
    
      [image: Front Cover]
    


    
      
        [image: Lonely Planet Logo]
      

      Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos & Northern Thailand

      
        [image: Map]
      

    


    
      [image: How To Use This eBook]
    


    
      [image: Full Page Sampler]
    

    
      
        
          [image: button]
        
      

    


    
      [image: Country Map]
    


    
      Contents

    Plan Your Trip

Welcome to the Mekong Region

Mekong Region's Top 20

Need to Know

If You Like

Month by Month

Itineraries

Outdoor Adventures

Travel with Children

Countries at a Glance





On The Road

Vietnam

Vietnam Highlights

Hanoi

Around Hanoi

Ninh Binh

Tam Coc

Cuc Phuong National Park

Northern Vietnam

Halong Bay

Halong City

Cat Ba Island

Haiphong

Ba Be National Park

Mai Chau

Lao Cai

Bac Ha

Sapa

Dien Bien Phu

Central Vietnam

Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park

Hue

Around Hue

Danang

Hoi An

Around Hoi An

Cham Islands

Southeast Coast

Quy Nhon

Nha Trang

Mui Ne

Con Dao Islands

Southwest Highlands

Dalat

Cat Tien National Park

Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon)

Around Ho Chi Minh City

Dai Nam Theme Park

Beaches

Cu Chi

Mekong Delta

Bac Lieu

My Tho

Ben Tre

Vinh Long

Can Tho

Chau Doc

Ha Tien

Rach Gia

Phu Quoc Island

Understand Vietnam

Vietnam Today

History

People & Culture

Food & Drink

Environment

Survival Guide

Cambodia

Cambodia Highlights

Phnom Penh

Around Phnom Penh

Kirirom National Park

Phnom Chisor

Phnom Tamao Wildlife Rescue Centre

Tonle Bati

Udong

Siem Reap

Around Siem Reap

Ang Trapeng Thmor Reserve

Floating Village of Chong Kneas

Prek Toal Bird Sanctuary

Temples of Angkor

Angkor Wat

Angkor Thom

Around Angkor Thom

Further Afield

Northwestern Cambodia

Banteay Chhmar

Battambang

Around Battambang

Prasat Preah Vihear Province

Kompong Thom

Around Kompong Thom

Eastern Cambodia

Kompong Cham & Around

Kratie

Stung Treng

Aroung Stung Treng

Mondulkiri Province

Ratanakiri Province

South Coast

Koh Kong City

Koh Kong Conservation Corridor

Sihanoukville

Around Sihanoukville

The Southern Islands

Kampot

Around Kampot

Kep

Understand Cambodia

Cambodia Today

History

People & Culture

Food & Drink

Environment

Survival Guide

Laos

Laos Highlights

Vientiane

Around Vientiane

Phu Khao Khuay National Protected Area (NPA)

Ang Nam Ngum

Vang Vieng

Luang Prabang

Around Luang Prabang

Pak Ou Caves

Tat Kuang Si

Tat Sae

Northern Laos

Xieng Khuang & Hua Phan Provinces

Muang Ngoi District

Northwestern Laos

Phongsali Province

Middle Mekong

Central & Southern Laos

Bolikhamsai & Khammuan Provinces

Savannakhet Province

Champasak Province

Pakse Region

Si Phan Don (Four Thousand Islands)

Bolaven Plateau Region

Understand Laos

Laos Today

History

People & Culture

Food & Drink

Environment

Survival Guide

Northern Thailand

Northern Thailand Highlights

Bangkok

Thailand's Eastern Seaboard

Ko Samet

Trat

Ko Chang

Northeastern Thailand

Nakhon Ratchasima (Khorat)

Around Nakhon Ratchasima

Khao Yai National Park

Phanom Rung & Around

Ubon Ratchathani

Mukdahan

Nakhon Phanom

Nong Khai

Around Sangkhom

Loei

Chiang Khan

Thailand's North

Chiang Mai

Around Chiang Mai

Chiang Dao

Tha Ton

Pai

Sukhothai

Around Sukhothai

Chiang Rai

Golden Triangle

Chiang Khong

Nan

Around Nan

Understand Thailand

Thailand Today

History

People & Culture

Food & Drink

Environment

Survival Guide





Understand

Understand the Mekong Region

The Mekong Region Today

History

People & Culture





Survive

Border Crossings

Directory AZ

Accommodation

Customs Regulations

Discount Cards

Electricity

Embassies & Consulates

Food

LGBTIQ Travellers

Insurance

Internet Access

Language

Legal Matters

Maps

Money

Post

Public Holidays

Responsible Travel

Safe Travel

Telephone

Time

Toilets

Tourist Information

Travellers with Disabilities

Visas

Volunteering

Women Travellers

Work

Transport

Getting There & Away

Getting Around

Health

Before You Go

In Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos & Northern Thailand

Language

Behind the Scenes

Our Writers








    
  
  
  
    Welcome to the Mekong Region

    
      
        The Mekong – it’s an exotic name guaranteed to fire up the imagination, with such iconic sights as Angkor Wat, Halong Bay and Luang Prabang.

      
    

    
      
        A River Runs Through It

        
          One of the world’s great rivers, the Mekong winds its way down from the foothills of Tibet to the South China Sea, encompassing some of the most diverse backdrops in Asia. Its dramatic journey southward takes in remote national parks and immense waterfalls in Laos, traditional towns and 21st-century cities in Thailand, freshwater dolphins and forgotten temples in Cambodia and a patchwork of emerald greens in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta. Take it all in by boat, or delve in with a community homestay on one of thousands of islands formed by the mighty river.

        
      

      
        Adrenalin Buzz

        
          You're never far from adventure in these parts. Go motorbike touring in Vietnam's highlands, then descend to the coast to kitesurf on the South China Sea. Trek deep into the rainforest to spot gibbons and other rare wildlife in Cambodia or northern Thailand. For something mellower, take a cycle around Angkor or walk with elephants at one of several elephant sanctuaries in the region. Rock climbing in central Laos, diving off the southern rim of Cambodia and Vietnam, ziplining through virgin jungle around Chang Mai or the Bolaven Plateau – you can pick your own adventure.

        
      

      
        Old Asia, New Asia

        
          Experience old Asia and new Asia jostling for space. One minute it’s Bangkok, where you're riding the Skytrain to a state-of-the-art shopping mall, the next it’s walking with an elephant in the jungle of Cambodia. In the cities, the pace of life runs at a dizzying speed, matched only by the endless rush of motorbikes and call of commerce. In the countryside, life seems timeless – the rural rhythms the same as they have been for centuries – with traditionally clothed farmers tending the fields and monks wandering the streets in search of alms.

        
      

      
        The Spirit of the Mekong

        
          Travelling in the Mekong region is as much about the journey as the destination. Whether you're venturing into a distant minority village or plunging into the backstreets of a seething megalopolis, your senses will be bombarded as never before. Delve deeper to discern the mosaic of ethnicities and learn about their cultures and lifestyles. The people are irrepressible, the experiences unforgettable and the stories impossible to re-create, but sometime during your journey, the Mekong and its people will enter your soul. Go with the flow and let the Mekong's spirit course through your veins.

        
        [image: shutterstock268696646jpg]

Novice monk at Wat Xieng Thong, Luang Prabang, Laos | ART65395 / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

      

    

    


      Why I Love Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos & Northern Thailand

      
        By Greg Bloom, Writer

        My affair with the Mekong region began in 1997. An overnight bus from Bangkok and the next morning I'm in Vientiane. It's traffic- and tourist-free, and it's surely the most relaxed place on earth. The next month is a somnolent, seemingly interminable journey north along misty mountain roads and rivers coloured caramel by the monsoon. A decade later I returned, this time to live in Cambodia, where the icons of Mekong life – exuberant temples, radiant green rice fields, glistening water buffalo – became part of daily life, and continue to draw me back to this day.
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    Mekong Region's Top 20

    
      Temples of Angkor (Cambodia)

      
        One of the world’s most magnificent sights, the temples of Angkor are better even than the superlatives. Choose from Angkor Wat, the world’s largest religious building; Bayon, one of the world’s weirdest; or Ta Prohm, where nature runs amok. Siem Reap is the base for exploring the world’s grandest collection of temples and is abuzz with a superb selection of restaurants and bars. Beyond the temples lie floating villages on Tonlé Sap lake, adrenalin-inducing activities such as quad biking and microlighting, and cultured pursuits such as cooking classes and birdwatching.

      
      [image: gettyrf142091105jpg]

Bayon | ARTIE PHOTOGRAPHY / GETTY IMAGES ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Luang Prabang (Laos)

      
        Hemmed in by the Mekong River and Nam Khan (Khan River), this timeless city of temples is a travel writer’s dream: rich in royal history, saffron-clad monks, stunning river views, world-class French cuisine and the best boutique accommodation in Southeast Asia. Hire a bike and explore the tropical peninsula’s backstreets, take a cooking class or just ease back with a restful massage at one of the many affordable spas. Prepare to adjust your timetable and stay a little longer than planned.

      
      [image: shutterstock358251350jpg]

Wat Xieng Thong | WESTUDIO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Halong Bay (Vietnam)

      
        The stunning combination of karst limestone peaks and sheltered, shimmering seas makes Halong Bay one of Vietnam’s top tourist draws, but with more than 2000 islands there’s plenty of superb scenery to go around. Definitely book an overnight cruise and make time for your own special moments on this World Heritage wonder – rising early for an ethereal misty dawn, or piloting a kayak into grottoes and lagoons. If you’re hankering for more karst action, move on to the less touristy but equally spectacular Lan Ha Bay.

      
      [image: shutterstock94992478jpg]

 DENIS ROZAN / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Bangkok (Thailand)

      
        The original City of Angels lives up to its hype as one of Southeast Asia’s most buzzing cities. Excuses to delay your trip upcountry include the city’s excellent-value accommodation, cheap and spicy eats, unparalleled shopping and a rowdy but fun nightlife scene. Bangkok also functions as the unofficial gateway to the rest of the region, with cheap flights, cosy train rides, modern buses and a variety of other convenient and comfortable transport options to your next destination – when you finally decide to leave, that is.

      
      [image: gettyrf124812441jpg]

Vendor preparing street food | DESIGN PICS/RAY LASKOWITZ / GETTY IMAGES ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Si Phan Don (Laos)

      
        Legends don’t happen by accident: Laos’ hammock-flopping mecca has been catering to weary travellers for years. While these tropical islands bounded by the waters of the Mekong are best known as a happy haven for catatonic sun worshippers, the more active souls who venture here will be spoilt for choice. After some river-tubing or cycling through paddy fields, grab a kayak or fish with the locals, rounding off your day with a sunset boat trip to see the rare Irrawaddy dolphin.

      
      [image: 687810743jpg]

Don Det | MATTHEW MICAH WRIGHT / GETTY IMAGES ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Hoi An (Vietnam)

      
        Vietnam's most cosmopolitan town, the beautiful, ancient port of Hoi An is replete with gourmet Vietnamese restaurants, hip bars and cafes, quirky boutiques and expert tailors. Immerse yourself in history in the warren-like lanes of the Old Town, shop till you drop, tour the temples and pagodas, then dine like an emperor on a peasant’s budget – and learn how to cook like the locals. Then hit glorious An Bang Beach, wander along the riverside and bike the back roads. Yes, Hoi An has it all.

