VND note are both blue-ish, and the 10,000 VND (reddish-brown) can sometimes be confused with the 200,000 VND (also reddish-brown) in dim lighting or if you’re in a hurry. It’s easy to get flustered with all those zeros, especially when you’re trying to pay a cyclo driver while simultaneously fending off three lovely ladies selling pineapple. So, take a beat, count your zeros, and maybe keep smaller notes handy for everyday purchases. This "zero overload" can be a bit of a mental workout at first, but you'll get the hang of it.

●  ATM Adventures: Your Best Bet for Cash (Mostly)

You’ll find ATMs pretty much everywhere in cities and tourist spots. They’re generally reliable for getting cash. Now, for the slightly annoying part: most ATMs have a withdrawal limit of around 2 million VND per transaction. Yeah, I know, it’s not a huge amount, especially if you’re paying for a couple of nights' accommodation or a tour. You might find yourself becoming verrry familiar with the inside of ATM booths, thanks to those tiny withdrawal limits. Think of it as a mini-meditation break, sponsored by the banking system.

The good news is that HSBC ATMs often have higher withdrawal limits, often 5 or 10 million VND. But HSBC ATMs are not easy to find. Here’s a useful link: https://www.hsbc.com.vn/en-vn/contact/branch-finder/ [image: image]

●  Speaking of fees, expect them. Your bank back home will likely charge you a foreign transaction fee, and the local Vietnamese bank whose ATM you’re using will probably add its own fee, usually somewhere between 30,000 to 55,000 VND per withdrawal. It adds up, so factor that into your budgeting. For safety, try to use ATMs located inside banks or in well-lit, busy shopping malls, especially at night.

●  Currency Exchange: Banks vs. Gold Shops – The Great Debate

If you’re bringing foreign currency to exchange, you’ve got a couple of main options. Banks are the safest and most official route. Big names like Agribank, Vietcombank, or Vietinbank will sort you out. You’ll need your passport, and they operate during standard business hours, so no late-night exchanges. The rates are usually fair, though maybe not the absolute tippy-top best you could find.

Then there are the gold and jewelry shops. You’ll see them around, especially in market areas. Many of them also exchange currency, often at slightly better rates than the banks and with less fuss – it’s usually quicker, and they might not charge explicit fees. Sounds great, right? Well, the catch is that not all of them are officially licensed to do so, which makes it a bit of a grey area. Most of the time it’s fine, and many locals and expats use them. It's a bit of a "trust calculus" – you weigh the slightly better rate and convenience against the formal security of a bank.

Whatever you do, steer clear of random individuals on the street offering to change your money; that’s just asking for trouble in the form of scams or fake notes. And when you do get your dong, give the notes a quick check. If they’re super dirty, torn, or badly damaged, some places might be reluctant to accept them.



Getting Around: Motorbikes and the Magic of Grab

Vietnam runs on two wheels. You’ll see. It’s a symphony (or sometimes a cacophony) of motorbikes, and it’s how we get things done.


●  Motorbikes: The Wind in Your Hair (and the Law on Your Tail)

I get it. Riding a motorbike through Vietnam, whether it’s cruising along the coast or tackling a mountain pass, sounds like the ultimate adventure. And it can be! But hold your horses, Easy Rider, because there’s some serious legal stuff you need to know.

That International Driving Permit (IDP) you might have diligently obtained? Well, if it was issued in countries like the USA, UK, Canada, or Australia, which generally follow the 1949 Geneva Convention on Road Traffic, it’s not valid here in Vietnam. Vietnam recognizes IDPs issued under the 1968 Vienna Convention, and even then, you must also carry your valid home country’s driving license with the correct motorbike endorsement.

So, what does this mean? For a lot of tourists, renting and riding a motorbike, especially anything over 50cc (which is most rental bikes), is technically illegal. Yes, you’ll see tons of foreigners doing it. It’s one of those situations where the common practice doesn't quite line up with the letter of the law. Many rental places won't even ask for a valid license. It's this "illegal but ubiquitous" scenario that can be really confusing.

But "everyone else is doing it" isn't a great defense when things go wrong. If you’re stopped by the police without the correct paperwork, you could face fines (from 1,000,000 to 4,000,000 VND, which is about $40-$160 USD) or even have your bike confiscated. And here’s the kicker that many people don’t realize: if you have an accident while riding illegally, your travel insurance will almost certainly say "Nope, not covering that!". Suddenly, that carefree ride could turn into a very expensive nightmare.

