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T he bright red digits on the clock are 
counting down fast. The walls are 
making laughing noises again. If only 
they would stop sneering at us, I 

would be able to concentrate better. 
With my miniature infrared torch in hand, 

I squint my eyes, trying to decipher a clue 
written on the wall above a musty antique 
desk in the dimly-lit study room. I examine the 
black-and-white suspect profiles again. Was it 
the mistress, maid or wife who murdered the 
ambassador in his palace? The Vietnamese 
names are not registering through my brain.

I turn around to look at my partner. His 
checkered beige detective hat is drooping down 
his face. “Should we give up?” he asks.

“No, we’re so close!” I insist. 
We buzz for help for the fourth time. A 

smiling lady in a flannel skirt emerges from 
a trap door. She reads the final clue. We 
scramble to solve the puzzle, scribbling notes 
on the whiteboard. When we finally solve the 
mystery, we receive a key that unlocks the door 
which trapped us in the room in the first place. 
Breathing deeply, we insert it in the keyhole, 
yank open the steel-bolted door and hop into the 
safety of The Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf on Cach 
Mang Thang 8 Street.

TIME-TRAVELING SLEUTHS

When my Tinder beau and I purchased round 
trip tickets from Taipei to Ho Chi Minh City the 
night before our departure, we were determined 
to not be typical tourists — which meant 
no packaged tours or romantic, overpriced 
Mekong Delta cruises on the three-day trip. 
With the exception of shooting ranges, Vietnam 
War-related sites were to be kept to only the 
essentials. So naturally, traveling 100 years back 
in time to solve a murder in a French colonial 
palace was first up on our must-do list.

Escape Hunt is part of a global franchise 
conceived by a Bangkok-based British 
entrepreneur. Opening in September of last year, 

the Ho Chi Minh City branch was one of the 
earliest to be launched. The game can now be 
played in cities across Asia, Australia and Europe. 
Participants choose a crime, such as murder in 
the palace, and are locked inside a room where 
they piece together clues of what happened. Until 
the crime is solved, participants cannot leave the 
room — not even for a bathroom break. They can 
buzz an attendant for clues, but each clue incurs 
a two-minute time penalty. For secrecy’s sake, 
Escape Hunt mysteries vary by country and are 
rotated every few months.

After we emerge triumphant from the locked 
room, attendants serve us flower-scented tea 
and ask if we want to don capes and pose with 
magnifying glasses for our wall of fame/shame 
picture. We oblige. Before leaving, we ask where 
we can buy banh mi (Vietnamese baguettes) 
and iced coffees.

DARKNESS, DARKNESS EVERYWHERE

We joke that we’ve been eating every two hours 
on the trip as we head to our next non-touristy 
destination, Noir — Dining in the Dark. 

Since opening in October last year, the 
restaurant has created jobs for Vietnam’s 
visually impaired — of which 94 percent are 
unemployed — while raising awareness of the 
stigma they face in everyday life. A portion of 
the profits are donated to local charities that 
help blind people. Next month, Noir will be 
launching Dining with Signs, a similar concept 
focusing on people with hearing loss.

Our taxi driver pulls up in front of a white 
bungalow with light-blue windows and braille 
characters printed on the balconies. At the 
entrance, we’re greeted by English-speaking hosts 
who usher us into a candlelit lounge decked out 
with Southeast Asian antiques and plush red 
sofas. They serve us mystery (alcoholic) welcome 
drinks and ask if we would like to try the 
“mystery of the east” set or the “surprise of the 
west.” We choose the former. Next, we’re handed 
blindfolds and two wooden boards with different 
shaped pegs. Blindfolded, we must match the 
pegs with the holes in the board. 

Upon completion, our host leads us to an 
adjacent room where we meet our visually 
impaired waiter who then guides us through a 
curtained maze into a pitch-black dining area. 
Since the idea is to enable diners to experience 
what it’s like to be visually impaired, the room 
is so dark that you can’t see your own hand in 
front of your face. As a result, our other senses 
are supposed to grow more attuned.