      
      [image: shutterstock533018095jpg]

Paper-lantern shop | THANACHET MAVIANG / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park (Vietnam)

      
        Picture jungle-crowned limestone hills, rainforest, turquoise streams and traditional villages. Then throw in the globe’s most impressive cave systems – including the river-carved Phong Nha Cave and the cathedral-like chambers of Son Doong (the world's largest cave) – and you can see why Phong Nha-Ke Bang is Vietnam's most rewarding national park to explore. Accommodation options are fast improving, and as it's a little way off the main tourist trail it's a great place to experience rural Vietnam at its most majestic.

      
      [image: shutterstock463416263jpg]

Hang Son Doong | HANOI PHOTOGRAPHY / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Sukhothai (Thailand)

      
        Step back some 800 years in time at one of Thailand's most impressive historical parks. Exploring the ruins of this former capital by bicycle is a leisurely way to wind through the crumbling temples, graceful Buddha statues and fish-filled ponds. Worthwhile museums and some of the country's best-value accommodation round out the package. Sukhothai rarely feels crowded, but for something off the beaten track head to nearby Si Satchanalai-Chaliang Historical Park, where you might be the only one scaling an ancient stairway.

      
      [image: shutterstock559634686jpg]

Sukhothai Historical Park | PIKOSO.KZ / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Mondulkiri & Ratanakiri (Cambodia)

      
        Eventually the endless rice fields and sugar palms of the Cambodian lowlands give way to the rolling hills of the wild northeast. Here you can spend days trekking amid threatened forests and ethnic minority villages where animism and ancestor worship are still practised. Elephants still roam this part of the country, and while you might not spot them in the wild, you can interact with them at several sanctuaries in the region. Add gibbon-spotting and thunderous waterfalls to the mix and you have the perfect recipe for adventure.

      
      [image: shutterstock608740925jpg]

 BARTU JUAN / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Phnom Penh (Cambodia)

      
        Cambodia's capital is a chaotic yet charming city that has thrown off the shadows of the past to embrace a brighter future. Boasting one of the most beautiful riverfronts in the region, Phnom Penh is in the midst of a boom, with designer restaurants, funky bars and hip hotels ready to welcome the adventurous. Experience emotional extremes at the inspiring National Museum and the depressing Tuol Sleng Museum, between them showcasing the best and worst of Cambodian history. Once called the ‘Pearl of Asia’, Phnom Penh is regaining its shine.

      
      [image: shutterstock475070380jpg]

Royal Palace | ELITE STUDIO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Ho Chi Minh City (Vietnam)

      
        Increasingly international, but still unmistakably Vietnamese, the former Saigon’s visceral energy will delight big-city devotees. HCMC doesn’t inspire neutrality: either you’ll be drawn into its thrilling vortex and hypnotised by the perpetual whir of its orbiting motorbikes, or you’ll find the whole experience just too overwhelming. Dive in to be rewarded with a wealth of history, delicious food and a vibrant nightlife that sets the standard for Vietnam. The heat is always on in HCMC – loosen your collar and enjoy.

      
      [image: shutterstock559792594jpg]

Ð Bui Vien in Pham Ngu Lao | DAVID BOKUCHAVA / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Cambodia's Southern Islands

      
        A secret no more, the islands off Sihanoukville are reminiscent of Thailand in the 1980s, when Ko Samui and Ko Pha Nga were new frontiers. Koh Rong and Koh Rong Sanloem are those islands now, fulfilling remote Southeast Asian paradise fantasies while ensuring enough buzz to keep the party people happy. The more remote bits of these large twin islands hide secret beaches, often occupied by a solitary resort, and a score of islands stretching along Cambodia's southern coastline are similarly blissful.

      
      [image: shutterstock174688277jpg]

Koh Rong | ALEKSANDAR TODOROVIC / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Khmer Temple Trail (Thailand)

      
        If you want to see Angkor Wat but don’t want the crowds, consider following northeastern Thailand’s informal Angkor temple trail from Phimai Historical Park to Phanom Rung. The area’s Khmer-era ruins cover the spectrum from immaculate to rubble, and visiting them is a good excuse to explore Thailand on rented wheels. In addition to taking in some pretty impressive history, a visit offers a unique chance to experience the laid-back rural lifestyle and unique culture of this little-visited region.

      
      [image: shutterstock463158716jpg]

Phimai Historical Park | NIRUTTI / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Battambang (Cambodia)

      
        This is the real Cambodia, far from the jet-set destinations of Phnom Penh and Siem Reap. Unfurling along the banks of the Sangker River, Battambang is one of the best-preserved colonial-era towns in the country. Streets lined with graceful old shophouses host art galleries and social enterprises ranging from fair-trade cafes to bike excursions. In a word? Charming. Beyond Battambang lies the Cambodian countryside and a cluster of ancient temples that, while not exactly Angkor Wat, mercifully lack its crowds.

      
      [image: shutterstock131277110jpg]

 GUOZHONGHUA / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Vang Vieng (Laos)

      
        The riverine jewel in Laos’ karst country, Vang Vieng sits under soaring cliffs beside the Nam Song (Song River) and has an easy, outdoorsy vibe. Since the party crowd was moved on a few years ago, tranquillity reigns, with more family-oriented visitors dropping in to soak up well-organised activities like ziplining, trekking, caving and climbing – and not forgetting the main draw: tubing. As budget guesthouses and fast-food joints wind down, smarter boutique hotels and delicious restaurants are blossoming in their wake. There’s never been a better time to visit.

      
      [image: gettyrf467713629jpg]

 RAY HEMS / GETTY IMAGES ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Ko Kut (Thailand)

      
        Still looking for that paradise island where the crowds are thin, the water aquamarine and clear, and the beaches wide and long? Try Ko Kut. There are beautiful stretches of sand, fine snorkelling and hidden waterfalls to hike to. Best of all, Ko Kut retains a supremely unhurried pace of life that visitors soon find themselves imitating. There is nothing in the way of nightlife, apart from listening to the ocean. But that’s why you’re here.

      
      [image: shutterstock527285863jpg]

 DITTY_ABOUT_SUMMER / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Hanoi's Old Quarter (Vietnam)

      
        Don’t worry, it happens to everyone when they first get to Hanoi: getting agreeably lost in the city’s centuries-old Old Quarter, a frantic commercial labyrinth where echoes of the past are filtered and framed by a thoroughly 21st-century energy. Discover Vietnam’s culinary flavours and aromas at street level, perched on a tiny chair eating iconic Hanoi dishes like pho bo (beef noodle soup), bun cha (barbecued pork with rice vermicelli) and banh cuon (steamed rice crêpes filled with minced pork, mushrooms and shrimp). Later at night, join the socialising throngs enjoying refreshingly crisp bia hoi (draught beer) at makeshift street corner bars.

      
      [image: shutterstock588997865jpg]

 KITZCORNER / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Vieng Xai Caves (Laos)

      
        This is history writ large in stone. An area of outstanding natural beauty, Vieng Xai was home to the Pathet Lao communist leadership during the US bombing campaign of 1964–73. Laos became the most heavily bombed country in the world at this time and the leadership burrowed into these natural caves for protection. A superb audio tour brings the experience alive. When the bombers buzz overhead to a soundtrack of Jimi Hendrix you’ll be ducking for cover in the Red Prince’s lush garden.

      
      [image: dde-as20-mwr0222jpg]

 MICAH WRIGHT / DANITADELIMONT.COM / AGEFOTOSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Chiang Rai Province (Thailand)

      
        The days of the Golden Triangle opium trade are over, but intrigue still lingers at Chiang Rai in the form of fresh-air fun such as trekking and self-guided exploration. It’s also a great destination for cultural experiences, ranging from a visit to an Akha village to a stay at the Yunnanese-Chinese hamlet of Mae Salong. From the Mekong River to the mountains, Chiang Rai is arguably Thailand’s most beautiful province, and if you’ve set your sights further, it’s also a convenient gateway to Laos and China.

      
      [image: shutterstock405854392jpg]

Akha woman, Mae Salong | FLYDRAGON / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Top Experiences

Tham Kong Lor (Laos)

      
        Imagine your deepest nightmare: the snaggle-toothed mouth of a river cave beneath a towering limestone mountain,the boatman in his rickety longtail taking you into the heart of darkness. Puttering beneath the cathedral-high ceiling of stalactites in this extraordinary 7.5kmlongunderworld (p180 )in remote Khammuan Province is an awesome experience. You’ll be very glad to see the light at the other end of the tunnel. The village of Ban Kong Lor is now the most convenient base for visiting the cave,after an explosion of guesthouses and small resorts in the last few years. (click here)
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    Need to Know

    
      
        Currency

        
          Cambodia: riel (r)

          Laos: kip (K)

          Thailand: baht (B)

          Vietnam: dong (d)

        
      

      
        Languages

        
          Cambodia: Khmer

          Laos: Lao

          Thailand: Thai

          Vietnam: Vietnamese

        
      

      
        Visas

        
          Cambodia Visas-on-arrival cost US$30.

          Laos Visas-on-arrival cost US$30 to US$42.

          Thailand Visa waivers on arrival.

          Vietnam Visas cost US$20 in advance; some countries exempt.

        
      

      
        Money

        
          ATMs widely available in Thailand and Vietnam, and in most Cambodian and Lao provincial capitals. Credit cards accepted at most midrange and top-end hotels throughout.

        
      

      
        Mobile Phones

        
          Roaming possible in all countries, but is expensive. Local SIM cards and unlocked mobile phones are available in all countries.

        
      

      
        Time

        
          Indochina Time (GMT/UTC plus seven hours)

        
      

    

    
      When to Go

      [image: 04-climate-vcl5jpg]

      
        High Season (Dec–Mar)

        
          ACool and dry in the southern Mekong region.

          ACold in Hanoi and the mountains of Laos and Vietnam.

          AWatch out for Chinese New Year in January/February, when everyone is on the move.

        
        Shoulder (Apr & May, Oct & Nov)

        
          AApril to May is sweltering hot in the lowlands.

          AOctober and November offer good trekking, lush landscapes and a pleasant climate.

          ASongkram (April) is a blast, but Cambodia, Laos and Thailand shut down for business.

        
        Low (Jun–Sep)

        
          AWet season means emerald-green landscapes and respite from the searing sun.

          ABig hotel discounts at beaches and in touristy spots like Siem Reap.

          AThailand remains busy as Western visitors flock there for summer holidays.

        
      
    

    
      Useful Websites

      
        Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com) Destination information, hotel bookings, traveller forum and more.

        Travelfish (www.travelfish.org) Opinionated articles and reviews about the region.

        Mekong Tourism (www.mekongtourism.org) Updated links to latest regional travel news and trends.

        Golden Triangle Rider (www.gt-rider.com) The motorbiking website for the Mekong region.

      
    

    
      Important Numbers

      
        Always remember to drop the initial 0 from the mobile prefix or regional (city) code when dialling into Cambodia, Laos, Thailand or Vietnam from another country.