If you do decide to rent (and you're legally entitled to, or you're accepting the risks), be smart. Thoroughly check the bike before you take it – brakes, tires, lights. Take photos or a video of its condition, especially any existing scratches or damage. Some shops might ask to hold your passport as a deposit; try to offer a cash deposit instead if possible.

●  Grab App: Your Knight in Shining Armor (on a Scooter)

Okay, after all that serious motorbike talk, here’s some good news: the Grab app! If you’re not familiar, Grab is Southeast Asia’s answer to Uber, and it’s a lifesaver in Vietnam. You can use it to book cars (GrabCar) or, more commonly and often quicker, motorbike taxis (GrabBike). It’s also great for food delivery (GrabFood).

The beauty of Grab is that you agree on the price before you get in or on the vehicle. This pretty much eliminates the risk of being overcharged or taken on a "scenic route" by a regular taxi driver – a common annoyance. It’s a fantastic "scam shield" in that sense.

Keep an eye on the app for promotions! Grab often has discount codes and subscription offers, like GrabUnlimited, which can give you perks like free delivery on food orders or discounted rides. You can usually find these in the "Offers" or "Subscriptions" section of the app. Being a "subscription savvy" traveler can genuinely save you a bit of cash.

One little heads-up: while Grab is generally great, some Grab drivers, especially the motorbike ones, can be a bit... enthusiastic with their driving. Just hold on tight and hope for the best!



Eating Your Way Through Vietnam (Without Regretting It Later): Food Safety 101

Vietnamese food. Oh. My. God. It’s fresh, it’s flavourful, it’s diverse, and it’s going to be one of the highlights of your trip. A lot of the best stuff is found at humble street food stalls. Don’t be shy! But, you know, let’s try to keep your tummy happy.

Here are Mai’s Golden Rules for street food feasting:


	
Follow the Locals: If a stall is buzzing with Vietnamese folks, especially during meal times, that’s usually a fantastic sign. We know what’s good, and high turnover means fresher ingredients.

	
Hot and Fresh is Best: Look for food that’s cooked to order, right there in front of you, and served piping hot. That beautiful bowl of pho where the broth has been simmering for hours and they assemble it fresh for you? Perfect. Those crispy banh xeo (savory pancakes) sizzling on the griddle? Yes, please. Pre-cooked items that have been sitting out in the tropical heat for who-knows-how-long? Maybe give those a polite pass.

	
Do a Quick Hygiene Scan: I’m not expecting a Michelin-star kitchen on the sidewalk, but take a quick peek. Does the vendor seem to have reasonably clean hands or use gloves/utensils to handle food? Are raw ingredients kept separate from cooked ones? Are things generally covered to protect from dust and flies?. These little observations are key to developing your own food safety radar.

	
Be Cautious with Raw Stuff and Ice: Those fresh herbs and raw vegetables that often accompany Vietnamese dishes are delicious. But if you have a particularly sensitive stomach, you might want to be a bit wary unless you’re confident they’ve been washed in clean, filtered water. The same goes for ice in your drinks. Factory-made ice, which is usually clear and often cylindrical (tube ice), is generally safer than crushed ice from a big, unidentified block. When in doubt, a bottled or canned drink is always a safe bet.

	
Hand Hygiene: This is basic, but super important. Wash your hands with soap and water before you eat. If that’s not an option, a good hand sanitizer is your friend. Especially after handling money!



Eating street food here is an adventure, and part of the fun is that little "calculated risk." Most of the time, it’s perfectly fine and incredibly delicious. These tips just help you tilt the odds firmly in your favor.

Pickpockets & Petty Annoyances: Keeping Your Stuff Yours

Let me be clear: Vietnam is an incredibly safe country when it comes to serious, violent crime. You can walk around most places at night without feeling threatened in that way. However...


●  The Unfortunate Truth:

Petty theft, like pickpocketing and bag snatching (often by crafty thieves on motorbikes who snatch bags or phones from pedestrians near the curb), is a thing you need to be aware of. It’s most common in crowded areas – think markets (hello, Ben Thanh Market in Saigon or Dong Xuan Market in Hanoi), busy tourist attractions, on public transport, and in bustling entertainment districts. Don’t let this make you paranoid, but do let it make you... aware. This constant, low-level situational awareness is something you'll need to cultivate, especially in those high-risk zones.

●  Mai’s Anti-Theft Charms (aka Common Sense):

○  Secure Your Valuables: A money belt worn under your clothes for your passport, spare cash, and cards isn’t a bad idea, especially on travel days. For your daily wanderings, use a bag that’s hard for nimble fingers to get into. Crossbody bags worn in front of you, with zippers, are good. Backpacks are easy targets in crowds unless you wear them on your chest.

