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First time in 
Vietnam

Vietnam overwhelms the senses. Rice paddies climb over rippling 
mountains. The air is full of the scent of frangipani flowers and siz-
zling stir-fries. Bays bob with Chinese junks, butterflies flutter from 
the trees like falling confetti, and the breeze stirs the coconut fronds 
on hundreds of miles of balmy, palm- shaded beaches. All of South-
east Asia seems crammed in here.
The country is celebrating 40 years since reunification, lifting the na-
tional spirit and making it the perfect time to visit. We’ve picked a 
route that covers the best — from the rugged north to the sun-soaked 
south, throwing a few surprises into the mix and allowing plenty of 
beach time. The food is fabulous. The biggest danger is crossing the 
road. It’s very cheap. And the Vietnamese people are warm and witty. 
What are you waiting for?
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Days 1-2: Hanoi

You’ll be tired after that long flight, so save yourself taxi hassle with 
an air-conditioned transfer to the hotel (£20; hanoitransferser-
vice.com). You’ll have brought cash dollars (for rural areas), but get 
your first batch of Vietnamese Dong from the airport ATM before you 
leave.
You’re staying at the Silk Path Boutique, on a tree-lined boulevard. 
The upper-floor rooms and the sky bar have sumptuous city views 
(doubles from £55, B&B; silkpathhotel.com). It lies in the Old Quar-
ter, the city’s most colourful area, lined with tall Vietnamese shop 
houses and bustling with life: stalls laden with flowers, soups bub-
bling in streetside restaurants, men in conical hats riding rickshaws.
After a few hours’ rest, take a cab to Ba Dinh, the historic heart of 
Hanoi. Wander past crumbling French colonial villas and old temples, 
whose air is heavy with incense, to Ba Dinh square and the enormous 
Soviet- inspired Ho Chi Minh mausoleum (free; closed Oct-Nov). 

The North Vietnamese president is entombed here in a glass-sided 
case, like a saint. But the queues are long. The interior of the Forbid-
den City of the Imperial Citadel of Thang Long, a short walk east, 
obers more. Walk through the imposing fortified gate for peaceful 
bonsai gardens, curving terracotta- roofed palaces and the former 
headquarters of Ho Chi Minh’s People’s Army (£1pp; hoangthan-
hthanglong.vn).

Finish the day on the tranquil, tree-shaded shores of Hoan Kiem Lake 
— and watch the sunset and the city lights play across the water; Cau 
The Huc park is one of the best spots for pictures. Or for something 
more lively, bag one of the loungers on the deck of the Sunset bar at 
the InterContinental Hanoi Westlake hotel, overlooking the city’s 
other big lake, Ho Tay (intercontinental.com)
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Spend the next day drifting in a wooden boat along the Ngo Dong 
River, south of Hanoi — past rice paddies tilled by bubalo ploughs 
and through a series of dripping caves (£26pp; daytourshanoi.com).
In the evening, back in Hanoi, at the Water Puppet Theatre, brightly 
painted lacquered puppets swirl and dance over a tiny artificial lake, 
following a 1,000-year-old tradition (£3.30pp; thanglongwaterpup-
pet.org)

Days 3-5: Halong Bay

If North Vietnam has a must-see, it’s Halong Bay, an archipelago of 
limestone islands and rainforest-covered ridges that rise like fingers 
from the South China Sea, 100 miles east of Hanoi. Get there quickly 
— and see the bay as few others do — by splashing out on a seaplane 
transfer (£205pp; vietnamseaplanes.vn). Flights cruise over a patch-
work of rice fields and villages, and cross the spreading filigree of the 
Red River Delta.
After 45 minutes, you’ll swoop into Halong Bay over towering stacks 
of karst, landing right on the water. An early-morning flight connects 
with a two-day cruise on a converted junk, taking you to the less-visit-
ed caves, the quieter beaches and the outer islands (from £100pp, 
B&B; halongbaytours.com).

Days 6-7 Hue

It’s time to leave north Vietnam. After an overnight interlude in Hanoi, 
fly to Hué (from £34pp; flyvietnam.com). The imperial city of the 
Nguyen overlords has been newly restored and glitters with pagodas 
and palaces on a bend in the Perfume River. Your base is the former 
governor’s mansion, no less — La Résidence (doubles from £103, 
B&B; la- residence-hue.com).
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Vietnam overwhelms the senses. Rice paddies climb over rippling 
mountains. The air is full of the scent of frangipani flowers and siz-
zling stir-fries. Bays bob with Chinese junks, butterflies flutter from 
the trees like falling confetti, and the breeze stirs the coconut fronds 
on hundreds of miles of balmy, palm- shaded beaches. All of South-
east Asia seems crammed in here.
The country is celebrating 40 years since reunification, lifting the na-
tional spirit and making it the perfect time to visit. We’ve picked a 
route that covers the best — from the rugged north to the sun-soaked 
south, throwing a few surprises into the mix and allowing plenty of 
beach time. The food is fabulous. The biggest danger is crossing the 
road. It’s very cheap. And the Vietnamese people are warm and witty. 
What are you waiting for?