        	
                Country
              
	
                Country code
              



          
            
            
              	
                Cambodia
              
              	855
            

            
              	
                Laos
              
              	856
            

            
              	
                Thailand
              
              	66
            

            
              	
                Vietnam
              
              	84
            

          
        

      
    

    
      Exchange Rates

      
        
          
            
              	
                Cambodia
              
              	US$1
              	4000r
            

            
              	
                Laos
              
              	US$1
              	8200K
            

            
              	
                Thailand
              
              	US$1
              	36B
            

            
              	
                Vietnam
              
              	US$1
              	22,800d
            

          
        

        For current exchange rates, see www.xe.com.

      
    

    
      Daily Costs

      
        Budget: Less than US$50

        
          ADorm bed: US$2–3

          ACheap guesthouse room: US$5–10

          ALocal meals and street eats: US$1–2

          ALocal buses and trains: US$2–3 per 100km

        
        Midrange: US$50–150

        
          AAir-con hotel room: US$15–50

          ADecent local restaurant meal: US$5–10

          AShort taxi ride: US$2–3

          ALocal tour guide per day: US$20

        
        Top End: Over US$150

        
          ABoutique hotel or resort: US$50–500

          AGastronomic meal with drinks: US$25–75

          A4WD rental per day: US$60–120

          AUpmarket adventure tour: US$100-200

        
      
    

    
      Getting Around

      
        Trains, planes, automobiles and boats are equally viable options in the Mekong region.

        Bus The reliable warhorse of the region; will likely be your main form of transport.

        Plane Plenty of interregional and domestic routes between major cities. Domestic routes in Cambodia and Laos are more limited.

        Train Alternative to buses in Thailand and Vietnam; just relaunched after decades of dormancy in Cambodia; nonexistent in Laos.

        Boat Losing popularity as roads improve.

        Car Private vehicle hire affordable for those who prefer private transport. Self-drive rentals becoming more popular.

        Motorbike Great for localised travel; rentals cheap and widely available.

        Local transport Cheap tuk-tuks and motorcycle taxis are ideal for short hops.

      
    

    
      Travelling Responsibly

      
        Much of the Mekong region is extremely poor, so consider how you might put a little back into the countries you visit. Stay longer, travel further and travel independently, or utilise locally based tour companies that are clearly on the side of pro-poor, ecofriendly travel in the region. Eat at local restaurants; try out a community-based tourism project or homestay; use local guides. On shorter stays, consider spending money in local markets and in restaurants and shops that assist disadvantaged locals.

      
      
        Avoid giving money to begging children, as this is more likely to go directly to a begging 'pimp' or human trafficker than to the child; giving food is an option since at least it is likely to benefit the children directly.

        However, child-welfare organisations would counsel against giving to children altogether to avoid creating a culture of dependency from a young age. Instead, consider making a donation to one of the many local organisations assisting in the battle against poverty.

        For more information, see www.thinkchildsafe.org.

      
    

  

  
  



    
  
  
  
    If You Like…

    
    
      Temples & Tombs

      
        Cambodia is the temple heavyweight, but Laos and Thailand are dotted with elegant wats and ancient stupas. Vietnam has emperors’ tombs and pagodas that are a world apart from their Mekong neighbours.

        Angkor, Cambodia The one and only – the temples that put all others in the shade.

        Wat Xieng Thong, Laos The jewel in Luang Prabang’s crown, with its roofs sweeping majestically low to the ground.

        Hue, Vietnam Vietnamese emperors constructed dazzling monuments around Hue. Don't miss Tu Duc and Minh Mang.

        Sukhothai, Thailand The ancient capital of one of Thailand’s first home-grown kingdoms.

        Prasat Preah Vihear, Cambodia The most mountainous Khmer temple, perched imperiously on the cliff-face of the Dangkrek Mountains.

        Wat Phu Champasak, Laos A bastion of the ancient Khmers, who once controlled much of the Mekong region.

        Banteay Chhmar, Cambodia An explorer’s delight, with minitemples lost in the jungle and crumbling ruins revealing hidden faces.

      
    

    
      Beautiful Beaches

      
        Vietnam, Cambodia and Thailand all boast lengthy and beautiful coastlines with hidden lagoons, coves, tropical islands and seemingly infinite stretches of sand.

        Ko Kut, Thailand A paradise where the crowds are thin, the water aquamarine, the beaches wide and long.

        Phu Quoc Island, Vietnam Signature Long Beach offers white sand in profusion, while Sao Beach is a quieter crescent.

        Ream National Park, Cambodia Tranquillity and endless stretches of empty white sand, just 30 minutes from party mecca Sihanoukville.

        Mui Ne, Vietnam Squeaky sands along the shore, towering dunes and expanses of empty beaches up the coast.

        Koh Rong, Cambodia Emerging backpacker haven boasts myriad empty beaches around its substantial perimeter.

        Ko Samet, Thailand An expat fave for good reason: 14 gorgeous white-sand beaches just a half-day from Bangkok.

      
      [image: shutterstock174688265jpg]

Koh Rong, Cambodia | ALEKSANDAR TODOROVIC / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      Fabulous Food

      
        There’s no surer way to spice up your life than with a culinary odyssey through the Mekong region. Learn the tricks of the trade with a cooking class.

        Bangkok, Thailand Undisputed food capital of the Mekong region.

        Phnom Penh, Cambodia Enjoy the cosmopolitan food scene or dine to make a difference at a training restaurant.

        Hanoi, Vietnam Hanoi’s famous street-food scene features specialities like bun cha (barbecued pork) and crab noodle soup.

        Vientiane, Laos Not just Laos' capital, but its culinary capital – think Lao home cooking with a Gallic flare.

        Chiang Mai, Thailand Sample delicious northern Thai cuisine and choose from more than a dozen cooking schools.

        Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam Foodie paradise: roadside stalls, swish gourmet restaurants, to-die-for Vietnamese eateries and international cuisine.

        Luang Prabang, Laos Learn to make mok pa (steamed fish in banana leaves) at traditional eatery Tamarind.

      
      [image: 500px124086759jpg]

Pho bo (beef noodle soup), Vietnam | JOSHUA RESNICK / 500PX ©

    

    
      Spectacular Treks

      
        Thailand is the original trekking hot spot, but these days all countries of the Mekong region offer great hikes featuring mountains, minority cultures and – if you're lucky – rare wildlife.

        Sapa, Vietnam Join chatty Hmong guides to explore surrounding ethnic minority villages framed by verdant rice terraces.

        Khao Yai National Park, Thailand Spot elephants, monkeys, snakes and creepy-crawlies on treks in Thailand’s oldest national park.

        Nam Ha National Protected Area (NPA), Laos Laos’ first national park offers responsibly coordinated trekking amid impressive original-growth forest.

        Chiang Rai, Thailand The area boasts a diversity of ethnic groups and some of Thailand’s best hikes.

        Mondulkiri Province, Cambodia Take an early-morning gibbon-spotting trek or ‘walk with the herd’ at the Elephant Valley Project.

        Cuc Phuong National Park, Vietnam Hike through wildlife-rich forests and up to tribal villages in this national park.

        Phongsali Province, Laos In the country's far north you can trek to visit colourful hill tribes.

        Koh Kong Conservation Corridor, Cambodia Ground-breaking ecotourism projects like Chi Phat offer treks in the wildlife-rich Cardamom Mountains.

      
    

    
      Cultural Encounters

      
        Luang Namtha, Laos A centre of Lao ethnic minority culture, offering community-based activities and fine minority cuisine.

        Battambang, Cambodia (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%053-952424; www.phareps.org; US$14) Roll up, roll up – catch a performance of Phare, the Cambodia Circus where it all began.

        Chiang Rai, Thailand A good base for exploring both hill-tribe culture and Lanna (ancient Thai-Lao kingdom) history.

        Hoi An, Vietnam The Portuguese, Spanish, Japanese, Chinese and French all left their architectural mark on this stunning old port town.

        Ratanakiri Province, Cambodia Hire a tribal trekking guide or homestay in minority villages around Virachey National Park.

        Phonsavan, Laos Jumping-off point for homestays with Hmong families and visits to the ancient Plain of Jars.

        Ba Be National Park, Vietnam ([image: icon-phonegif]%0281-389 4721; per person 25,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5am-9pm) Recharge from hiking in the rustic homestays and village guesthouses of the Tay minority.

      
    

    
      Nightlife

      
        Bangkok grabs the Hollywood storylines but several other regional hubs have plenty of buzz when it comes to getting a buzz on.

        Bangkok, Thailand Bangkok is home to the original 24-hour party people and sleep is still optional.

        Phnom Penh, Cambodia The Cambodian capital rocks: hit the happy hours, crawl some bar strips, then hit a nightclub.

        Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam Rooftop cocktail bars, raucous nightclubs and the latest craze – anything-goes ‘beer clubs’ – fuel Saigon’s nightlife.

        Chiang Mai, Thailand A nice mix of backpacker bars, brew pubs and beer gardens, plus an abundance of live music.

        Siem Reap, Cambodia Pub St says it all – this temple town is officially a party town as well.

        Nha Trang, Vietnam Plenty of R&R is available at this lively coastal city.

        Vang Vieng, Laos The all-night raves of yesteryear have given way to a chilled riverside drinking scene.

      
    

    
      Markets & Shopping

      
        From ethnic minority meets in the highlands to floating wholesalers on the local river, the Mekong region does markets like nowhere else.

        Bac Ha, Vietnam See the unique costume of the Flower Hmong at one of Asia’s most colourful markets.

        Luang Prabang, Laos The Handicraft Night Market is an endless ribbon of colourful textiles, paper lanterns and ethnic motifs.

        Chiang Mai, Thailand Shop till you drop, with a healthy dose of culture, at the Chiang Mai Night Bazaar.

        Mekong Delta’s floating markets, Vietnam Get up early and experience the delta’s famous floating markets.

        Phnom Penh, Cambodia The Russian Market is the city’s premier shopping destination – if it’s available in Cambodia, it's somewhere in here.

        Muang Sing, Laos The new market pulsates early in the morning as ethnic minorities hit the town to trade.

      
    

    
      Cycling & Motorbiking

      
        Adventure motorbiking is huge, including along the legendary Ho Chi Minh Trail in Vietnam and Laos. Cyclists can experience highs in the region's many mountain ranges, or lows along the pancake-flat trails of the Mekong River.

        Northwest Loop, Vietnam Dien Bien Phu to Sapa offers glorious mountain scenery, river valleys and tribal villages galore.

        Nong Khiaw, Laos The base for adventure cycling trips through beautiful scenery, organised by responsible local operators.

        Sukhothai, Thailand Thailand Explore the first Thai capital's 200 temples and stupas on two wheels.

        Preah Vihear Province, Cambodia Ride ‘Route 66’ from Beng Mealea to the lost temple of Preah Khan of Kompong Svay – not for novices.

        Tha Khaek, Laos A great place to launch dirtbike trips around The Loop and to Tham Kong Lor.

      
    

    
      Wellness & Massage

      
        Siem Reap, Cambodia Glorious variety, with everything from multiday wellness retreats to tickly ‘Dr Fish’ spas possible.

        Luang Prabang, Laos The spiritual home of wellness in Laos is awash with impressive spas.

        Bangkok, Thailand When you consider value and ubiquity, Bangkok may well be the massage capital of the world.

        Nha Trang, Vietnam The natural and thermal mud baths here are catching on for health mavens.

        Champasak, Laos The eponymous Champasak Spa helps create a sustainable living for young women in this small town.

        Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam Some truly fantastic pampering palaces are the perfect antidote to a day spent dodging motorbikes.