○  Don’t Be a Walking Advertisement: Flashing wads of cash, wearing super flashy jewelry, or waving your brand-new iPhone around like a flag is just inviting trouble. Thieves often look for people who seem like easy, wealthy, or distracted targets – and tourists can sometimes fit that bill. Try to be a bit discreet.

○  Eyes Open in Hotspots: In those super crowded places I mentioned, be extra vigilant. Pickpockets sometimes work in teams; one might create a distraction (bumping into you, asking a question) while their accomplice goes for your wallet or phone.

○  Hotel Safe is Your Friend: Leave your passport, extra credit cards, and the bulk of your cash locked securely in your hotel safe. Carry a photocopy of your passport or have a picture of it on your phone for ID purposes.



Plastic Fantastic? Using Credit Cards Without Getting Burned

Cash may be king, but sometimes plastic is just more convenient, especially for bigger purchases.


●  Where Your Cards Might Work (and Where They Won’t):

Credit cards (Visa and Mastercard are the most widely accepted) are increasingly usable in Vietnam, especially in larger hotels, upscale restaurants, shopping malls, and established tour agencies. However, for that delicious 30,000 VND bowl of pho from a street vendor, or a little trinket from a local market, you’ll definitely need cash.

●  The Big, Scary BUT: Fraud is Real, People!

Now, for the not-so-fun news. Credit card fraud and ATM skimming are, unfortunately, quite prevalent in Vietnam. This doesn’t mean you should avoid using your card entirely, but it does mean you need to be extra cautious every time you do. Each tap or swipe comes with a mental checklist.

●  Mai’s Paranoia-Proofing Tips for Plastic:

○  Choose Your Venues Wisely: Try to avoid using your card in very small, hole-in-the-wall establishments that look a bit sketchy. Stick to more reputable, established businesses for card payments.

○  Keep Your Card in Sight: When you pay, try to watch your card. Don’t let it disappear into a back room for an extended period if you can help it.

○  Guard Your PIN: Always, always, always cover the keypad with your other hand when entering your PIN, whether at an ATM or a point-of-sale machine.

○  Inspect ATMs: Before using an ATM, give the card slot and keypad a quick once-over. Does anything look loose, out of place, or like it has been tampered with? These could be signs of a skimmer designed to steal your card details. Using ATMs inside bank branches during opening hours is often a safer bet.

○  Monitor Your Accounts: It’s a really good idea to use a credit card that sends you instant transaction notifications. Also, keep a close eye on your bank statements both during and after your trip for any unauthorized transactions. Some travelers even dedicate a specific card with a low credit limit just for travel to minimize potential losses. Given the fraud risks, some people find that using cash for most transactions, despite the ATM dance, actually feels more straightforward and less stressful than worrying about digital theft. It's a personal calculation of convenience versus security.



Alright, That’s the Scoop! Go Have Fun (But Be Smart, Okay?)

Phew! That was a lot, I know. But look, Vietnam is an incredible, vibrant, beautiful country full of the kindest, most welcoming people. Seriously. Don’t let any of these warnings scare you or overshadow the amazing experiences waiting for you. Just think of this as being street smart, like your mom always told you to be (or should have!). A little bit of awareness and a few sensible precautions go a long, long way in making sure your trip is epic for all the right reasons.

And hey, if you do something a little silly or have a minor mishap, at least you’ll have a good story to tell when you get back, right? Just try to make sure it’s not a story that involves the words "embassy," "lost all my money," or "that mysterious rash I got from a questionable massage."

Now go on, get out there and enjoy my amazing country! Eat all the food, see all the sights, and make some incredible memories. And send me a postcard... or, you know, tag me on Insta. I expect to see some happy faces!
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Get Around in Vietnam: Don’t Get Stranded or Scammed
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Okay, so you've decided to grace our beautiful, S-shaped strip of land with your presence. Smart move! From the crazy mountains up north in Sapa, where you can pretend you're in a landscape painting, to the chill beaches down south in Phu Quoc that’ll make you forget what a work email even looks like, you’re in for a treat. And don't even get me started on the ancient charm of Hoi An with its lanterns, or the imperial majesty of Hue. You're gonna be busy, and your Instagram feed will thank you.

