A Journey to Vietnam
If you love beautiful green countryside, terraced rice fields, mountains falling down to the sea, and kind, gentle people Vietnam is for you. 

Many people said, if you love Bali you will really love Vietnam, they are so similar. I don’t agree. Bali is a country steeped in sacred spirituality and superstition. Years of wars, invasions, and foreign ideologies has left Vietnam lacking in spirituality. It is an exercise in how little the west understands the east. In some ways it is modern and trendy, yet in other ways it has a gentle un-sophistication. If you tread softly there is a lot to learn. 
Vietnam is almost free of litter and that impresses me tremendously. It started in the schools and the children educated their parents. 

It is a country where 80% of the people were born after 1975. The country’s economy is being run mostly by people under the age of 33. It explains a lot about Vietnam. I am pleased to report that in a few short years they have learned how to treat the tourist. It is so smooth and easy to travel the country. Free computers were available to us in every hotel.
We stayed in the old quarter of Hanoi, which was walkable, and bustling day and night. Fairy lights of white and sometimes blue were hung across many roads. Tiny stools at tiny tables hugged the sidewalks serving all sorts of wonderful smelling food. I was treated to dinner at the famous White Lotus restaurant by my agents for Vietnam, and it did live up to it’s fame. Banana flower salad, green papaya salad, fresh spring rolls with shrimp, chicken in lemon leaves, duck breast with cracked pepper, grilled baby eggplant in a tamarind sauce, and for desert a mix of fresh fruit including Dragon fruit. WOW is all I can say about the decor, the food and the service.
Climb aboard the Fanxipan Express. Relax and sleep through the journey to the mountain hill town of Sapa. New modern clean trains with western toilets, those of us who have done India thought we had died and gone to heaven.

After walking this very hilly small town hanging on the side of a mountain, it felt very reminiscent of McCloudganj India, home of the Dalai Lama.

While in Sapa we spent an afternoon walking down into the valley below to visit some of the hill tribes. As we walked over shaky bridges and stepped through small streams we were accompanied by several of the older Black Hamong and Red Dao women. These tribes fled China to avoid the wars. You recognize the tribe by the dress. The Black Hamong women have indigo stained hands from dying all of their clothing with the indigo plant. They bind their calves so they do not build muscles from climbing up and down the hillsides. The headdress is also the indicator. The Red Dao not only wear red clothing but a red headdress. They shave and pluck back their hairline and have the appearance of someone who has had chemo. The Flower Hamong were the most colourful of all the tribes wearing a headdress that looked like a lampshade. 

Some spoke a bit of English and the first question they asked was how old are you? This question seemed to be of interest to most women and girls everywhere we travelled. They were always amazed to hear most of us were much older than they were. The usual question of where do you come from was answered with Nam Phi…South Africa.
The majestic limestone islets in Halong Bay were more amazing than in the pictures we have all seen in many movies and commercials.

Floating on the North China Sea on the deck of our Junk we felt like we were in another time altogether. We spent 1 night in efficient small cabins. Loads of seafood made up our lunches and dinner.
The big cities of Vietnam are very big, very noisy, and very polluted just like any other country. The wide tree lined boulevards of Saigon and especially Hanoi let you know the French had a strong influence at one time. There are lovely parks in both cities and several lakes in Hanoi. Saigon’s Rex hotel, where all the foreign journalists lived during the wars, has been refurbished to it’s former grandeur. Eiffel built the old post office in Saigon. We can’t forget the lovely patisseries in every city.
Central Vietnam was hit heavily by the wars and the defoliation chemical, agent orange, still remains in the environment. Old bunkers on the hilltops are now surrounded by markets and a rest stop for weary travellers. China beach is a long stretch of white sand destined for development.
Hue had a serenity about it, a peaceful city with more than 200 temples. By far the most we saw in the entire country. Here hand made incense was dried along the roadside. The wonderful conical hats worn by many women in the countryside are made in this city. Of course I bought one, and yes it does keep your head cool.

With a river running through it the small town of Hoi An was one of my favourites. Colourful silk lanterns hang everywhere. The old Japanese covered bridge and Chinese temples add such character to this unique town. 

One evening we sat on the balcony of a restaurant and watched floating candles glow and meander down the river.

We did a morning market tour and a cooking class here with one of the most famous chefs in Vietnam, Ms. Vy, owner of the Morning Glory restaurant. The best food we ate was in central Vietnam and especially Hoi An. Every meal we had here was so fresh with such a terrific combination of spices, and reasonably priced. Among my favourites were deep fried crab stuffed wontons, and large prawns in a tamarind sauce.
Life along the Mekong River takes you back in time. It is the life of Indochina like the Nile is the life of Egypt. The Nile is blue except when it floods, but the Mekong is always brown. 

We travelled by motor boat to several islands in the Mekong Delta. Tiny factories making toasted coconut candy, peanut brittle, snake and scorpion wines.

We rode down narrow canals in canoes punted by women in conical hats. This felt like the Vietnam of my imagination.
I watched an old movie last night on DVD called The Lovers. (DVD’s in Vietnam cost $1.) It was set in the 1920’s and was filmed in the Mekong in the late 80’s. Little has changed. The people dress the same, the boats look the same, and women still walk with bamboo poles with hanging baskets.
Shopping was wonderful and tailoring superb. Most of us had silk clothing made. A perfect fit in less than a day to complete. The embroidery on silk is exquisite. The knock off designer clothing and handbags are available in most of the open markets.  If you enjoy shopping and bargaining you’ll have a great experience.
My feeling is that Vietnam will soon become very popular and crowded and with that comes high prices.

Yes I will be returning. In March I will be adding Cambodia’s Angkor Wat, and Laos for a real Indochina tour. In October 09` I will return to do just Vietnam.

Look for my tour in February to Southern India-Kerela, May to Northern India, and September to Bali. 

For more info and itineraries Joanna Castle can be reached at:

 021 782 4040~~joanna@jaywalk.com~~www.joannacastle.com
