Ho Chi Minh City

Formerly but still called Saigon by the natives, this is a big, modern city.  We arrived at the airport (an old US Air Force base) and taxied for miles and miles in our little prop plane.  Cheers to Vietnamese customs.  They may have been expecting a 747 momentarily,  but for our little prop plane and the 20-odd passengers from Phnom Penh, the ratio of customs officials to passengers was nearly one-to-one.   We got through quickly and were met  by our guide and driver who whisked us off to our hotel located in the middle of downtown Ho Chi Minh City.  This area greatly resembles Times Square.  When we arrived, the streets were blocked and a huge stage was set up for a performance and celebration of the 30th anniversary of the “liberation” of Ho Chi Minh City – or as we may  remember it, when we left Viet Nam.

Saigon is a wonderful city, alive and bustling.  Everyone here – it seems – owns and rides a motorcycle.  Whole families (husband, wife and all the children) ride on one motorcycle hanging on, I imagine, for their dear lives.  And, well they should because here, motorcyclists don’t wear helmets. Motorcycles are relatively inexpensive but one still has to be 18 and pass a driver’s test to careen down the streets.  The idea, as far as we can tell, is for everyone to just point the motorcycle and drive wherever you want to go never minding he cars, pedestrians or traffic signals!  Crossing the street is a quite a feat! We’ve seen a couple of accidents and spills, but nothing fatal or near fatal.  Cars drive in what amounts to the outer two lanes of the highway and motorcycles all drive in the inner two lanes.  That seems to be fine except when cars and motorcycles want to turn right or left.

Saigon is a big city – 7 million.  We visited the Presidential Palace or the Reunification Palace and were treated to a musician playing on ancient instruments.  We also visited the war remnants museum with award winning photos taking during the Viet Nam war.  There was a photo of a very young Robert McNamara and General Westmoreland.  We also visited the Jade Emperor Pagoda, Notre Dame Cathedral, which the French built after the Notre Dame in Paris, the Post Office which was designed by Eiffel of Eiffel Tower fame, a Chinese pagoda and two colorful markets.  Last, but not least, we visited a Vietnamese lacquer factory.  The Vietnamese are famous for their outstanding lacquer work and well they should be.  It is beautiful and unique.