Rounds of bite-sized appetizers, main courses 
and desserts are served in tiny bowls — the 
process of locating the dishes is similar to the 

game of matching the pegs on the board. Left 
with only taste and smell to evaluate the food, the 
herbs seem more pungent, the meats more tender 
and desserts sweeter. I even manage to sniff and 
taste tamarind, coconut oil and tom yum.

After the meal, however, you’re left with a 
strange feeling of guilt knowing that you’ll be 
stepping back into the world of light while the 
waiters and waitresses are consigned to a life 
of darkness.

On a slightly different note, my waiter thought 
it was funny that my side of the table was a 
sticky mess. Food was everywhere — apparently, 
my sense of touch hadn’t kicked in at all.

EATERIES AND BREWERIES

You can’t go wrong with food in Vietnam. Banh 
mi and pho (noodle soup) sold on the streets 
are convenient options, but even fancier eateries 
are reasonably priced. Cuc Gach Quan is a 
Vietnamese restaurant in yet another French 
colonial house located a bit further from the city 
center in Ward Tan Dinh, District 1. Each room 
is adorned with Chinese and Southeast Asian 
antique furniture, potted flowers and fruit as well 
as colorful paintings of street scenes. Navigating 
through a pond in the middle of the house, we 
must climb a wooden ladder to reach our table.

Once seated, we discover that the menu 
has endless options of anything imaginable 
— there’s even a few pages devoted to various 
types of edible flowers. My favorite dish was 
undoubtedly the silken tofu, as it was soft and 
not too bland. The beef was cooked nicely too, 
thinly shredded with a sprinkling of chili flakes. 
A refreshing drink option is the fresh juices, 
all served with lemongrass and pandan leaves, 
which pair well with the herbs and spices found 
in the dishes.

There’s plenty of drinks to go around in 
Ho Chi Minh City. OMG, a rooftop bar and 
restaurant, was recommended to us for its 
ambience and view. It’s good for what it 
is, which is providing a chill, chic outdoor 
atmosphere to kick back and enjoy some Saigon 
Special lagers while taking in the city skyline. 
A DJ mixes tunes on his laptop to one side, 
while couples canoodle on sofas on the other 
side, oblivious to the fact that the plants are not 
blocking them.

For travelers with an appreciation for hops 
and craving a change from the usual partying-
it-up-in-Southeast Asia scene, Pasteur Street 
Brewery is the answer. Hidden on the second 
floor of a discreet alley behind the Rex Hotel, 
this narrow, two-floor microbrewery serves 
American-style craft brews with hints of 
distinctly Indochinese flavors. A mixture of 
lemongrass and black pepper with a dry finish, 
the Saigon Saison is a good example of this. My 
favorites, however, were the fruity and hoppy 
Jasmine IPA and the creamy, malty Vanilla 
Porter. Consisting of six mini beers, the slider 
is a good way to sample Pasteur’s ales without 
getting too tipsy.

READY, AIM, FIRE

Hoppy brews make for good fun, interesting 
conversations (and regretful decisions), but 
there’s no point traveling to Ho Chi Minh City 
without visiting a couple of Vietnam War sites, 
especially the War Remnants Museum and the 
Cu Chi tunnels and shooting range. 

With a fine collection of US Army tanks 
on the outside, the inside of the six-story War 
Remnants Museum is stacked with photo 
exhibits depicting various stages of the war 
as well its aftermath — notably, children born 
with birth defects because their parents were 
exposed to harmful chemicals like Agent 
Orange. The photographs are harrowing. A 
picture I found particularly disturbing was of 
a family huddled together just seconds before 
their mass execution. The caption, a quote from 
the photographer, read: “Guys were about to 

shoot these people…I yelled, ‘hold it,’ and shot 
my picture. As I walked away, I heard M16s 
open up.”

