Viet Nam – Hanoi – Day 2

Today was a really full day.  We started out around 9:15 and headed for Ho Chi Minh’s mausoleum and the presidential palace grounds which are located in the French quarter.  The mausoleum, where his body lies under glass, wasn’t open today, but the palace grounds were.  So, we spent quite a while walking around the grounds looking at his three cars (two Russian and a French Peugeot), his residence, the fish pond with lots of koi, and other buildings on the grounds.  After the palace we visited Hanoi’s Ethnographic museum where we saw artifacts of the many ethnic cultures that populate Vietnam as well as costumes of the various ethnic groups.  In addition, there are nine structures, representing the nine largest ethnic groups which are outside on the grounds.  We wandered through and around most of them.

We had lunch at a restaurant called KOTO (Know one, Teach one) which is a training ground for Vietnamese youngsters in the restaurant service industry.  Here the students prepare and serve the food.  Lunch was a fixed menu with lots of good things on it and we enjoyed it very much.  

From the lunch site, we walked across the street to a temple dedicated to Confucianism.  Large complex with lots to see including a drum, a bell, a large statue of Confucius as well as a golden turtle.
We drove back to the old city – were we walked yesterday.  Today, however, we were treated to a rickshaw ride around the area ending at the Water Puppet theater.  Well, the “rickshaw” contraption looked more like a modified wheel chair attached to a bicycle which someone peddled, than any rickshaw I’ve ever seen or ridden.  And what a ride it was.  The rickshaw became one more mobile device competing with cars, buses, pedestrians, motorcycles and other bicycles for limited street space.  Everyone rushes into the center of intersections hoping to be the first to get into the lane, make that turn, or cross over to the other side.  Cars and motorcycles narrowly miss one another and the rickshaw becomes just another target.  You know you had a narrow miss when the rickshaw ‘driver’ yells out, “Oh my god!” as we come within an inch of a taxicab, two motorcycles and a crocodile.  Well, not the crocodile, but you get the picture.  The streets are very narrow with lost of mobile things competing for limited space.  Lanes are defined when as many mobile objects as possible line up next to one another and travel in the same general direction.  To say that this was a rather exciting ride (interpret as harrowing and downright dangerous in spots) is an understatement.  But we survived.  And all those tourists that I saw in various rickshaws had the same look on their faces that I did!  My rickshaw and driver led the way with Jeff’s rickshaw and driver close behind.  While Jeff was taking pictures along the route, I was just waiting for the ride to end and hoping I’d have all my limbs in one piece when we finally stopped.  

We arrived at our destination safe and sound.  We were at a very busy section of the city where the water puppet theater performs 10 times a day.   Our tickets were for a performance an hour after we arrived so we had a nice cup of coffee and waited to go in.  What, you may ask, is this puppet water theater.  Something quite unique to Vietnam, for sure.  It’s an ancient art that the Vietnamese have kept alive, mostly for the tourist trade, and it’s an interesting site.  Puppets are manipulated by humans in a pool of water.  They perform to songs and dialogue voiced by their human puppet masters and portray a series of fables and stories – in Vietnamese of course.  The stories are explained in English on a program handed out before the performance.  The humans are actually standing in the water.  Don’t know how these folks do 10 performances lasting 45 minutes day in and day out.  But they do.  

After the puppet show, we had dinner, another fixed menu., at the Press Club, a pricey and very good restaurant.  Since we had lunch at 1 p.m. and it was now only 6 p.m. we were not very hungry and tasted, rather than ate most of our food.
Back at the hotel, we need to prepare for an early morning departure and a four-hour ride to Halong Bay tomorrow. We leave the hotel at 8 a.m. and thus, bid farewell to Hanoi for this trip. 
Some observations.  The Intercontinental, where we have been since our arrival in Hanoi,  is a five-star hotel with great service.  It’s new – less than 5 years old – and very comfortable.  The tourism industry is big in Hanoi and, I imagine, all over Vietnam.  The people are very nice, friendly, outgoing and do know some English.  Suddenly it dawns on me that Vietnam is still a third world country in many ways, especially when you tour the old part of Hanoi with the cottage industries operating on the sidewalks, roads and streets that are in disrepair, and food vendors cooking meals out in the open everywhere.
We’re told that crime is more rampant in Saigon than in Hanoi.  For instance, Jeff was told to put the wrist strap on when using his little camera, so that someone wouldn’t grab it.  It pays to be vigilant anywhere you go, in or out of the United States.

In all, we’ve really enjoyed the beginning of our trip to Vietnam and look forward to seeing other sites.