      
    

  

  
  



    
  
  
  
    Month by Month

    
      Top Events

      
        Tet/Chinese New Year, January/February

        Khmer/Lao/Thai New Year, April

        Rocket Festival, May

        Pchum Ben, September/October

        Loi Krathong, November

      
    

    
      January

      
        This is peak tourist season as Europeans and North Americans escape the cold winter. For serious revellers, January also sees the rare occurrence of two new-year celebrations in a month.

      
      
        zTet

        
          The Big One! Vietnamese Lunar New Year is Christmas, new year and birthdays all rolled into one. Travel is difficult at this time, as transport is booked up and many businesses close. Falls in late January or early February.

        
      

      
        zChinese New Year

        
          Always occurring at the same time as Vietnamese New Year (Tet), these festivities are headline news in major cities in the region such as Phnom Penh and Bangkok. Expect businesses to close for a few days and dragon dances to kick off all over town.

        
      

    

    
      February

      
        Still peak season for the region, and the coastline is busy with sun-seekers. Inland, the first round of rice harvesting is over, but in parts of Vietnam and Thailand they are already onto round two.

      
      
        zBun Wat Phu Champasak

        
          The three-day Wat Phu Champasak Festival has an atmosphere somewhere between a kids’ carnival and music festival. The central ceremonies performed are Buddhist, culminating with a dawn parade of monks receiving alms, followed that evening by a candlelit wíen thíen (circumambulation) of the lower shrines.

        
      

      
        zMakha Bucha

        
          One of three holy days marking important moments of Buddha’s life, Makha Bucha falls on the full moon of the third lunar month and commemorates Buddha preaching to 1250 enlightened monks who came to hear him ‘without prior summons’. Mainly a day for temple visits.

        
      

      
        zFlower Festival

        
          Chiang Mai displays its floral beauty during this three-day event. The festival highlight is the flower-decorated floats that parade through town.

        
      

    

    
      April

      
        The hottest time of year, so book an air-con room. New year is ushered in all over the region. The accompanying water fights in Laos and Thailand are a guaranteed way to keep cool.

      
      
        zSongkran

        
          Songkran, the Thai New Year, is a no-holds-barred countrywide water fight that has to be seen to be believed. Bangkok and Chiang Mai are some of the most raucous battlegrounds. Like Lao and Khmer New Year, it always falls in mid-April.

        
      

      
        zBun Pi Mai

        
          Lao New Year is one of the most effusive, fun-splashed events in the calendar as houses and Buddha statuary are cleaned, and the country has a weeklong national water fight with water pistols and buckets of H₂O. Protect your camera and join in the fun.

        
      

      
        zChaul Chnam

        
          Khmer New Year is a more subdued event than in neighbouring Laos and Thailand, but water fights still kick off in much of the countryside. It's mainly a family holiday, when city dwellers return to the place of their ancestry to meet distant relatives.

        
      

      
        zLiberation Day

        
          Saigon fell to the north on 30 April 1975 and was renamed Ho Chi Minh City. It’s celebrated by the Communist Party; expect the reaction to be more subdued in the south.

        
      

    

    
      May

      
        The hottest time of year in many parts of the region; escape to northern Vietnam for springlike weather. This is low season, when visitor numbers drop and prices follow.

      
      
        zChat Preah Nengkal

        
          Led by the royal family, the Royal Ploughing Ceremony is a ritual agricultural festival held to mark the traditional beginning of the rice-growing season. It takes place in early May in Phnom Penh. If the royal oxen eat, the harvest will be bountiful; should they refuse, it may spell drought. Also celebrated at the Royal Palace in Bangkok.

        
      

      
        3Rocket Festival

        
          Villagers craft bamboo rockets (bang fai) and fire them into the sky to provoke rainfall to bring a bountiful rice harvest. Mainly celebrated in northeastern Thailand and Laos; things can get pretty wild with music, dance and folk theatre. Dates vary from village to village.

        
      

      
        zVisaka Bucha

        
          The holy day of Visaka Bucha falls on the 15th day of the waxing moon in the sixth lunar month and commemorates Buddha’s birth, enlightenment and parinibbana (passing away). Activities centre on the temple.

        
      

    

    
      June

      
        The wet season begins in much of the Mekong region. Expect a daily downpour, but much of the time it should be dry. River levels begin to rise again.

      
      
        3Hue Festival (Biennial)

        
          Vietnam’s biggest cultural event (www.huefestival.com) is held every two years, including 2018 and 2020. Most of the art, theatre, music, circus and dance performances, including many international acts, are held inside Hue’s Citadel.

        
      

      
        zPhi Ta Khon

        
          The Buddhist holy day of Bun Phra Wet is given a Carnival makeover in Dan Sai village in northeastern Thailand. Revellers disguise themselves in garish ‘spirit’ costumes and parade through the village streets wielding wooden phalluses and downing rice whisky. Dates vary.

        
      

    

    
      July

      
        A mini-high in the midst of the low season, the summer months see Europeans head to the region to coincide with long summer holidays back home. The rain keeps falling.

      
      
        zKhao Phansaa

        
          Early in the monsoonal rains, Buddhist monks retreat into monasteries in Cambodia, Laos and Thailand – the traditional time for young men to enter monasteries or when monks begin a retreat for study and meditation. Worshippers offer candles and donations to the temples and attend ordinations.

        
      

    

    
      September

      
        The height of the wet season: if places like Bangkok or Phnom Penh are going to flood this is when it usually happens. Occasional typhoons sweep in across Vietnam, wreaking havoc.

      
      
        zPchum Ben

        
          A sort of Cambodian All Souls’ Day – respects are paid to the dead through offerings made at wat to resident monks. Often falls in October. Trung Nguyen is a similar festival celebrated in Vietnam, usually in the preceding month.

        
      

    

    
      October

      
        The rains are easing off and farmers prepare for the harvest season. A series of festivals fall around this time and the temples are packed as monks emerge from their retreat.

      
      
        zBon Om Tuk

        
          Cambodia's Water Festival, held mainly in Phnom Penh, celebrates Jayavarman VII’s victory over the Chams in 1177 and the reversal of the Tonlé Sap river. After a stampede killed 347 people in 2010, it was cancelled for several years but is up and running again.

        
      

      
        zOrk Phansaa

        
          The end of the Buddhist Lent (three lunar months after Khao Phansaa) is marked by the gà·tĭn ceremony, in which new robes are given to monks by merit-makers. The peculiar natural phenomenon known as the ‘naga fireballs’ coincides with Ork Phansaa.

        
      

    

    
      November

      
        The cool, dry season begins and is an ideal time to visit for lush landscapes. In the far north of the region, temperatures begin to drop.

      
      
        zLoi Krathong

        
          Join Thais in launching floating candles during the festival of Loi Krathong, usually held in early November. If you happen to be in Chiang Mai, the banana-leaf boats are replaced by yêe þeng (floating paper lanterns).

        
      

      
        zBun Pha That Luang

        
          That Luang Festival is tied to the November full moon. Based in Vientiane and lasting a week, this celebration involves music, a lot of drinking, processions to That Luang, fireworks and a cast of many thousands who flock to the capital.

        
      

      
        zSurin Elephant Roundup

        
          Held on the third weekend of November, Thailand’s biggest elephant show celebrates this northeastern province’s most famous residents. The event in Surin begins with a colourful elephant parade and culminates in a fruit buffet for the pachyderms.

        
      

    

    
      December

      
        Peak tourism season is back and the weather is fine, so the chances of a white Christmas are very slim unless you happen to be climbing Vietnam’s highest peak, Fansipan.

      
      
        zChristmas

        
          Most of the region has adopted Christmas in some shape or form, and while not a national holiday, it is celebrated throughout Vietnam particularly, by the sizeable Catholic population. It’s a special time to be in places like Phat Diem and HCMC, where thousands attend midnight Mass.

        
      

      
        zRamadan

        
          Observed in southern Thailand and the Cham areas of Cambodia and Vietnam during October, November or December, the Muslim fasting month requires that Muslims abstain from food, drink, cigarettes and sex between sunrise and sunset.

        
      

      
        zLao National Day

        
          This 2 December holiday celebrates the 1975 victory over the monarchy with parades and speeches. Lao national and communist hammer-and-sickle flags are flown all over the country. Celebration is mandatory.

        
      

      
        2Angkor Wat International Half Marathon

        
          Held the first weekend in December amid the incredible backdrop of the temples of Angkor, with 3km and 10km events complementing the 21km main event, which draws big crowds to cheer on participants from all over the world.

        
      

    

  

  
  



    
  
  
  
    Itineraries

    
      The Classic

      [image: 07-classic-itin-vcl5jpg]

      
        2 Weeks

        Traverse the fertile belly of the region, taking in the Mekong's main metropolises and its most iconic sight, Angkor Wat.

        Like so many Southeast Asian journeys, yours begins in Bangkok. Acclimatise with the sights, sounds, smells and divine culinary flavours of the City of Angels before flying or taking a bus to Siem Reap, gateway to the incredible temples of Angkor. See the mother of all temples, Angkor Wat, the world’s largest religious building; the Bayon, with its enigmatic faces; and jungle-clad Ta Prohm.

        In the wet season, the boat trip from Siem Reap to colonial-flavoured Battambang is not to be missed. From Battambang continue south by bus to experience the contrasts of Phnom Penh, then make your way to Ho Chi Minh City by direct bus or by boat via Chau Doc and the Mekong Delta.

        By now you're ready for some beach time. Take a bus to Mui Ne or Nha Trang on the South China Sea, then fly north to Hanoi – or meander overland via the historical hubs of Hoi An and Hue if you have time. Wind up with some sea-kayaking or a boat cruise among the karsts in Halong Bay.

      
      [image: shutterstock257155450jpg]

Halong Bay, Vietnam | LENA SERDITOVA / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Itineraries

Highland Adventure

      [image: 07-highland-itin-vcl5jpg]

      
        4 Weeks

        This itinerary takes you from northern Thailand to Halong Bay, Vietnam, via the rugged and thrilling northern route. Traversing the Mekong's highest mountains, you'll get up close and personal with colourful hill tribes and have a range of outdoor adventures at your disposal.

        Start in Chiang Mai, where every activity known to athletes – mountain biking, kayaking, abseiling, trekking, ziplining – has a following. Take the winding road to Pai, a mountain retreat that proves the hippie trail is alive and well. Then head on to Tha Ton, the entry point for boat trips down to Chiang Rai, itself a good base for responsible trekking. Cross into Laos and check out the Gibbon Experience ([image: icon-phonegif]%030-5745866, 084-212021; www.gibbonexperience.org; 2-day Express US$190, 3-day Classic or Waterfall US$310; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-5pm) at Bokeo Nature Reserve before continuing east to Luang Namtha for trekking, cycling, or rafting in and around the Nam Ha National Protected Area (NPA).

        Head south to beautiful Luang Prabang on the banks of the Mekong to soak up the culture, before boomeranging north once more to explore the karst-laden wonderland of the Nam Ou (Ou River) on a boat ride or kayak trip out of Nong Khiaw. From here an adventurous overland trail runs east to Vietnam via Vieng Xai and the Pathet Lao caves, a sort of Cu Chi Tunnels cast in stone. Once over the border in Mai Chau, try the northwest loop through Dien Bien Phu to experience incredible scenery and some of the country’s most dramatic mountain passes.