You’ll need a whole day to see the main monuments. Don’t miss the 
stunning seven- storey Thien Mu Pagoda, where you’ll also find a 
giant turtle sculpture and an 18th- century bronze bell. Just outside 
Hué, Khai Dinh’s tomb is covered head to toe in swirling stucco 
carvings.
In the evening, clear some time to visit the Duyet Thi Duong Royal 
Theatre (the country’s oldest), for sweet, trance-inducing traditional 
classical dance and music, played percussively 

Days 8-10: Hoi An

The road from Hué to Hoi An is one of the world’s most beautiful, 
climbing in sharp bends to the dizzying Hai Van Pass and then drop-
ping to a beach-edged coast. The views along the way are extraordi-
nary: rippling rainforest-covered ridges falling to a turquoise sea, little 
fishing villages bobbing with boats, stretches of silky sand.
To ensure you aren’t so distracted, you veer ob the road, hire a car 
with a driver. The journey takes a leisurely seven hours, with stops for 
photo ops, swims and market shopping (£54 for two; tourfrom-
hue.com).
Hoi An is a delight, a perfectly preserved Sino- Portuguese trading 
port, cut by canals spanned by covered bridges, and with streets of 
beautiful 15th-century teahouses and Japanese and merchant man-
sions.
It’s a wonderful town for a wander: fortify yourself with a cobee and 
a Vietnamese baguette, or a Singapore sling or two in one of the fash-
ionable waterfront lounge bars — try Fusion Cafe (Nguyen Phuc Chu 
Street). Then hit the busy Central Market for bric-a-brac and a sense 
of local life. Hoi An Cloth Market is the place for Vietnamese silks 
(Tran Phu Street), while Hung An, over the Japanese covered bridge, 
obers one of the best selections of the town’s trademark brightly co-
loured lanterns.
Two days are enough for a good taste. Check into the Anantara for a 
balcony right over the river (doubles from £106, B&B; hoi- an.anan-
tara.com).
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Days 11-13: Mui Ne

It’s time for the beach. The best way to reach Mui Ne from Hoi An is 
by train. It’s a bit of a trek, but there’s no better way to see the country 
in between. A half-hour cab ride will take you from Hoi An to Da 
Nang. Catch the Reunification Express sleeper, sit back and watch 
rural Vietnam pass by like a film reel: school kids in pressed uniforms 
squeezed on the back of mopeds; locals on bikes wearing conical non 
la hats; the sun like a red lozenge melting into the rice fields.
The four-berth cabins are air-conditioned with comfortable beds, 
though they’re a bit of a squeeze. But the meditative click-clack of the 
train will soon lull you to sleep (£38pp; vietnam-railway.com). In the 
morning, it’s a 30-minute transfer from the station at Muong Man to 
the beach.
Ten years ago, this tiny fishing village with its palm-thatched shacks 
in drifting golden dunes was a backpackers’ secret. Today, there’s 
more comfort, though Mui Ne still remains well under the travel radar. 
Book in at the Mia Mui Ne Resort, for beach cabanas, spa treatments, 
classes in everything from kitesurfing to cooking, and full-moon 
walks across the dunes (doubles from £93, B&B; miamuine.com).

Days 14-15: Ho Chi Minh City
Ho Chi Minh City — formerly Saigon — is a four-hour train journey 
south. You’ll arrive in the late afternoon. Book an upper-floor room 
with a view at the Grand Hotel, a big French- era-style hotel with 
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marble bathrooms (doubles from £95, B&B; grandhotel. vn).
Then stroll down to the riverside, camera in hand, to see the skyscrap-
ers and Chinese warehouses along the docks cast reflections over the 
Saigon River. The best views are from the park in An Khanh on the 
other side of the river — a 15-minute moto-taxi ride from the hotel 
(£3).

The ride should break you in nicely for the following day’s activity: 
seeing the city by motorbike, on tiny Hondas piloted by equally tiny 
Vietnamese women wearing traditional white ao dai dresses and with 
a wicked sense of humour (from £30pp; xotours.vn).
They deftly scoot in and out of the tramc to the Ho Thi Ky flower 
market — brilliant with orchids and sweet-smelling frangipani. Other 
sights include the Xa Loi pagoda (said to house a relic of the Buddha) 
and the tiny alleys of Chinatown. In the afternoon, visit the Cu Chi 
tunnels, an underground maze where the Viet Cong hid from the 
Americans before retaking Saigon in 1975 (£12pp; cuchi- tun-
nels.com).

Your last meal should be at Noir, with a choice of a western, an eastern 
or a vegetarian degustation menu, but no list of dishes. The food is 
served in a pitch-black dining room by blind waiters — many of them 
survivors of the Vietnam War. In the dark, tastebuds are confounded: 
it’s impossible to tell mushrooms from tofu and chicken from fish. 
You’ll only discover what you’ve eaten when the waiter tells you af-
terwards. Sounds are amplified, time distorted (menus from £16; noir-
dininginthedark.com). Emerging from the restaurant, the city assaults 
the senses, leaving you longing to return to Vietnam.
Save for next time The islands and floating markets of the Mekong 
Delta; hill-tribe treks in Sapa; the Hindu temples of My Son; the Tet 
New Year festival; Phu Quoc island.

When to go Stretching more than 1,000 miles from north to south, it’s 
usually raining somewhere in Vietnam. So there’s no one best time to 
visit. September to April will ensure maximum sunshine.
Flights Flights with Vietnam Airlines from London to Hanoi and back 
from Ho Chi Minh City start at £745. Indirect flights to Hanoi via 
Dubai from £495 (emirates.com). Flights between Ho Chi Minh City 
and Hanoi start at £50 one way (flyvietnam.com).
Packages Similar itineraries — with international and internal flights, 
transfers and B&B accommodation — are obered by Revealed Travel, 
from £2,830pp (southeastasia revealed.co.uk); Bamboo, from 
£2,750pp (bambootravel.co.uk); and Audley, from £3,450pp (audley-
travel.com).


