Viet Nam – Hue

We started out at 9:30 a.m. this morning with a trip to the laundromat.   We needed to get a few things washed and dried so that we will have more than enough clean clothes for the remainder of our trip.  The guide took us to a laundry he knew was reliable and for $5 we will have about 4 days worth of clothes washed and dried and maybe even pressed.  Great bargain, but a little far to come for laundry services.  However, compared to having the hotel do our wash, we’re getting all our laundry done for the cost of one tee shirt.  

From the laundry we went to the docks to find our dragon boat to take us to the Heavenly Lady pagoda, a 45-minute ride on the lake from the dock near our hotel.  Boarding a dragon boat is quite a challenge because the stool sank into the mud and it was so muddy that we would have sank as well.  We finally managed when we climbed aboard a large dragon boat and souvenir shop that had a plank extending from the boat to the shore.  We climbed aboard and then were able to maneuver over the rail of the larger dragon boat onto the front end of the smaller one so we could climb inside and sit down on the plastic chairs provided for the passengers.  The dragon boat was all ours.  No other passengers were on it.  Disembarking was just as much fun but by now, I had the hang of it.  Climb over the railing of one boat, transfer to another and just, “walk the plank!”
The Pagoda could be reached two ways.  The first was by climbing lots of stairs to the top and the second was to go around and walk up a gently sloping incline.  In addition to pictures and statues, there’s a wonderful bonsai garden on the grounds of the Pagoda as well as many other interesting sites including the burned out remains of a car which reminded us of the monk who set himself on fire in a busy intersection in Saigon in 1963 to protest the repressive policies of the Catholic Diem regime that controlled the South Vietnamese government at the time. 

We next rode our van to the Citadel complex which houses the Forbidden Purple city and other royal sites.  It’s patterned somewhat after Beijing’s Forbidden City.  We entered through the north gate and walked all the way through, exploring many of the sites on the grounds, to exit at the south gate.  A very, very long walk. 
Following our interminable explorations, we next went to lunch at a wonderful restaurant called the Ancient Hue where we sat in a private little “house” and had a multi-course lunch with lots of very fresh vegetables and the most creatively crafted vegetable animals and flowers I’ve ever seen.  The courses may be many, but they are small, so we end up pleasantly full but never stuffed to the gills. 

We commented to our waitress about how wonderful the decorative flowers/animals were (made with carrot, turnip, ginger, potato, chili pepper, etc.) and she had the carver come to our table after we finished our lunch and carve a creation especially for us.  It was the shrimp you see at the end of the pictures of the carvings.  We gave these wonderful pieces to our guide who loved them and said they were admired by everyone in his household.  We tipped the carver and our server with $2 American bills which are said to be good luck around Tet, the Vietnamese new year. 
Our $2 bills, which Jeff brought with us in abundance, have been received enthusiastically – by our guide in Hanoi who bought several from us to give to his family – to rather indifferently - by those we gave them to today.  Don’t know why some get all excited and others don’t, but ours is meant as a sincere gesture of appreciation for those who have gone above and beyond.  

We were intending to go to the royal museum but as we tried to enter, we discovered that the museum is closed for repairs and reconstruction.  The other options for museums ( a war remembrance museum and a Life of Ho Chi Minh museum) didn’t appeal to us at all, so we headed for the large Hue market.  Here you can find any and everything, just like everywhere else in the world.  The exception is the quality of the silk found in the market as in beautiful silk scarves.  But most of the rest is the “junque” you find in the USA, Istanbul, Beijing, and any other city where locals crowd markets prior to holidays.  The Vietnamese new year is Jan. 23rd, so everyone is shopping for gifts, etc.  When you see Jeff’s photos, you’ll instantly recognize that these are the same ones you took in (fill in the blank for whatever market city or town you were most recently in!)
After a very full morning and a chunk of the afternoon, we retired to our hotel room for some quality R&R, reading and picture processing before we ventured out at 7 p.m. for our gourmet dinner.  This is, after all, a culinary trip where meals are not only included but were advertised to be full blown experiences all by themselves.  Tonight’s dinner, however, was disappointing.

We dined at a popular restaurant called Tropical Garden where we had a fixed menu consisting of several small courses.  The dinner was a big disappointment in that we had repeats of several dishes from the lunch menu, and the rest of the food was very bland.  This food couldn’t possibly have met anything resembling seasoning for a very long time.  We reminded our guide that we’re in Vietnam on a culinary tour to taste the favorite foods of the locals and to give our taste buds new and different experiences.  We told the guide,    “no more steamed vegetables,” (had this about 6 times thus far on this trip and it’s always the same), “no more fruit plate for dessert” (again same stuff and we see it every morning for breakfast at the hotel) and “substitute something more exciting for the bland, fried rice.”  I boldly asked to see and approve all future meals he said, “sure.”  Why not.  It’s our nickel!
Tomorrow, we get our first cooking lesson and we’re told that we’ll be learning how to make Vietnamese spring rolls and pancakes.  Yummy.  I hope so.

So, now, we’re back in our hotel room, tired as usual after having walked quite a bit and plotting another full day tomorrow.  There’s not a whole lot to do here in Hue, but cooking lessons are at the top of the list.  Then, we’ll go see a emperor’s mausoleum – not sure which one, there are many here because Hue was the ancient capitol.  The guide wanted to take us to two, but really once you’ve seen one dead body, you’ve sort of seen them all, yes?  So, please spare us.  One’s enough.

We get to sleep in a little tomorrow and my legs can recover from all the walking and climbing (stairs) today.  We also need to pick up our laundry and bring it safely back to hotel room so we can pack for the continuation of our trip which takes us south to Saigon or Ho Chi Minh City as our final destination.
Stay tuned for another exciting installment of , “Eating our way through Vietnam!”
