Viet Nam – Ho Chi Minh (HCM) City (Saigon) to the Mekong Delta

Today in HCM City the sun is shining and it is hot and humid, just like Washington DC in the summer.  I finally get to wear my sunglasses.  Yesterday, we were greeted by our guide, who said as a second sentence, “Take off your jewelry to stay safe from thieves in Saigon.”  Fine greeting, that, but tourists are advised not to flaunt any sign of wealth, so my ears are bare.  They will be adorned once again when we leave.
We’re getting a more relaxing start today, leaving at 11 a.m. and heading out to lunch at a restaurant in the Mekong Delta.  After lunch we will travel to our hotel. 

Some observations.  The Vietnamese on average do not speak English as well or as articulately as other Asian people, such as the Chinese or Koreans.  It is harder to understand what they’re saying.  The level of service here is excellent.   People are polite and most helpful. 

HCMC or Saigon is a much more modern or western style city than Hanoi and certainly more western-like than any of the cities in central Vietnam. I remember Saigon as much more like Hanoi is today when we last visited in 2005.  Many more new buildings, especially offices and hotels have been built since then and the rows and rows of cottage industries with apartments above them seem to have been demolished in favor of buildings like you’d find in any major city anywhere around the world. 

Hanoi, while the bustling political center of Vietnam, is still very much a third world city while Saigon, the economic engine of Vietnam, more resembles New York or Chicago, or other big cities you’d find in the USA.  The exception, of course, is the hundreds of motorcycles that buzz around everywhere with whole families –  I counted as many as 5 including an infant – riding one cycle.  Cyclos are not permitted in the city, but we saw a few whereas in old town Hanoi, the Cyclo is a primary mode of transportation, especially for the tourists.  The food here hasn’t been as good as in Hanoi or Hue or even Hoi An.  And, I’m disappointed that we don’t get to pick our dishes.  We suspect the tour company has asked the restaurants to do the choosing and we keep having similar dishes over and over again.  We haven’t seen any Vietnamese cooking that was more French oriented, for example, but have had spring rolls at every meal.  Each one is slightly different, but the repetition is a bit boring.  The culinary tour combined with touring the main sights of each area is a great idea because in theory it should give you a real sense of the culture.  And, it does. So far, my favorite activities have been the cooking classes – better than most of the restaurant meals – and the trip to Halong Bay, which was spectacular even if the sun never shone.  
Another complaint is that there is too much food.  Eating one exemplary meal – either a lunch or a dinner might have been better.  Instead, we get both lunch and dinner and we taste seven to ten courses of food at each, some good and some less good.
Food, for the most part, is very cheap here in Vietnam.  One could eat like a King or Queen for under $10 a meal.

We left the Grand Hyatt and drove to Can Tho where we stay our last night at the Victoria resort. The purpose is to be able to ride a boat up and down the Mekong Delta. We took a cruise on the Mekong Delta the first time we were here.  We’ll see what happens tomorrow.  We have a lot of time to kill since our flight doesn’t leave until nearly midnight from HCM City airport.  Don’t know why this trip wasn’t arranged for us to do the Mekong first and then end with all the activities in HMC so we could then have lunch and dinner and go to the airport.  Oh well.  There’s always the comment sheet. 

We drove the first two hours and stopped for lunch at a place where all the tourists eat. It was, I must admit, one of the best, if not the best meal, we’ve had in HCMC.  We finally got to try different foods like a sticky rice ball and our first very good fish dish.  That was only the half way point, though, between HCMC and our hotel for the night.  The next two hours took us through the countryside and over new bridges, etc.  It was interesting, but a long ride, just as I remember it the first time.
We arrived at the Victoria Hotel and Resort at the edge of Can Tho.  The rooms are much more like real hotel rooms, not like at the Nam Hai where things were “kitschy” but not practical or comfortable.  And we have a great view of part of the Mekong River – see photos. 

At 7 p.m. we went into town for dinner.  We commented that we’d not experienced anything in Vietnam that reflected the French influence, so our guide changed our restaurant this evening to one that is more French in orientation and it was very good.  The dishes were ones we had not experienced before, except for the spring rolls, which must be compulsory for every Vietnamese restaurant at every meal.  The chicken was dry and we didn’t but taste a piece and the bananas flambé were mediocre, but the rest was great, like prawns with mango sauce and a cream of tomato soup. 

Our only fear was that the geckos that cling to the ceiling and walls would fall into the food or on our table.  They are not on the menu, but they are apparently a charming part of life here in Can Tho.  In fact, a card in our room tells us that this is a tropical climate and there is nothing that can be done to keep the geckos out, but that housekeeping will come and remove them whenever you wish.  Awww.  They’re cute and harmless.  I remember when our kids wanted to take then home from Florida and make pets out of them.
So tomorrow we are told we will have the spiny fish dish that we remember from the last time around.  I remember the fish being particularly ugly but tasting very good.  And, we will say goodbye to Vietnam.  It’s been another interesting trip but the way home will be very long.  An overnight flight from HCMC to Seoul.  A 12-hour layover in Seoul, where we have rented a day room at the airport transit hotel, and then a 12-hour flight from Seoul to San Francisco – all on the same Monday!  Hopefully, we will have sufficient time in San Francisco to clear customs and then check our luggage through to Dulles and make our last 5 or so hour flight home to Dulles.  

Stay tuned.HanoiHan
