Viet Nam – Halong  Bay and Flight to Hue 
Our cabin on our boat was wonderful, but we didn’t have Internet access, so we couldn’t post anything until now.  In the cabin, there was plenty of room, a large bathroom with tub/Jacuzzi and a separate shower, plenty of fresh towels, and a welcoming bowl of fruit to nibble on when hungry. Coffee and pastries were served upstairs bright and early as the boat sailed to Surprise Cave and several activities took place at once.  There was a chance to do Tai Chi and then get ready to go to the cave.  Good thing the itinerary described the climb (100 steps – not nearly the 425 we could have done the day before) that discouraged me from taking the boat trip and subsequent look at the cave.  
The surprise was, according to Jeff, who ventured forth while I took note of the intensity of the shower, was that the stairs were slippery and there were stalactites and stalagmites inside the cave lit up in various colors.  The difference between the two, as explained to us many years ago is that, “when the mites go up the tites come down!”  And that’s how you tell the difference between them.

The caves were nice and Jeff rated them a B- to C+ on the Luray Cavern scale – which we’ve just made up.  There were also more monkeys and more human monkeys throwing food at the scampering ones.  Our guide told a story about one monkey that was very brazen, came down and took a lady’s handbag and carried it up to a high branch.  The crew got a bamboo pole and retrieved the bag, but probably not before everyone had a good show.

We had a latish breakfast – the itinerary termed in ‘brunch” and then we were kicked out of our cabins so that the crew could freshen them up for the next round of tourists.  We disembarked and returned to our van to begin the 5 plus hour trip back to the Hanoi airport (the main airport in north Vietnam).  Along the way we stopped at a ceramics factory and a pearl factory to kill time more than anything else until our flight to Hue, but of course, the salespeople at both these places wanted us to buy, buy, buy – which we didn’t.
Our itinerary called for a flight to Hue and then for dinner at a nice restaurant.  However, our flight from Hanoi to Hue – only a one hour flight at most – didn’t leave until after 8 pm and by the time we got our bags and arrived at the hotel, we’d be eating dinner at 10:30 p.m.  Not a smart way for the tour company to plan dinner, so we came up with a “plan B” which our guide in Hanoi cleared with the company.  We ate around 4 p.m. at a stop that he knew had good food and was clean (another one of those places that employ handicapped Vietnamese craftspeople) and we had a light – and I mean light – dinner with no intention of having another meal until breakfast the following morning.  We got to the airport, wondering how the airline was going to deal with all of our bags (we’ve opened yet another one specifically to house our dirty laundry) since we were warned by everyone about the strict weight requirements for checked as well as carry on luggage.  Our checked luggage – 2 suitcases and our laundry bag – were all well within limits and the carry-ons weren’t weighed, so we were home “free.”  But, we had about 3 hours to kill before we could board our plane.  We sat with our new friends, the Hermans, looking at the photos we’d all posted on our computers and chatting away about where we were all going next.  The Hermans were in Asia until the end of January and were going to visit Laos and other countries while we are returning to the USA on the 16th.
Security lines were long, but moved quickly and we boarded, went up, came down and then waited for the luggage.  First to check in means your luggage is first loaded and last off, but at least it all arrived – at least at the terminal.  When the bell boy delivered our bags to our room, our checked laundry bag was inadvertently left in the van and so we’ll get it today- hopefully.  We are also going to put together a bag of laundry to have done outside the hotel – so it won’t cost a fortune.  It’s rare that tours provide information about laundering clothes outside of the hotel.  I contend that knowing if one can do laundry during a trip – especially if you can turn it in one day and get it back the same day or only one day later – makes a huge difference in terms of what and how much to pack.  I will include that thought on all my future comment cards.
We’re staying – for three consecutive nights – at the La Residence hotel and spa – which is completely full as this is “high” season for tourists here in Vietnam.  It’s also warmer here than it was in Hanoi, but very pleasant in the high 60’s and low 70’s.  At breakfast we heard many either American or Canadian accents and several Australian accents as well.  The accommodations are terrific and definitely aimed at westerners. Our room has a bedroom and an alcove with a couch, desk and table.  Internet access is free – a very pleasant surprise!  And, we have a huge balcony with furniture and a spectacular view of the lake.  Five stars for sure!
So, here we begin our journey in central Vietnam with An, our guide until we fly to Saigon.  Today is sight seeing and tomorrow is our first cooking lesson.  Looking forward to all of it.  

