Viet Nam – Hanoi

Breakfast this morning was sumptuous.  Viet Nam is the second biggest coffee producing country in the world, so we enjoyed our coffee at breakfast.  Turns out you can order cappuccino or whatever kind of coffee you want.  Yummy.
We didn’t start our day until around 2 p.m.  The intention was to have a light lunch, do our walking tour of old Hanoi, and then go to dinner.  We had lunch at a Pho place in old Hanoi where Jeff and I both ordered the beef Pho.  The cost was about $2.50 USD and was covered as part of our tour.  The meal itself wasn’t that great.  The Pho wasn’t as tasty as many Phos we’ve had back home and the beef was as tough as could be.  Many pieces were too tough to chew.  So, we indeed had a light lunch – lighter than we really wanted.

Next Ha (our guide) took Jeff to buy a SIM card for his smart phone so we could get e-mail, etc.  After a few minutes, the guys at the store got the phone working.  The card and cost for the data was quite inexpensive.  Then, we began our walking tour. 

By this time, it was afternoon and Hanoi was in full traffic jam mode with cars, motorcycles (by far the most popular form of transportation) and all other two and four or more-wheeled transportation devices competing for every inch of available space.  That’s when we learned how to cross a street in Hanoi.  The trick is to go slowly and let the cars and motorcycles go around you rather than trying to outrun or outsmart anything on two or four wheels that’s moving.  It’s quite a challenge, but we crossed several times today, including doing a diagonal intersection crossing (that’s worth at least 10 points on an Olympics scale of 1 to 10) without getting injured.  Pedestrians here, though, are smart.  They usually cross in “packs” so that cars and motorcycles can see them. 
I wish I could say the walking tour was great, but it was not.  First of all, there was little of interest to see. Secondly, there is no parking on the street (cars and motorcycles and everything else needs room, too).  So, people park the motorcycles on the sidewalk.  Actually, a car or motorcycle could be fined steeply for parking on the street.  So the motorcycles, and an occasional car, occupy the sidewalk where pedestrians would ordinarily walk.  In addition, businesses open onto the sidewalks and the business owners are busy attending to business, which usually means blocking the sidewalk.  So, you might ask, where do the pedestrians or tourists walk?  When possible, we occupy the little space left to us on the sidewalk, or what would be a sidewalk (a) if it were not obstructed by motorcycles or (b) if it were paved and smooth.  But, in addition to being used as parking space, the sidewalks are broken, stones are loose, and downright dangerous, and the sidewalks are used by businesses as additional business space.  Bottom line, we walk in the street, watching to be sure we’re not too close to being hit by a motorcycle or car.  We’re told that motorcyclists must wear helmets or face a $50 fine.  Odd that a government would enact a law like that, but leave it optional to send your child to school.

So we walked our way around and through old town Hanoi seeing the stores arranged according to what they were selling (all the tourist shops in one place, the metal shops in another, etc.). It wasn’t that much fun and since there was very little to buy, we really didn’t help the economy. 
We did pass many cafes where men and women sat on small stools eating food or drinking coffee or tea.  And when I say small stools, I mean just that.  The stools are only about 12 inches off the ground and about 12” by 12” from side to side so that they would hold a child’s tushie (that’s rear end in Yiddish) but not much else.  The stools apparently hold Vietnamese tushes just as well.  Quite a sight.  I know I could probably sit on one of those contraptions if I absolutely had to, but would never be able to get up without help.

During our walk we stopped at a coffee shop selling all kinds of Vietnamese coffee – primary function was coffee bean sales, not creating and serving coffee drinks – for an afternoon coffee break.   Had weasel coffee and will let you look up what that means.  

We had a  choice of taking a taxi to the lake (near where we had lunch) or walking to the lake so we could meet our car.  Getting around by car in Hanoi is very difficult and often we were dropped off and then had to “hike” to get to where we wanted to be.  No cabs were available, so we hiked, sat for a bit, and then walked over the bridge of the rising sun, located over the river in the park where the turtles live.  Turtles you ask?  Yes, there are rumored to be large turtles that live in that lake and only that particular lake.  Today, however, they were all hibernating.  But, Jeff got to see the preserved body of one of the turtles that died in 1968 and was preserved because the turtle is considered to be a holy animal.
Our car then drove us within another 15-20 minute hike to the restaurant – Indochine – where we had our first gourmet dinner.  This must be a popular place, especially for tourists because it was full.  The restaurant features several multi-course meals and our guide chose one for us. You can see the menu among the pictures Jeff took today as well as the courses we ate.  The chicken noodle soup (actually chicken Pho) was good as was the pork, fried rice and spring rolls.  The banana leaf salad was really coleslaw on a banana leaf (shouldn’t eat raw veggies here anyway), the fish was way overfried, and the fruit was ordinary.  Fortunately, the portions were reasonable and we still couldn’t finish it all.  I would rate the meal between a C+ and a B-.  First culinary grade and it’s definitely not an A.  Lunch would rate a resounding D in my book.

We also drove past the notorious “Hanoi Hilton”, where John McCain and other POWs were housed during the Vietnamese war.  Since that time, the two countries have apparently become good friends according to our guide.  There is also a museum in the building which we could see.  I’m about as enthusiastic about that as I was about visiting the concentration camps in Poland – which we also avoided.
So ends our first day here.  Last night, when we were picked up at the airport and remarked about the lack of traffic, our guide told us that everyone goes to sleep around 10 or 11 p.m.  So, we’ll blend right in with the natives.  
Tomorrow, we start at 9:30 for a tour of another part of Hanoi via rickshaw.  Hmmm. 

More to come.

