Viet Nam – Mekong Delta and to the Airport

This is our last day in Vietnam.  We start out in Can Tho and finish at the airport in Ho Chi Minh City/Saigon.
We’ve seen a lot and done a lot and experienced the contrasts within Vietnam itself.  We were told that people from Hanoi aren’t particularly fond of those who live in Saigon.  The central part is definitely quieter and more primitive in many ways. Vietnam is still a third world country, though if you just visited Saigon, it would be harder to believe it.

We had some down time this morning and ate a leisurely breakfast at the Victoria resort where brides flock in their dresses to be photographed before their wedding.  The setting is beautiful and would certainly make a wonderful wedding photo.  As we saw in China, the brides rent the dresses and are made up – just like cover models – for the photo shoot.

We left the lovely Victoria resort around 11:30 a.m. and we headed for our river boat on the Mekong.  This is a boat that holds about a dozen deck chairs – sort of – and has eyes painted on the front.  The eyes, we were told, were to scare off the crocodiles that inhabited the river hundreds of years ago before anyone knew what they were.  The natives thought if they painted the boat with eyes, the monster would be frightened. Guess if worked.  No more crocodiles in the Mekong.  

We cruised for a while and then came to the family restaurant where we ate lunch.  Here, one could also stay – book a room for a night or two and get a cooking lesson.  The featured dish is elephant fish – the ugly, spiny fish – which is deep fried and served as part of a pre-set meal.  This is a popular place as many tourist groups seem to flock here.  We heard several languages being spoken today.  The rest of the food was okay, but the fish, outstanding.

Back on the boat – a small challenge to get on and off – and we cruise some more to see life on the Mekong river.  The boat driver, loving the water, takes us into the waves and we get a shower as well as a tour of the river.  The water is refreshing, as is the breeze because it’s really hot and humid outside.  We pass a floating market, lots of houses and businesses along the river bank and the guide wants us to stop to see how the people make coconut candy.  We decline, not being particularly fond of the candy, but also not wanting to climb in and out one more time.  

Back on the water – in all about 2 interesting and refreshing hours – before we dock at our end point to meet our van and go back into Saigon for our last meal of this culinary tour -  dinner.  We stopped for refreshments and bio breaks on the way back and then hit city traffic.  
Dinner was at a restaurant called Mandarine in Saigon and was, in my opinion, the best meal we’d had, certainly in Saigon and possibly for the trip.  The spring rolls – fried and wrapped in rice paper – were excellent, the corn and crab soup a standout, and we actually had a couple of original dishes – duck in orange sauce and a steamed rice wrapped up in a banana leaf with lotus seeds.  We really enjoyed the meal.  But, it was now nearing 8 p.m. and time to go to the airport.  Our guide would not be accompanying us, as, he says, there is no easy way for him to get from the airport back to the city or home.  So the driver will take us and drop us off.  We’ve been in airports before and are not worried.  
There is no highway leading to the airport, just mostly city streets, so we’re treated to our last encounter with the worst drivers on the planet.  Those who own motorcycles and wear helmets (the law in Vietnam although not everyone obeys it) are oblivious to everyone around them. They merely point and go, hoping, I guess they won’t become road kill.  The rule seems to be “me first” and “you’d better get out of my way.”  Cars and larger vehicles turn right and left regardless of whatever lane they’re in, as do motorcycles.  Like the USA, some cars go too slowly in the left lane blocking traffic and others come up fast from behind.  Local buses are notorious for pushing other vehicles out of the way.  The national instrument of Vietnam must be the “vehicle horn” because it’s the most frequently heard sound on or around any road.  So used is it, that I suspect many don’t even really hear it any more.  And drivers certainly don’t use their mirrors as much as they should. 

But, we got to the airport in plenty of time.  In fact, Asiana, our star alliance airline from Saigon to Seoul, was not even open yet to accept our baggage for our flight., but opened shortly after we arrived.  Quick check in, passport control and security check and a pleasant stay in the lounge – two plus hours – before our flight – late in arriving and taking off – would leave.  Our plane was a very differently configured 777 with business class seats all being little pods.  There were only 4 across and Jeff and I sat across the aisle from each other rather than next to each other as we always do. Asiana offered us a meal, which most in our cabin declined.  Sleeping was the more popular option since by the time we got boarded and settled, it was 12:30 a.m. and a new day!  
We landed at Seoul very close to on time – around 7 a.m. - and checked into our transit hotel. We booked a room at the transit hotel so we could sleep and shower before our 12 hour flight from Seoul to San Francisco.  We have a 12 hour layover here.  The transit hotel is where you rent rooms by the hour – no, not for that purpose, but to sleep and freshen up before continuing on the next leg of a long journey.  We still need to get our boarding passes for the flight home and check out duty free. 

So, I’m assuming we’ll eventually land at Dulles – bags arriving on the carousel or being forwarded when found – as we have three transfers to contend with.

In all. we had an interesting trip and got to experience lots things we didn’t the first time we were in Vietnam.  From a country that left a very bitter taste in our mouths during the Vietnam war, we have become fast friends.  The Vietnamese, like many other Asian cultures, long to visit the USA.  But, governments like Vietnam and China specifically forbid or greatly limit the visas issued to their citizens for visiting our country.  The governments are afraid their people would defect and never come back.  To ensure their return, our guide said the government takes your property or makes you place cash in the bank which is then returned to you when you come back.  The Vietnamese and others know the streets here are not paved with gold, but see a better standard of living than they have.  And, for the most part, it’s true.  Medical care in Vietnam sounds like a nightmare - long waits and little follow up. Police are corrupt and are more interested in bribes than public safety.  Government jobs are given to those with connections so these people can enrich themselves.  Wait, maybe the Vietnamese studied the DC government!  Corruption is nothing new and is prevalent all over the world, including in the good old USA.  It’s just not always that obvious or rampant.
I would recommend a trip to Vietnam, but not necessarily one where you get two full “gourmet” meals a day.  One gourmet meal and one chance to eat a lot lighter is a better option.  Cooking classes are really fun.  We saw an entire family – Mom, Dad and two teenaged daughters – taking a cooking lesson and then sitting down to dinner afterwards. As always, we prefer private tours because that allows us greater flexibility, such as today when we bagged the visit to the candy shop.  We also changed the itinerary for this trip at nearly every segment and could do so because we were only affecting ourselves.  The one change we couldn’t make was getting us out of the Nam Hai resort.  Jeff’s toe still smarts where he stubbed it. Imagine a room with black slate flooring.  Now imagine it in the dark of night and that there are steps leading up to the bathroom, and nothing (like a reflector strip or different color line) to differentiate the steps from the rest of the floor that is flat.  That’s a really serious accident waiting to happen.
So, we’re on our return leg.  See you and talk to you all soon.