But here’s the thing, unless you’ve got legs like a marathon-running giraffe, or maybe you're planning to teleport (let me know if you figure that one out), you’ll need a plan to actually get to all these amazing spots. Vietnam is long, honey. Like, really long. Trying to see it all without wheels (or wings) is a recipe for seeing very little, getting very tired, and probably ending up with a serious case of FOMO when you realize what you’ve missed. The sheer variety of what you can see – from the dramatic peaks and terraced rice fields of the North, through the sandy coastlines and historic cities of Central Vietnam, down to the bustling Mekong Delta in the South – means you'll be covering some serious ground. Each region has its own vibe, its own challenges, and its own best ways to be explored. You wouldn't try to ride a water buffalo through Hanoi traffic, would you? (Please don't.) So, let’s talk about how you’re gonna zip around without losing your mind or your wallet. And trust me, navigating transport here can sometimes feel like an extreme sport.

Your Phone is Your Friend: Mastering Grab, the Uber of Southeast Asia

First things first, before you even finish unpacking your "I Love Pho" t-shirt, download the Grab app. Seriously, do it now. It's like Uber, but it actually works well here and hasn't been chased out of town with pitchforks. It's your lifeline in the big cities like my hometown Saigon (or Ho Chi Minh City, if you're feeling formal), Hanoi, and Da Nang. It even works in some smaller spots, which is a pleasant surprise. You can get a GrabCar, which is just a regular car, or if you're feeling brave and want to weave through traffic like a seasoned local (or a startled tourist, no judgment), a GrabBike.

The beauty of Grab? Upfront pricing, mostly. No more of that delightful song and dance haggling with a taxi driver whose meter ‘mysteriously’ breaks the moment a foreigner sits down. With Grab, you see the cost, you agree, you go. Simple, right? Well, mostly.

A GrabCar is your standard ride – comfy, air-conditioned, and good for when you’ve got luggage or just don’t fancy arriving with your hair looking like you’ve wrestled a badger. For the cost, expect to pay a base fare for the first couple of kilometers, then something like 12,000 to 15,000 VND per kilometer after that – which shakes out to roughly $0.50 to $0.65 USD per kilometer. Some folks say it's more like 18,000 to 20,000 VND ($0.75 to $0.85 USD) per kilometer, especially during peak times, so it can vary a bit. A short hop across town might only be a couple of bucks, maybe $1 to $2. This upfront pricing is a godsend compared to the old days; it really cuts down on the "am I being ripped off?" anxiety that can ruin a perfectly good afternoon.

GrabBike is the way to go if you're solo and the traffic is doing its usual impression of a parking lot. It’s cheaper, faster, and you get a complimentary breeze (and maybe a bit of exhaust). Just hold on tight, trust your driver (they’ve been doing this since they were kids), and try not to scream too much. It’s an experience.

Now, even with the magic of Grab, you gotta keep your wits about you. This isn't Disneyland, honey. Especially at airports. Some cheeky fellas, bless their opportunistic hearts, might try to pull a fast one. They’ll see you looking lost and confused, approach you pretending they’re your Grab driver, then somehow your actual ride gets cancelled, and suddenly their price is double what the app said. It’s a classic. So, always, always, match the license plate number and the driver’s photo in the app with the car and person in front of you before you even think about opening that door. No match, no ride. Got it? Good. It’s a simple check, but it can save you a headache and a chunk of your souvenir budget. Even with all the app's safety features, they're only as good as you are at using them.

And while Grab is generally safe, just be smart. If you’re traveling alone late at night, maybe share your ride details with a friend. Common sense, people, it travels well.

What about tipping your Grab driver? Honestly, it’s not really a big deal in Vietnam. It’s not expected, so don’t stress about it. But hey, if your driver navigates rush hour like a zen master, gets you there in one piece with a smile, or helps you with your ridiculously oversized suitcase, feel free to round up the fare or slip them an extra 10,000 or 20,000 VND. That’s like fifty cents to a dollar. They’ll appreciate it, and you’ll get some good karma points.

One last thing on Grab prices: while they show you the fare upfront, remember that things like high demand (hello, rush hour!) or a sudden downpour can make those prices surge a bit. So, the price you see at 5 PM might be different from the one you see at 6 PM for the same route. Just something to keep in mind.

Rolling in Style (or Just Avoiding the Bus): Private Car Charters

Alright, big spender, or maybe you’re just traveling with your squad and want to be a bit fancy, or perhaps you just value your personal space more than your budget. A private car with a driver could be your jam. Think air conditioning blasting your preferred temperature, someone else worrying about the motorbikes appearing out of nowhere, and the glorious freedom to yell "Stop here!" when you see a particularly photogenic water buffalo or a roadside stall selling something delicious and mysterious.