        Sapa, an old French hill station, is the gateway to the minority communities of this region. Consider a side trip to Bac Ha, home to the colourful Flower Hmong folk and great walking country. Head south to Hanoi, where you'll appreciate that you bought your ethnic souvenirs directly from the minority people and not in the designer boutiques of the Old Quarter.

        Still haven't had your fill of adventure? Set off for Halong Bay. Take to the waters of Lan Ha Bay by local boat to see the ‘new’ Halong Bay without the tourists. Boating, kayaking and Robinson Crusoe–style camping are possible here, and there are some beautiful hidden coves. Then leave the water behind and head to the spectacular limestone outcrops of Cat Ba Island. Experienced craggers will find challenging routes here, and there's instruction available for novice climbers as well.

      
      [image: shutterstock140802802jpg]

Floating market, Can Tho, Vietnam | GALYNA ANDRUSHKO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Rafting, Chiang Mai, Thailand | TPM13THX / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Hmong woman and child, Bac Ha, Vietnam | GIL.K / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Si Phan Don, Laos | INTREKERS / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      

Itineraries

Mekong River Meander

      [image: 07-mekong-itin-vcl5jpg]

      
        6 Weeks

        This trip follows the famous river downstream from northern Laos all the way to its terminus in Vietnam's Mekong Delta. En route you'll encounter a wide range of landscapes, cultures and adventures as you slice through all four countries of the Mekong region.

        Leave behind the bustle of Bangkok and make a beeline for Chiang Rai near the Golden Triangle, where the borders of Laos, Myanmar (Burma) and Thailand converge. Crossing the Mekong into Laos at Huay Xai is like stepping back in time. Take a slowboat down the Mekong to Luang Prabang, stopping overnight in Pak Beng. Soak up the magic before leaving the river for some relaxation in Vang Vieng.

        Continue to Vientiane and reunite with the mighty waterway. The Lao capital is a sleepy place with some great cafes, restaurants and bars – which you won’t be encountering for a while after here. Board a bus and follow the river southeast, stopping off in Tha Khaek and Savannakhet before arriving in Pakse. Visit the imposing Khmer sanctuary of Wat Phu Champasak, in the shadow of Lingaparvata Mountain; explore the waterfalls and villages of the Bolaven Plateau; or enjoy the laid-back islands of Si Phan Don.

        Cross into Cambodia. If you missed the Irrawaddy dolphins near Don Khon in Si Phan Don, you can see them near the border at Preah Rumkel, or a few hours further south in the laid-back Mekong riverside town of Kratie. From Kratie, consider peeling off to visit the mountains of Mondulkiri Province, home to elephants, hill tribes and pristine nature.

        Weeks in rural provinces will have you happy to see Phnom Penh, where the Mekong merges with another vital regional waterway, the Tonlé Sap. Take a sunset boat cruise or participate in an aerobics session on the riverfront promenade. When you're recharged, board a fast boat downstream to Chau Doc, Vietnam, gateway to the Mekong Delta. Check out Can Tho, the delta's commercial heart. Hotfoot it to Ho Chi Minh City for some fun; delve deeper into the delta with a homestay around Vinh Long, or make for the tropical retreat of Phu Quoc Island, a well-earned reward for following the mother river.
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    Plan Your Trip

Outdoor Adventures

    
      
        Dense jungles, brooding mountains, endless waterways, towering cliffs and hairpin bends: the potential for adrenalin-fuelled adventures is limitless in the Mekong region. Just travelling here is one long adventure, but these experiences will take it to another level.

      
      [image: shutterstock419575867jpg]

Rice terraces, Sapa, Vietnam | NINA LISHCHUK / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      Best Outdoors

      
        Best Trekking

        Sapa Superlative views but very popular.

        Nam Ha National Protected Area (NPA) Responsible treks in old-growth forest.

        Chiang Rai Explore fascinating hill-tribe terrain.

        Ratanakiri Province Disappear for days in Virachey National Park.

        Best Cycling

        Mekong Delta Ride the back roads through Vietnam’s rice bowl.

        Sukhothai Pedal into Thai history.

        Vientiane Tailor-made for bicycle exploration.

        Angkor Free-wheel past ancient wonders.

        Best Motorbiking

        Mondulkiri Province Mountains, jungle and a variety of rides.

        Luang Namtha Dramatic scenery, fecund forests and minority villages.

        Nan Plenty of jungles and parks to explore nearby.

        Dien Bien Phu Accessed by precarious mountain roads with glorious views.

        Best Diving & Snorkelling

        Con Dao Islands Remote underwater adventures.

        Nha Trang Vietnam’s most popular diving.

        Sihanoukville Head well offshore to dive Cambodia.

        Ko Rang Thai marine park that's best in the western gulf.

      
    

    
      Trekking

      
        Trekking is a huge draw in all four countries. Hike one to several days to minority hill-tribe villages, walk a half-day through the jungle to pristine waterfalls, or launch an assault on Fansipan (3143m), the region’s highest mountain. The scenery – think plunging highland valleys, tiers of rice paddies and soaring limestone mountains in much of Laos, Thailand and Vietnam – is often remarkable.

        Prices for organised treks usually include all food, guides, transportation, accommodation and park fees, and start at around per day per person US$25 for larger groups. For more specialised long treks into remote areas, prices can run into several hundred US dollars. It may be necessary to arrange special permits for some treks, especially if you plan to spend the night in remote mountain villages in parts of Laos and Vietnam.

      
      
        Cambodia

        
          Trekking in northeast Cambodia is beginning to take off in the provinces of Mondulkiri and Ratanakiri thanks to their wild natural scenery, abundant waterfalls and ethnic minority populations. Remote Virachey National Park in Ratanakiri offers the possibility of multiday trips. Some of the most accessible trekking is in the Cardamom Mountains near Koh Kong.

        
      

      
        Laos

        
          Trekking through the mountains and forests of Laos is almost a mandatory part of any visit to the country. And thanks to projects aimed at getting money into poor communities, there are now a dozen or more areas you can choose from. Luang Namtha has developed an award-winning ecotourism project for visits to local ethnic minority villages in Nam Ha National Protected Area (NPA). In southern Laos, Se Pian NPA, close to Pakse, is a great option for multiday treks combined with traditional canoe rides or birdwatching. Dong Natad has treks through beautiful landscapes, organised by Savannakhet’s Eco-Guide Unit.

        
      

      
        Thailand

        
          The northern Thai cities of Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai are very popular for treks, often in combination with white-water rafting and elephant experiences. Pai has also emerged as an alternative place to trek. Many of these treks are run by ethical operators with sustainable trips to help disadvantaged minority peoples, but there are also a lot of cowboys out there. Doi Phu Kha National Park, centred on a 2000m peak of the same name, presents endless opportunities for day and longer treks in the northern province of Nan, passing waterfalls, caves and ethnic minority villages along the way.
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Hiking in Chiang Dao, Thailand | MAN OF THE MOUNTAIN / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

      

      
        Vietnam

        
          Vietnam’s trekking mecca is Sapa. The scenery is remarkable, with majestic mountains, impossibly green rice paddies and some fascinating tribal villages. But the main trails are incredibly popular and some villagers see hiking groups on a hourly basis. Bac Ha, at a lower elevation, is less rainy and the trails here are not as heavily tramped. Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park is an up-and-coming destination for guided treks. Adventure-tour operators in Hoi An also offer some intriguing treks in the tribal areas west of town.

        
      

    

    
      SAFETY GUIDELINES FOR HIKERS

      
        
          ADon’t stray from established paths, as there are landmines and unexploded ordnance (UXO) in parts of Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam.

          AGuides are worth hiring; they’re inexpensive, speak the language and understand indigenous culture.

          ADogs can be aggressive; a stout stick may come in handy.

          ABoots with ankle support are a great investment.

          ACarry a mosquito net if trekking in malarial zones of the region.

          AConsider quality socks and repellent to reduce the likelihood of leeches.

          ACarry water-purification tablets if you have a weak constitution.

          AInvest in some snack bars or energy snacks to avoid getting ‘riced out’ on longer treks.

        
      
    

    
      Cycling

      
        For hard-core cyclists, the mountains of northern Vietnam and northern Laos are the ultimate destination. The trails of Doi Suthep-Pui National Park in northern Thailand offer adrenalin-charged descents, with mountain-bike gear and guides available for hire in Chiang Mai. In Cambodia, mountain-bike rental and guided tours are available out of Chi Phat in the Southern Cardamom Mountains, or out of Kratie and Stung Treng on the Mekong River. Dalat in Vietnam's southwest highlands is another good base for mountain-bike tours.

        For those who like a more gentle workout, meandering along Mekong villages is memorable, particularly around Luang Prabang and Vientiane in Laos, and in the Mekong Delta in Vietnam. Hoi An's Old Town is closed to motorised traffic during the daytime these days, allowing cyclists to take over. Biking around Angkor is a great way to get around. And Thailand’s northeast can be rewarding thanks to good roads and light traffic.

        Throughout the region, basic bicycles can be rented for US$1 to US$3 per day and good-quality mountain bikes for US$10 to US$25. When it comes to cycling tours, Bangkok-based Spice Roads (www.spiceroads.com) is the acknowledged expert for the Mekong region and Asia beyond, but there are good local operators in each country.
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Cycling in Laos | OLESYA KUZNETSOVA / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      Motorbiking

      
        For those with a thirst for adventure, motorbike trips into remote areas of the region are unforgettable. The mobility of two wheels is unrivalled. Motorbikes can traverse trails that even the hardiest 4WD cannot follow, and put you closer to the countryside – its smells, people and scenery – compared with getting around by car or bus. Just remember to watch the road, even when the passing scenery is sublime.

        All four countries offer prime off-road territory for motorcyclists: 'the Loop' in central Laos; the highlands of north Vietnam and northern Thailand; and forgotten temple trails in Cambodia. And it hardly stops there. The old Ho Chi Minh Trail, a symbol of war's futility to some, is a holy grail of sorts to trail bikers: a network of rugged dirt paths that criss-cross the border of Laos and Vietnam. Cambodia's mazelike Cardamom Mountains are legendary, just don't get lost or you may end up spending a cold night in the jungle (a fate met by at least one Lonely Planet writer). Want something a bit easier (ie paved) but still plenty adventurous? The Southern Swing around Laos' Bolaven Plateau is one of many options.

        Specialist motorcycle-touring companies can organise multiday trips into remote areas using the roads less travelled. Costs for these trips start from US$50 per day, going up to US$150 or more for the premium tours, depending on accommodation. Most tours are confined to a single country. Hanoi-based Explore Indochina (www.exploreindochina.com) is one company that does cross-border trips into Laos and sometimes Cambodia.

        Based in Vientiane, the Midnight Mapper (www.laosgpsmap.com) is a GPS service that hires out satellite navigation machines with your route especially programmed in. Golden Triangle Rider (www.gt-rider.com) is an excellent source for exploring the more remote bits of the Mekong region, including the Golden Triangle area and the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

        Motorbikes are widely available for rent throughout the region; hiring usually requires a licence in Thailand but you rarely need to show one in Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam.
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Motorbiking in Sapa, Vietnam | PHUONG D. NGUYEN / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      Boat Trips

      
        With the Mekong cutting a swath through the heart of the country, it is hardly surprising to find that boat trips are a major drawcard here. There are also opportunities to explore small jungled tributaries leading to remote minority villages.

