Viet Nam – DaNang to Ho Chi Minh (HCM) City (Saigon)

Last night we found a gift for each of us on our beds.  They were two lanterns made from bamboo and other materials, which symbolize Hoi An, where we spent the past two days.  It was a very nice surprise, but we’ll give the lanterns to our guide for his children.  

We’re headed to DaNang airport to catch our flight to HCM city where we will spend the next couple of days sight seeing.  Glad to be out of the Nam Hai.  Even though the service is fantastic, having a room with no real place to sit and the poorest lighting of any room we’ve ever been in, is a bit frustrating.  The only place where there is sufficient light to see if you’re putting your mascara on correctly is in the closet where you hang your clothes!  How absurd.  Even people who come to resorts wear make up and want to look good!

Ah, well.  We’re off to warm but still not sunny southern Vietnam.

We got the airport in no time at all.  The Nam Hai packed each of us breakfast boxes so we could eat something at the airport rather than go without breakfast.  We checked our luggage, bade farewell to our guide, An, and headed to a coffee place to order a cup of coffee and sit and sift through our breakfast boxes.

Security was fast and before we knew it, we were on the plane and landing in Ho Chi Minh city.  We haven’t been here since 2005 and since then, our guide, Nam, tells us, the city has grown by another 3 million inhabitants and countless motorcycles.  Driving is unbelievable.  Gridlock is the norm with occasional movement.  Motorcycles, however, go wherever and seemingly whenever they want.  Cars turn right or left from any lane they happen to be in.  And yet, miraculously, there are no bodies strewn about the streets.  

The Park Hyatt, our home for this one evening, had a room for us earlier than anticipated and we checked in.  Nice hotel.  Chairs to sit on, a desk to put one’s computer on (Internet is free here) and light to see and read by.  What a contrast to the Nam Hai.  We won’t miss that resort for sure even though a room there costs over $600 USD a night.

We had lunch at what our guide tells us is a very famous Vietnamese seafood restaurant, Nam Phan.  The restaurant group also owns several other restaurants in town, but this one specializes in seafood and after tasting the dishes my second guess would be overdosing on lemon grass and chilies.  Once again, the menu has been pre-selected just for us as part of the culinary tour.  It’s another 7-course meal where we do more nibbling than eating.  The first course was a clam soup where the broth was so spicy hot I thought Jeff would choke!  Next came the traditional spring rolls.  We’ve had them fried and cold.  These were fried and filled with beef and very good.  The waiter served a beef and eggplant salad.  Eggplants here are very small – almost invisible, in fact – and the salad had quite a few raw vegetables in it, which concerned me.  There were chilies in the salad as well as lots of other hot stuff, but the salad was tasty and it was served on shrimp crackers which were very good.  The last three dishes all arrived together as the “main course.”  We had a calamari cooked in red sauce (hot and peppery or course, and unfortunately a little tough unlike last night’s calamari which was very tender), a vegetable that tasted somewhat like asparagus but was in the bok choy family, cooked in oil and tasty, and plain white rice to accompany both dishes.  We nibbled and left most of the dishes.  Dessert was a banana crème cake with coconut sauce that was very rich, very sweet and over the top.  We tasted that but left most of it as well. 
I had Vietnamese coffee (hot, no ice) with milk.  This is like a shot of espresso with some sweet condensed milk added.  It’s good.  

This afternoon, I opted for some down time while Jeff and Nam go off sight seeing and retracing the steps we took in 2005 at the War Remnants Museum, the Reunification Palace and Notre Dame and the Post Office.

Dinner tonight was at another “famous” restaurant, Vietnam House, where at first we were served from the wrong set menu.  The spring rolls are always good, but the dishes can, and often do go downhill from there.  Ours certainly did, except for the fishcake and tomato soup with dill which was tasty, but served luke warm because they couldn’t decide if it belonged to us or not.  So, while the wait staff was adjusting our menu and scurrying back and forth, our food got cold.  The pork in a hot pot was tough and not very good, the morning glory ordinary and rice is rice.  The dessert, a selection of fresh fruits consisted of mango slices, watermelon slices and rambuton that reminds me of eyeballs.

We discussed our next two days with our guide so we could maximize our time and downtime since we don’t leave for Korea on our first leg home until nearly midnight on Sunday.  We spend at least two Mondays getting home.

So tomorrow, it’s off to the Mekong Delta. 

