Viet Nam – Hue to Hoi An

Today is Wednesday.  It’s raining, yet again.  I think that’s the pattern for this trip – clouds and liquid mist.  It’s morning here in Vietnam, and no, I won’t say, “Good morning Vietnam!”  We’re coming down to the wire, so to speak - our last few nights before returning home on Monday.  We’re leaving the lovely La Residence Hotel & Spa after a three-night stay. We have been on a culinary tour and discovered that there are a handful of dishes which must be traditional Vietnamese and therefore served as part of virtually every meal created for the tourists, like us.  We’ve had chicken in lemongrass and chili, steamed vegetables, rice (fried or plain) and a couple others over and over.  It is interesting to see how they also vary.  As an example, sometimes the chicken is moist and juicy and sometimes dry and lifeless regardless of whatever else is served with it.  And the term “spring rolls” can mean almost anything.
Vietnamese cooking, like many other Asian styles, is best prepared and served very fresh.  Food doesn’t sit around long before being cooked, and needs to be eaten promptly.  So, courses are brought out one by one, in small portions, and quickly, to an extent that we feel rushed most of the time.  In our case, we sampled more than ate because we were always served very generous portions. I’ve learned to not only appreciate, but really like lemongrass, and we even learned how to cook with it. 
Our accommodations also include breakfast buffets.  There are two wonderful aspects to all the breakfast buffets we’ve had.  The first is the wide variety of fresh fruits that are available, and the second is the noodle soup (Pho, if you will) that is served at the hotels for breakfast and made fresh before your eyes.  You get to choose what and how much you want, and viola, your breakfast is served complete with chopsticks and soup spoon.  The soup is great because it’s hot and therefore everything is safe to eat.  The buffet includes lots of salad ingredients, etc., but this is Asia and the rule – if you can’t peel it or boil eat, don’t eat it – applies.  The rule becomes hardest when I want to order a soft drink.  Since ice is a definite no-no, unless I want to exhaust my supply of Imodium quickly, I have to settle for a warm diet coke.  That’s not terribly appealing, so I’ve taken to drinking part of a beer, which is served very cold, and letting Jeff finish the rest.  
So far, we’ve enjoyed the scenery, the people and the food. 

Today we drove from Hue to Danang where we had lunch at Aspara.  The food was excellent today and the seafood fried rice a real standout.  The other dishes, with the exception of the fish which was dry, lifeless and fishy, were very good as well.   After lunch we went to visit marble mountain and the pagoda and other Buddhist structures on the top of the mountain.  There are many many steps that need to be climbed to reach the top but as luck would have it, the government built an elevator to the top.  The elevator is a real convenience and with the small charge for going up and coming back down, the government makes a little money.  It’s a true win, win situation.  From the marble mountain, we head into Hoi and our destination.  The dilemma is whether to see the town of Hoi An, a short tour at best, before we check into our hotel or check into the hotel and see the town before we head to dinner.  We opted for option A since some places close before dinner time.  So we toured central Hoi An and found that it was pretty much like every other little town with a market and shops.  We did, however, watch an authentic Vietnamese show with singers, a 7-piece orchestra and dancers all singing and dancing about the sea and fishermen.  We watched a little of the performance and then headed to the Nam Hai, our hotel for the next two nights. 


To call the Nam Hai a hotel is a total misnomer.  This is a resort, with villas and paths leading to the beach.  There are only villas and they are totally over the top.  Our guide has repeatedly told us that the Nam Hai is the very best hotel in all of central Vietnam and it may be so, but for our taste, I’d rather be somewhere else.  The “villa” is one very large room bounded on one end by a long window that opens to the outdoor shower and at the other end with a picture window that opens onto a patio with two pseudo fainting couches on the patio.  The end that opens onto the patio has a long couch and three little tables.  The bed is on a platform that extends from the door and ends at the couch.  The platform also contains a bathtub, a large couch of sorts with lots of pillows and a sunken opening with a pillow and a sort of desktop (where the bed rests) that one is supposed to crawl into in order to use the computer. On one side of the room and down a set of stairs, is the bed and it sits high enough up that we need a stool to access it.  On the other side the bed sits on the platform and is more like a futon that sits on the floor and is rather low.  You can walk all around the platform to get to various other places in the room and from side to side, but you always need to remember how high you are, how many steps you could fall down, and how little light there is to see anything at all.  Behind the platform and all that I’ve just described, is a bathroom/dressing room area with his and her sinks and closets on both sides.  One side has a toilet with a 10 watt bulb and the other side houses a shower.  Somewhere in between is a mini-bar where water and soft drinks are free and but everything else is exorbitant.  This is the most ridiculous room I’ve ever seen.  Jeff’s tripped over the steps at least four times already – not enough light to see that there are steps since everything is black slate – and the motion-sensor light doesn’t come on soon enough to act as a warning.  
We asked for a real table and chair in order to use our computer and got push back but finally got them.  This is going to be a real adventure to see which one of us breaks a limb first or hopefully ends up with no broken bones or limbs.  Too bad we didn’t have a clue about this place before the reservation was booked by Luxury Travel.  One moves between the villa and the hotel reception area via a multi-seat cart driven by one of the attendants.  To get to the main area or the spa or anywhere, for that matter, we call “0” and someone comes to assist.  
Dinner tonight was at Café Des Amis, a local restaurant with none of the pretentiousness of some of the fancier ones. We each chose a different menu: Jeff chose Beef and I chose Vegetarian – just to see how the two cuisines would compare and contrast.  The food reminded me more of what I would get in someone’s home rather than food at a restaurant. Returning to the parking area, I took a “Cyclo”, the device that looks like a wheel chair attached to a bicycle because of the weather and because the parking facility was many blocks away.  The streets are slippery in the rain and full of puddles and other treacherous things. 
Guess we’re two odd ducks to complain about the Nam Hai.  So, we’ll show our guide the room tomorrow and let him see for himself what we find inconvenient about this place.  One additional gripe.  There is virtually no light in the bathroom.  That’s okay for shaving, but not at all acceptable for putting on make up.
Tomorrow is our second cooking class.  This one starts early in the morning with a trip to the market to see how to choose fresh foods and ends with lunch that we prepare.  This will not be a private lesson, but instead a class.  The session starts at the market in downtown Hoi An where the class spends a lot of time walking around the market.  Already decided we don’t want to do that, weather, etc., so we’ll meet up with the rest of the class later at the restaurant to do the cooking, but not the shopping.  I think I can figure out how to buy fresh vegetables and meats at our supermarkets back home. 
The following day we leave from Danang airport to go to Ho Chi Minh City.  