      
      [image: shutterstock599755529jpg]

Boating on the Mekong River | HIVAKA / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      Kayaking & Rafting

      
        Though white-water rafting and kayaking is in its infancy in the Mekong region and the rivers are fairly tame most of the year, things can get a little more vigorous in the wet season. White water can be found in Vietnam on the Langbian River near Dalat, with class II, III or IV rapids. Companies based in Nha Trang also offer trips. In northern Thailand, the rivers around Chiang Mai have white water from July to March (class II to class V). If you're up for an adventurous trip from Chiang Mai or Bangkok, up near the Myanmar border is where you'll find several companies offering trips in class III to class IV rapids from August to October. Note that rivers are prone to flash-flooding after heavy monsoon rain and can be dangerous at this time. When choosing a white-water operator take a careful look at their safety equipment and procedures.

        Mellower river-rafting and kayaking trips are a hit throughout the region. In Thailand you can try a two- to three-day rafting trip out of Nan or Pai. In Laos you'll find similar trips offered around Luang Namtha in the north. In the south, paddling around Si Phan Don is a must. The Nam Song (Song River) in Vang Vieng is a hot spot for kayaking and of course tubing, while the extraordinary Tham Kong Lor cave in Khammuan Province is navigable by kayak. In Vietnam you can explore the rivers and cave systems around Phong Nha by kayak, and the Hoi An region also has delightful rivers for kayaking. In Cambodia, use Stung Treng as a base to paddle from the dolphin pools on the Lao border downstream through bird-infested flooded forests, where the Mekong River is at its most brilliant. Mellow river paddling trips are also offered in the Cambodian towns of Kratie, Battambang and Kampot.

        There has been an explosion in popularity in sea kayaking in the past few years. In Vietnam, many standard Halong Bay tours now include kayaking through the karsts, or you can choose a kayaking specialist and paddle around majestic limestone pinnacles, before overnighting at a remote bay. Nearby in less touristed Lan Ha Bay you can kayak to hidden coves and sandy beaches. Sea-kayaking opportunities abound on Cambodia's Otres Beach, Koh Rong and Koh Rong Sanloem, and over the border on Ko Chang, Thailand.
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Kayaking in Halong Bay, Vietnam | MIHTIANDER / GETTY IMAGES ©

    

    
      Diving & Snorkeling

      
        Compared with destinations like Indonesia and the Philippines, diving and snorkelling opportunities in the Mekong region are limited, although Vietnam and to a lesser extent Cambodia, have growing dive industries.

        The Con Dao Islands offer unquestionably the best diving and snorkelling in Vietnam, with bountiful marine life, fine reefs and even a wreck dive, though it’s much more costly than the rest of Vietnam. The most popular place to dive in Vietnam is Nha Trang, which has plenty of reputable dive operators – as well as several dodgy dive shops, some of which have fake Professional Association of Diving Instructors (PADI) credentials, so stick to reputable, recommended dive schools with qualified instructors and well-maintained equipment. Phu Quoc Island has some beautiful coral gardens full of marine life, although visibility can be a challenge. Dive trips out of Hoi An head to the lovely Cham Islands, where the focus is on macro life.

        In Cambodia, the best diving is on the islands off the south coast. Sihanoukville has several dive operators, but you're better off basing yourself on Koh Rong or Koh Rong Sanloem to be closer to the action. Overnights on a boat are possible further offshore near Koh Tang or Koh Prins. Just over the border in Thailand, uninhabited Ko Rang has the best diving in the vicinity of Ko Chang.

      
    

    
      DIVING & SNORKELLING COSTS

      
        Discover Scuba US$70–95

        Two fun dives US$70–85 (US$160 in Con Dao Islands)

        PADI Open Water US$325–500

        Snorkelling day trip US$20–40

      
    

    
      Kitesurfing & Windsurfing

      
        In Vietnam, Mui Ne Beach is the undisputed top spot for Asian wind chasers. You can kitesurf in Mui Ne year-round (rare for Southeast Asia), although it's best in the dry season (November to April); Nha Trang and Vung Tau (just outside HCMC) are other possibilities. In Cambodia, Otres Beach and Kampot have nascent kitesurfing scenes.

        If you’ve never kitesurfed before, go for a taster lesson (US$80 to US$100) before you enrol in a lengthy course – a three-day course costs around US$400 to US$500.
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Kitesurfing in Mui Ne, Vietnam | DMITRY POLONSKIY / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

    
      Surfing

      
        Unfortunately, that wave scene in Apocalypse Now was shot in the Philippines. The Mekong region is hardly known for surfing, but if you need your fix you can find some swell at certain times of the year – finding a board can be decidedly more problematic, however.

        With a 3000km coastline, Vietnam is the obvious top candidate. Your best bet is Danang, where there's a small scene and some surf shops with boards for hire. Board hire costs US$5 to US$20 per day, while a two-hour surfing lesson will set you back about US$25. Mui Ne and Vung Tau also have occasional waves and board rental available. The peak season is December to March, when the waves are small but steady. July to November is fickle, but occasional typhoons passing offshore can produce clean peaks over 2m (though watch out for pollution after heavy rains).

        In Cambodia, we have heard of waves happening on Sihanoukville's Otres Beach during the June-to-October wet season, when the southwest monsoon winds are raging, but it's a choppy onshore break. There are a few surfboards and stand-up paddleboards available for rent.

      
      
        WHEN TO GO

        
          For most activities, the dry season (November to May in most of the region) is the best time to visit. Trekking during the wet season can be particularly difficult, and leeches are all but guaranteed. On the other hand, swollen rivers make for great kayaking and scenic boat trips during this time. Cycling is doable year-round, but can be challenging in September and early October when the rains really pick up.

        
      

    

    
      Rock Climbing

      
        When it comes to organised climbing, Chiang Mai in Thailand has the most on offer, but the region is liberally peppered with karsts and climbing in Laos and Vietnam has really taken off. In Vietnam, the pioneers and acknowledged specialists are Asia Outdoors, a highly professional outfit based on Cat Ba that offers instruction for beginners and dedicated trips for rock hounds. In Dalat there are a couple of good adventure tour operators offering climbing and canyoning. Over the border in Southern Cambodia, Climbodia (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%095 581951; www.climbodia.com; St 710; half-day US$35-40, full day US$80) runs courses and guides climbs in karst-laden hills around Kampot.

        In Laos, Vang Vieng has some of the best climbing in Southeast Asia, with 200 routes – many of them bolted – up the limestone cliffs (most are rated between 4a and 8b). Adam’s Rock Climbing School has excellent instructors and safe equipment. Nong Khiaw has attracted the adventure specialist Green Discovery, with climbs up the limestone karsts under close and experienced instruction. Tha Khaek is home to the Green Climbers Home, a climbing school in range of some 250 routes ranging from beginner to expert level.

        Climbing costs in the region start from about US$25 to US$30 and rise for more specialised climbs in the Halong Bay area or for instruction.

      
      
        ZIPLINING IN THE MEKONG REGION

        
          Ziplining has, well, taken off in the region. Laos was the pioneer and is still the undisputed king. The Gibbon Experience in Bokeo Nature Reserve in Laos pioneered the use of ziplines to explore the jungle canopy. Visitors hang from a zipline and glide through the forest where the gibbons roam, then overnight in tree-houses.

          In nearby Udomxai, Nam Kat Yorla Pa Adventure Park offers similarly thrilling ziplines and tree-house lodging, as does Green Discovery down south in Pakse. Adventure hotbed Vang Vieng has several options, including the pulsating Vang Vieng Challenge. Green Jungle Flight near Luang Prabang features monkey bridges and rope courses in addition to ziplines.

          Flight of the Gibbon (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%089 970 5511; www.treetopasia.com; tours from 3000B) (www.treetopasia.com) spans the borders of Thailand and Cambodia, offering thrilling treetop zipline adventures in Siem Reap, Chiang Mai, Koh Pha Ngan and around Bangkok. These family-friendly day trips have a forest-conservation component and are run in tandem with programs to reintroduce gibbons to the surrounding forest.

        
      

    

    
      Wildlife-Watching

      
        While wildlife-spotting may not be quite as straightforward as in the Serengeti, it is still possible to have some world-class encounters in the Mekong region.

        Gibbons are the big draw. You'll need to arrive at a gibbon colony superearly – before dawn in most cases – to have a chance at seeing them, so sleep on-site the night before if it's an option. Good spots for seeing gibbons include Cat Tien National Park in Vietnam, and Cambodian Gibbon Ecotours and the Jahoo Gibbon Camp, both in eastern Cambodia. In addition, several canopy zipline experiences around the region assist with protecting gibbon habitat, and some offer the chance to briefly spot wild or reintroduced gibbons.

        At Thailand's remote Khao Yai National Park, the massive jungle is home to one of the world’s largest monsoon forests. Here you can track shy wildlife, including more than 200 elephants. Laos has plenty of wildlife, including the region's largest population of wild elephants and a few tigers, but spotting them is difficult to impossible.

        Birdwatching is also popular throughout the region. Cambodia is the best place in the world to spot six critically endangered species: the giant ibis, white-shouldered ibis, Bengal florican and three species of vulture. The Prek Toal Bird Sanctuary is a premier wetland birdwatching spot. The award-winning Sam Veasna Center runs trips to all the best sites. In Thailand, Khao Yai National Park is also a top site for twitchers.

        Off land, the freshwater Irrawaddy dolphin is one of the rarest mammals on earth, with fewer than 100 inhabiting stretches of the Mekong. Kayak with a small pod on the Laos–Cambodia border, or further south near Kratie in Eastern Cambodia.

        Lastly, interacting in a natural environment with retired domesticated elephants is possible here, with a few dozen sanctuaries set up for this purpose across the region, including Laos' Elephant Conservation Center and Cambodia's Elephant Valley Project.
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Great hornbill, Khao Yai National Park, Thailand | BUFOTO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

    

  

  
  



    
  
  
  
    Plan Your Trip

Travel with Children

    
      
        Children can live it up in the Mekong region, as they are always the centre of attention and almost everybody wants to play with them. This goes double for exotic-looking foreign children from faraway lands, who become instant celebrities wherever they go.

      
    

    
      Best Regions for Kids

      
        
          Bangkok
        

        The City of Angels does a surprising cameo as the City of Little Angels, although you have to seek out the experiences. Boat rides on the klorng (canals), and shopping centres.

        
          Temples of Angkor
        

        If the children are Tomb Raider fans, look no further than the temples of Angkor. Ta Prohm has the jungle, Bayon has the weirdness and Angkor Wat has the proportions. Leave time for floating villages and bicycle rides.

        
          Vietnamese Coastline
        

        If they want beaches, they’ll get them in Vietnam. Hoi An combines culture with cavorting on the sand, Nha Trang has fun boat trips, and the older kids can windsurf or sandboard in Mui Ne.

        
          Luang Prabang
        

        While its cultural credentials draw mature visitors in their thousands, Luang Prabang has plenty to offer younger visitors, including kayaking, cycling and wildlife encounters. The waterfalls are also a hit thanks to jungle bathing opportunities.