This is a fantastic option if you’re planning to go a bit off the main tourist trail, or if you’re hopping between cities that are relatively close, like doing the classic Central Vietnam trio of Hue, Da Nang, and Hoi An, and want to make a day of it with stops at cool places like the Hai Van Pass or Marble Mountains along the way. You're essentially the boss of your own little air-conditioned kingdom on wheels for the day.

So, what do you get for your money? Usually, you get a clean car (ranging from a standard sedan to a larger van if you’ve got more people or luggage), a driver who knows the local roads (though their English might be hit or miss, so have Google Translate ready, or make sure to book through a service that specifically guarantees English-speaking drivers if that’s important to you), and the ability to customize your trip a bit. They’ll often wait for you while you explore that temple or spend an hour too long shopping for lanterns, and some even throw in bottled water, which is a nice touch on a hot day. These drivers aren't just chauffeurs; they often have a wealth of local knowledge. If you can communicate, they might point out things you’d otherwise miss or suggest a great little spot for lunch that isn't in any guidebook.

Now, let's talk about the damage to your wallet. This isn't the cheapest option, obviously. You're looking at maybe $70 to $100 USD a day for a standard car if you're hiring them for a full day of gallivanting. If you're just doing a half-day thing within a city, say exploring Hanoi for 5 hours, a 5-seat car might set you back around $50 USD, or perhaps $70 USD for a full 10-hour day. If you’re rolling deep with a bigger crew, a 16-seat van could be around $70 for a half-day or $105 for a full day in a city like Hanoi.

Do watch out for surcharges, though. If you go over your agreed time limit, they might add on about $3 USD for every extra 30 minutes. And if you need picking up or dropping off at the airport, that can also add a fee, maybe around $13 each way. Always clarify these things when you book. The convenience often comes from the fact that your hotel can arrange this for you, or you can find reputable companies online that specialize in private car services. It’s generally much better than trying to flag someone random down on the street.

And just so we’re clear, you can't just rent a car here and drive yourself around like you might in some other countries. It’s not really a thing for tourists, and trust me, after about five minutes in Vietnamese traffic, you probably wouldn’t want to anyway. Leave it to the professionals.

So, the pros? Comfort, glorious air-conditioned convenience, door-to-door service, flexibility to stop where you want, and a good safety record. The cons? It’s pricier than other options, for sure. You might also find your spontaneity a little curbed if your driver is on a tight schedule or has other commitments, so it's good to chat about expectations beforehand. And, of course, you’re relying on your driver. If they're having a bad day or you have a communication barrier, the "local insights" perk might just fly out the window.

The Reunification Express and Other Clickety-Clacks: Train Travel

[image: image]

Ah, the train. There’s something a bit old-school romantic about it, right? Watching the countryside roll by, the clickety-clack on the tracks... and in Vietnam, it’s definitely an experience. It’s a chance to see the landscape unfold at a slower pace, and maybe even chat with some locals (if you’re lucky and they’re not all glued to their phones).

The main artery of our railway system is the North-South railway, often called the Reunification Express. It’s a historic line stretching all the way from Hanoi in the north to Ho Chi Minh City (that’s us!) in the south. It’s a loooong ride, over 1,700 kilometers, but it hits a lot of the key spots you’ll want to see, like Hue, Da Nang, and Nha Trang.

Besides that big North-South journey, there are other useful lines, like the popular overnight train from Hanoi to Lao Cai, which is your gateway to the misty mountains of Sapa. There’s also a line from Hanoi to Hai Phong, if you’re heading out to Cat Ba Island or parts of Ha Long Bay.

Now, if you only do ONE train trip in Vietnam, please, please make it the stretch between Da Nang and Hue. It goes over the legendary Hai Van Pass, and the views of the coastline, with the mountains on one side and the sparkling East Sea on the other, are just chef’s kiss. Seriously stunning. The trip between these two cities takes about three hours, and for that magical hour or so over the pass, you’ll want to be glued to a window seat on the sea side. Pro tip: if your train is heading north (from Da Nang to Hue), grab a seat on the right. If you’re going south (Hue to Da Nang), you want the left. You can thank me later. This kind of insider knowledge is what turns a simple journey into a highlight of your trip.

When it comes to what you’ll be sitting or sleeping on, you’ve got options. There are basic hard seats, which are literally wooden benches. Maybe avoid these for long hauls unless you’re a masochist or on an extreme budget. Then there are soft seats, which are more like what you’d expect on a train – more comfortable, they recline a bit, and are fine for daytime journeys of a few hours.
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