The Cu Chi tunnels — a sprawling, multi-
layered underground network that the Viet Cong 
used to hide in, sleep and plot attacks against 
American soldiers — is what most people 
come to Ho Chi Minh City for. An hour and a 
half drive from the city center, it’s good for a 
half-day trip. Word of advice: we left our hotel 
at 10:30am and arrived at Cu Chi when most 
visitors were leaving. In other words, there’s 
no point waking up early since the tunnels will 
be crowded in the morning. Furthermore, it’s 
scorching hot at any time of the day — the trees 
provide minimal respite. 

The more entertaining parts of the tour 
included seeing how Viet Cong soldiers lived their 
daily lives — the tunnels were complete with 
kitchens, living rooms, hospital beds, boardrooms 
and weapon-making rooms. Our guide also 
showed us the various traps that would tear apart 
the limbs of ensnared enemy soldiers. 

Midway through the Cu Chi tunnel tour lies 
the National Defense Sports Shooting Range 
where AK-47 and M16 assault rifles and machine 
guns are displayed enticingly in glass cases 
along with tiny boxes of bullets. While many 
visitors choose to move along the tour, we 
stop to buy 10 bullets each to load inside an 
AK-47 and an M16. The instructor shows us to 
our stations where we put on noise-cancelling 
headphones before aiming and firing. If you’re 
used to firing guns out into an open field, 
though, the shooting range can be somewhat 
disappointing since the instructor helps you to 
prop your gun on a wall and aims at the target. 
Nevertheless, it’s still fun to say that you fired 
an M16 in Vietnam. 

Growing up in Southeast Asia for 10 years, 
I’ve seen my fair share of war museums and 
temples, and rode on enough elephants and river 
cruises than anyone ever should. Ho Chi Minh 
City, to my surprise, was just the right blend of 
historical sites, tickle-fancy entertainment, and 
sleek but not over-the-top dining. It’s a laid-back 
metropolis that keeps its haunting history alive, 
yet at the same time, is not burdened down by it.

If I ever find myself back at the Cu Chi 
tunnels, though, I’m firing a machine gun.

Cuc Gach Quan restaurant serves Vietnamese food in an old 
colonial house.   Photos: Dana ter, taiPei times

The Ho Chi Minh City branch of Escape Hunt was one of the 
first to open worldwide. Photo courtesy of escaPe hunt, ho chi minh city

IF YOU GO
Prices and getting around:
» Return flights from Taipei to Ho Chi Minh City on 
VietJet Air costs around NT$7,000 per person
» A taxi from the city center to the Cu Chi tunnels and 
back costs about NT$2,000 and the driver will wait for you 
at the tunnels
» It’s pretty cheap navigating through Ho Chi Minh City 
via taxi

Useful Web sites:
» hochiminhcity.escapehunt.com
» www.noirdininginthedark.com
» www.pasteurstreet.com

Where to stay:
» EdenStar Saigon Hotel, basic, clean four star hotel with 
a rooftop pool and delicious pho (www.edensaigonhotel.
com)
» Alcove Library Hotel, hipster boutique hotel with 
floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and musty books (www.
alcovehotel.com.vn)
» Rex Hotel, colonial-style hotel with rosewood furniture 
rooms (www.rexhotelvietnam.com)

What to bring:
» US dollars to exchange into Vietnamese dong
» Lots of insect repellent

The Cu Chi tunnels were an underground network where Viet 
Cong soldiers ate, slept and plotted their next moves against 
American soldiers. Nowadays, it’s a tourist attraction.

 Photo: Dana ter, taiPei times

Visitors at the Cu Chi tunnels can opt to fire M16s at a nearby 
shooting range. Photo: Dana ter, taiPei times

OMG rooftop bar boasts stunning views of the Ho Chi Minh 
City skyline. Photo: Dana ter, taiPei times

The War Remnants Museum in Ho Chi Minh City has an 
exhaustive display of old photographs, bombs and US Army 
tanks and planes. Photo: Dana ter, taiPei times
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