      
    

    
      Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos & Northern Thailand for Kids

      
        Locals in the Mekong region can overcome their natural conservatism to immediately interact with the young ones. This is great news when it comes to babes in arms and little toddlers, as everyone wants to entertain them for a time or babysit while you tuck into a plate of noodles. This works in a diverse range of environments from the market and street stall through to international restaurants, as long as they are not too pretentious or packed with customers.

        As the toddler moves into childhood, a certain wariness towards strangers may develop and this can create some conflicts along the way. People in the Mekong region are not backwards in coming forwards with children and this extends to pinching cheeks and patting bums. While this might be tolerable from the great aunt they get to see once in a blue moon, it’s not so fun when it is happening a dozen times a day with random people in the street. Soon enough you’ll find your child wants to be carried on your shoulders whenever the opportunity arises.

        For the full picture on surviving and thriving on the road, check out Lonely Planet’s Travel with Children, which contains useful advice on how to cope on the road, with a focus on travel in developing countries. There is also a rundown on health precautions for kids and advice on travel during pregnancy.

      
    

    
      Children’s Highlights

      
        Highlights for children in the Mekong include:

        
          AAny and all beaches.

          AElephant sanctuaries in Northern Thailand, Cambodia and Laos.

          AChild-friendly ziplines such as Flight of the Gibbon in Chiang Mai and Siem Reap.

          AWildlife-watching experiences across the region.

          AThe temples of Angkor and the more remote temples of Cambodia, Laos and Northern Thailand.

          AThe week-long water public fights that accompany the Thai (Songkran) and Lao (Bun Pi Mai) New Year celebrations in April.

        
      
    

    
      Planning

      
        Amenities specially geared towards young children – such as child-safety seats for cars, high chairs in restaurants or nappy-changing facilities in public restrooms – are virtually nonexistent in the Mekong region. It is sometimes possible to arrange a child seat if booking a regional tour through a high-end travel agent, but otherwise parents have to be extraresourceful in seeking out substitutes. Or just follow the example of local families, which means holding smaller children on their laps much of the time.

        Cot beds (cribs) are available in international-standard midrange and top-end hotels, but not elsewhere. However, many hotels are happy to add an extra bed or a mattress for a nominal charge.

        Baby formula and nappies (diapers) are available at minimarts and supermarkets in the larger towns and cities, but the sizes are usually smallish, small and smaller. For larger sizes, you will need to hit a major supermarket in one of the big cities of the region. Nappy-rash cream is sold at pharmacies. Breastfeeding in public is quite common, so there is no need to worry about crossing a cultural boundary.

        Some restaurants will only have chopsticks, especially in Vietnam. You might want to pack a plastic fork and spoon for such situations.

      
    

    
      Health & Safety

      
        For the most part, parents needn’t worry too much about health concerns, although it pays to lay down a few ground rules (such as regular hand-washing) to head off potential medical problems.

        The main worry throughout the region is keeping an eye on what strange things infants are putting in their mouths. Their natural curiosity can be a lot more costly in countries where dysentery, typhoid and hepatitis are commonplace. Keeping their hydration levels up and insisting they use sunscreen, despite their protests, are also important.

        Children should be warned not to play with animals as rabies is relatively common in Thailand and many dogs are better at being barkers and garbage eaters than pets. ‘Cute’ monkeys are some of the biggest offenders when it comes to bites, so be extravigilant when they are around.

        Mosquito and sandfly bites often leave big welts on children. Use child-friendly repellents around dusk and arrange for them to sleep under a mosquito net in remote areas, especially in the wet season. One of the nastier bites in the region comes from innocuous-looking sandflies. These are present on some beaches in Cambodia and Vietnam. The main problem is the itchiness of the bites, which if infected can cause complications. Use sticking plasters and encourage children to itch with fingers not nails.

        Parts of rural Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam are not such good travel destinations for children, as there are landmines and unexploded ordnance (UXO) littering the countryside. No matter how many warnings a child is given, you can’t be certain they won’t stray from the path.

      
    

    
      Getting Around

      
        Many children are really into their transport and the Mekong region can deliver in style. For kids who have never been on a sleeper train, both Thailand and Vietnam offer a great chance to experience this in relative comfort. Unlike buses, trains allow children to walk around and children are usually assigned the lower sleeping berths with views of the stations.

        Boats provide a lot of fun, provided you do a sweep for life jackets before committing to a trip and stay vigilant along the way. River trips are generally less likely to churn the stomach and the scenery can be more dramatic: choose from the mountains of northern Laos and Thailand down to the floating markets of the Mekong Delta. From our experience, Halong Bay will stun children of any age, including youngsters, as the scenery is simply out of this world. Overnights are an adventure for many and it is also possible to cruise the Mekong from Huay Xai to Luang Prabang, and from Phnom Penh to Ho Chi Minh City.

        Local transport can be a blast, providing you throw away the international health and safety manual for parenting for a while. Cyclo (bicycle rickshaw) rides in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam are a timeless way to explore towns and cities. Tuk-tuks, or their local equivalent, are a buzz, but sometimes the drivers need to be reminded to use the brakes.

        Hauling around little ones can be a challenge. Pavements and footpaths are often too crowded to push a stroller, especially today’s full-sized SUV versions. Instead opt for a compact umbrella pushchair that can squeeze past the fire hydrant and the mango cart and that can be folded up and thrown in a tuk-tuk. A baby backpack is also useful but make sure that the child’s head doesn’t sit higher than yours: there are lots of hanging obstacles poised at forehead level.

        Children familiar with urban environments will do well in the region’s cities, where traffic is chaotic and pedestrian paths are congested. Mekong cities are very loud and can be sensory overloads for young children. Be sure that your child cooperates with your safety guidelines before heading out as it will be difficult for them to focus on your instructions amid all the street noise. Sometimes in this region, it is better to restrict your child’s movements than have them wander into danger.

      
    

  

  
  



    
  
  
  
    Countries at a Glance

    
      
        Many a Mekong adventure begins or ends in Bangkok. It works as a convenient launch pad into hilly northern Thailand, Thailand's eastern seaboard, or Laos and Cambodia to the east.

        Laos is the remote backwater of Indochina, but diverse minorities and national parks have made it the ecotourism darling of the region. Cambodia is best known for the Angkorian temples around Siem Reap, but also features outstanding beaches on the south coast, fine food in Phnom Penh and wildlife-watching opportunities in the mountainous east. A range of excellent community-based ecotourism initiatives bring much-needed income to more remote areas.

        Vietnam is catching up with Thailand fast. Spiralling cities, designer dining and ultraluxury beach resorts point to the future, while war relics and traditional minority lifestyles are reminders of the past.

      
    

    
      

Regions at a Glance
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      Vietnam

      
      
        Coastal Delights

        
          Vietnam has a voluptuous coastline. Hoi An, Mui Ne and Nha Trang are the big hitters, but there are hundreds of kilometres of empty beaches to discover, including islands such as Phu Quoc and Con Dao.

        
      

      
        Culinary Delights

        
          You don’t have to be a gastronome to experience the culinary delights of Vietnam. Surf the streets for sumptuous local snacks, discover the bounty of the sea along the lengthy coastline or learn the secrets of the kitchen with a cooking class.

        
      

      
        Old Cities

        
          Explore the bustling Old Quarter of 1000-year-old Hanoi, discover the tombs and royal relics of imperial Hue, and browse the backstreet galleries, cafes and bars of delightful Hoi An – in Vietnam you are literally spoilt for choice when it comes to cities with a story to tell.

        
      

    

    
      

Regions at a Glance
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      Cambodia

      
      
        Ancient Temples

        
          Heard enough about Angkor Wat? Well, don’t forget the pre-Angkorian capital of Sambor Prei Kuk, the region’s first temple city, or the jungle temples of Preah Vihear Province.

        
      

      
        Good Causes

        
          There are many ways to give something back to the communities you visit in Cambodia. Dine at sumptuous training restaurants that lend a helping hand to ex–street kids, buy designer dresses stitched by disabled seamstresses or try a community homestay deep in the countryside.

        
      

      
        Ecotourism

        
          While it's best known for temples, Cambodia offers a surprisingly rich array of pursuits for nature addicts, including jungle trekking, rare-primate-spotting and world-class birdwatching. Just around Siem Reap you can zipline through the jungle, boat into remarkable Prek Toal Bird Sanctuary or waterfall-hop at Phnom Kulen National Park.

        
      

    

    
      

Regions at a Glance
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      Laos

      
      
        Protected Forests

        
          With around 20 National Protected Areas, Laos has more dense forest per square kilometre than anywhere else in Southeast Asia and is begging to be explored. Award-winning ecotreks take you deep into the jungle realm of the clouded leopard, wild elephant and Asiatic tiger.

        
      

      
        Minority Cultures

        
          More than 65 tribes compose Laos’ colourful ethnic quilt. In the rugged north, rural homestay programs allow you to encounter animism and observe cultures that have changed little in the last century.

        
      

      
        Ziplines

        
          Glide like gibbons on one of a number of tree-canopy ziplines that take you up close to nature and offer jaw-dropping jungle views. By night, sleep in a treehouse and listen for the predawn call of gibbons.

        
      

      
        

Regions at a Glance
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      Northern Thailand

      
      
        Taste Sensations

        
          Start getting your taste buds in shape – everything you’ve heard about Thai food is true. From spicy stir-fries to sadistic salads, chillies form their own food group for Thais.

        
      

      
        Retail Therapy

        
          Believe us, you’ve never encountered commerce the way they do it in Thailand. From the megamalls of Bangkok to Chiang Mai’s more sedate Saturday and Sunday Walking Streets, you’ll inevitably leave Thailand with a souvenir or five.

        
      

      
        Local Experiences

        
          Provincial Thailand invites you to see the countryside from the saddle of a motorcycle, live in a homestay in rice-growing country or trek to a remote hill-tribe village; prerequisites include a Thai phrasebook and a willingness to live like a local. You'll leave with unforgettable memories.
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        Why Go?

        
          Astonishingly exotic and utterly compelling, Vietnam is a kaleidoscope of vivid colours and subtle shades, grand architecture and deeply moving war sites.

          Nature has blessed Vietnam with soaring mountains in the north, emerald-green rice paddies in the Mekong Delta and a sensational, curvaceous coastline with ravishing sandy beaches. Travelling here you’ll witness children riding buffalo, see the impossibly intricate textiles of hill-tribe communities, hear the buzz of a million motorbikes and eat some of the world’s greatest food.

          Costwise, it’s simply outstanding value: dining out is amazingly affordable, bia hoi (draught beer) must be the world’s cheapest beer and spa prices are a complete bargain.

          This is a dynamic nation on the move, where life is lived at pace. Prepare yourself for the ride of your life.

        
      

    

    
      When to Go

      [image: hanoi-ccjpg]

      
        ADec–Mar Cool weather north of Hue; the winter monsoon brings cloud and drizzle.

        AApr–May On balance perhaps the best time to tour the nation as a whole.

        AJul–Aug High season on the central coast, with balmy temperatures.

      
    

    
      
        Best Places to Eat

        
          
            A
              Chim Sao
            

            A
              Hanh Restaurant
            

            A
              Tim Ho Wan
            

            A
              Banh Mi Huynh Hoa
            

            A
              Hill Station Signature Restaurant
            

            A
              Cargo Club
            

          
        
      

      
        Best Places to Sleep

        
          
            A
              Tam Coc Garden
            

            A
              Sofitel Metropole Hotel
            

            A
              Mui Ne Backpacker Village
            

            A
              Mia Resort Nha Trang
            

            A
              Chen Sea Resort & Spa
            

            A
              Bai Huong homestays
            

          
        
      

    

    


      Vietnam Highlights
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          1 Hoi An Taking a trip back in time in a maze of cobbled lanes.

          2 Hanoi Getting seduced by a blend of Parisian-style grace and Asian pace.

          3 Halong Bay Being spellbound by the natural wonder.

          4 Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park Discovering limestone highlands riddled with extraordinary cave systems.

          5 Ho Chi Minh City Delighting in the visceral energy and vibrant nightlife.

          6 Northwest highlands Exploring the dramatic landscape, which is dotted with tribal villages.

          7 Cat Ba Island Climbing and sailing karst peaks.

          8 Mui Ne Laying back on the pristine beach or kitesurfing sick waves.

          9 Con Dao Islands Visiting idyllic, remote beaches and dive sites.

          a Hue Following in the footsteps of emperors in this majestic city.

        
      
    

    
      Hanoi

      
        1Sights

        
          Vietnam's capital races to make up for time lost to the ravages of war and a government that as recently as the 1990s kept the outside world at bay. Its streets surge with scooters vying for right of way amid the din of constantly blaring horns, and all around layers of history reveal periods of French and Chinese occupation – offering a glimpse into the resilience of ambitious, proud Hanoians.

          Negotiate a passage past the ubiquitous knock-off merchants and you’ll find the original streets of the Old Quarter. Defiant real-deal farmers hawk their wares, while city folk breakfast on noodles, practise t’ai chi at dawn on the shores of Hoan Kiem Lake, or play chess with goateed grandfathers.

          Dine on the wild and wonderful at every corner, sample market wares, uncover an evolving arts scene, then sleep soundly in a little luxury for very little cost. Meet the people, delve into the past and witness the awakening of a Hanoi on the move.
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1Top Sights

1Temple of LiteratureB3



1Sights

2Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum ComplexA2

3Ho Chi Minh's MausoleumB2

4Ho TayA1

5Long Bien BridgeC1

6Vietnam Military History MuseumB2



2Activities, Courses & Tours

7Free Wheelin' ToursC1

8Huong SenC1



5Eating

9Banh Mi Pho HueC4

10Bun Cha Huong LienC4

11Chim SaoC4

12La BadianeB3

13Nha Hang NgonD4

14Old HanoiB3

15Pho ThinD4

16Quan An NgonB1

Quan An NgonB3



6Drinking & Nightlife

17Bar BettaB3

18Cama ATKC4

19Cong CapheC4

20Manzi Art SpaceC1

21Summit LoungeB1



7Shopping

22Hom MarketC4

23Mai GalleryC3



8Information

24Cambodian EmbassyC3

25Canadian EmbassyB2

26Chinese EmbassyB2

27French EmbassyC4

28German EmbassyB3

29Laotian EmbassyB4

Singaporean EmbassyB2

30Thai EmbassyB3









        
          Old Quarter

          
            Hanoi's historic heart, 'The Old Quarter', is home to more than 1000 years of trade, commerce and activity, with no signs of slowing down. Although its name tends to evoke images of ancient lamp-lit streets lined with the wooden storefronts of traditional artisans, merchants and craftspeople, you'll find the reality of the Old Quarter more gritty than romantic. In spite of this, the Old Quarter is what Hanoi is all about and adjusting your expectations will help you make the most of your time here.

          
          [image: icon-top-choice]oBach Ma TempleBUDDHIST TEMPLE

(Den Bach Ma; 
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; cnr P Hang Buom & P Hang Giay; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8-11am & 2-5pm Tue-Sun)[image: icon-free]F


              
                In the heart of the Old Quarter, the small Bach Ma Temple is said to be the oldest temple in the city, though much of the current structure dates from the 18th century and a shrine to Confucius was added in 1839. It was originally built by Emperor Ly Thai To in the 11th century to honour a white horse that guided him to this site, where he chose to construct his city walls.

              
              
                Pass through the wonderful old wooden doors of the pagoda to see a statue of the legendary white horse, as well as a beautiful red-lacquered funeral palanquin.

              
            



          Memorial HouseHISTORIC BUILDING

(Ngoi Nha; 
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 87 P Ma May; 5000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-noon & 1-5pm)


              
                One of the Old Quarter’s best-restored properties, this traditional merchants’ house is sparsely but beautifully decorated, with rooms set around two courtyards and filled with fine furniture. Note the high steps between rooms, a traditional design incorporated to stop the flow of bad energy around the property.

              
              
                There are crafts and trinkets for sale here, including silver jewellery, basketwork and Vietnamese teasets, and there’s usually a calligrapher or other craftsperson at work too.

              
            



          [image: 11-hn-old-quarter-vcl5]Old Quarter

1Top Sights

1Bach Ma TempleD2



1Sights

2Dong Xuan MarketC1

3Memorial HouseE3



2Activities, Courses & Tours

4Handspan Adventure TravelE3

5Vega TravelE4



4Sleeping

6Art HotelA5

7Art Trendy HotelB3

8Artisan Boutique HotelC5

9B&B Hanoi HotelF5

10Hanoi HostelA2

11Hanoi Rendezvous HotelA4

12La Beaute de HanoiE4

13La Siesta Hotel & SpaE3

14May De Ville BackpackersD3



5Eating

15Banh CuonA2

16Bun Bo Nam BoA5

17Bun Cha Nem Cua Be Dac KimA5

18Bun Rieu CuaF5

19Cha Ca Thang LongA4

20CheA5

21Green TangerineE4

22Highway 4F4

23Mien Xao LuonA5

24Quan Bia MinhD4

25Xoi YenF4



6Drinking & Nightlife

26Bia Hoi Ha NoiA4

27Cafe LamF4

28Cafe Pho CoD5

29Nha Hang Lan ChinF4



3Entertainment

30Municipal Water Puppet TheatreE5

31Thang Long Ca Tru TheatreD2



7Shopping

Dong Xuan MarketC1

32Hanoi MomentC5

33Mekong+E4

34Tan My DesignC5









          Dong Xuan MarketMARKET

(Cho Dong Xuan; 
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; cnr P Hang Khoai & P Dong Xuan; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-9pm)


              
                The largest covered market in Hanoi was originally built by the French in 1889 and almost completely destroyed by fire in 1994. Almost everything you can think of from fresh (and live) produce to cheap clothing, souvenirs, consumer goods and traditional arts and crafts can be found inside.

              
            



          Long Bien BridgeBRIDGE

(Cau Long Bien; 
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      )[image: icon-free]F


              
                A symbol of the tenacity and resilience of the Hanoian people, the Long Bien Bridge (built between 1899 and 1902) was bombed on several occasions during the American War, and on each, quickly repaired by the Vietnamese. Designed by Gustave Eiffel (of Eiffel Tower fame) the bridge, used by trains, mopeds and pedestrians, is undergoing reconstruction to restore its original appearance. It's colourfully illuminated at night.

              
            



        

        
          Around Hoam Kiem Lake

          [image: icon-top-choice]oHoa Lo Prison MuseumHISTORIC BUILDING

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3824 6358; cnr P Hoa Lo & P Hai Ba Trung; adult/child 30,000d/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-5pm)


              
                This thought-provoking site is all that remains of the former Hoa Lo Prison, ironically nicknamed the ‘Hanoi Hilton’ by US prisoners of war (POWs) during the American War. Most exhibits relate to the prison’s use up to the mid-1950s, focusing on the Vietnamese struggle for independence from France. A gruesome relic is the ominous French guillotine, used to behead Vietnamese revolutionaries. There are also displays focusing on the American pilots who were incarcerated at Hoa Lo during the American War.

              
              
                These pilots include Pete Peterson (the first US ambassador to a unified Vietnam in 1995), and Senator John McCain (the Republican nominee for the US presidency in 2008). McCain’s flight suit is displayed, along with a photograph of Hanoi locals rescuing him from Truc Bach Lake after being shot down in 1967.

                The vast prison complex was built by the French in 1896. Originally intended to house around 450 inmates, records indicate that by the 1930s there were close to 2000 prisoners. Hoa Lo was never a very successful prison, and hundreds escaped its walls over the years – many squeezing out through sewer grates.

                Polyglots might notice that the French signs are watered down compared with the English equivalents.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oHoan Kiem LakeLAKE

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      )


              
                Legend claims in the mid-15th century Heaven sent Emperor Ly Thai To a magical sword, which he used to drive the Chinese from Vietnam. After the war a giant golden turtle grabbed the sword and disappeared into the depths of this lake to restore the sword to its divine owners, inspiring the name Ho Hoan Kiem (Lake of the Restored Sword).

                The area is best Fridays to Sundays when nearby traffic is banned 7pm–midnight and a public-square, funfair vibe takes over.

              
              
                Every morning at around 6am local residents practise traditional t’ai chi on the shore.

                The ramshackle Thap Rua (Turtle Tower; 
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ), on an islet near the southern end, is topped with a red star and is often used as an emblem of Hanoi.

              
            



          [image: 11-hn-around-hk-lake-vcl5]Around Hoan Kiem Lake

1Top Sights

1Hoa Lo Prison MuseumA4

2Hoan Kiem LakeC2

3National Museum of Vietnamese HistoryF4

4Vietnamese Women's MuseumC5



1Sights

5Martyrs' MonumentD1

6Museum of Vietnamese RevolutionF4

7Ngoc Son TempleC2

8St Joseph CathedralB3

9Thap RuaC3



2Activities, Courses & Tours

10Annam Foot Spa & MassageA2



4Sleeping

11Conifer Boutique HotelE4

12Especen HotelB2

Golden Lotus HotelB1

13Golden Lotus Luxury HotelB1

14Sofitel Metropole HotelE4

15Somerset Grand HanoiA4



5Eating

16Banh GoiB2

17Fanny Ice CreamB5

18Hanoi Social ClubA2

19Jalus Vegan KitchenB2

20Madame HienB2

21Moto-san Uber NoodleF4



6Drinking & Nightlife

22GC PubC2

23Hanoi HouseB2

24TadiotoF4



7Shopping

25Thang LongD4

26Three TreesB2









          [image: icon-top-choice]oVietnamese Women’s MuseumMUSEUM

(
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 9936; www.baotangphunu.org.vn; 36 P Ly Thuong Kiet; 30,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-5pm)


              
                This excellent, modern museum showcases women’s role in Vietnamese society and culture. Labelled in English and French, it’s the memories of the wartime contribution by individual heroic women that are most poignant. If the glut of information sometimes feels repetitive, for visual stimulation there is a stunning collection of propaganda posters, as well as costumes, tribal basketware and fabric motifs from Vietnam’s ethnic minority groups. Check the website for special exhibitions.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oNational Museum of Vietnamese HistoryMUSEUM

(Bao Tang Lich Su Quoc Gia; 
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3824 2433; http://baotanglichsu.vn; 1 P Trang Tien; adult/student 40,000/15,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-noon & 1.30-5pm, closed 1st Mon of the month)


              
                Built between 1925 and 1932, this architecturally impressive museum was formerly home to the École Française d’Extrême Orient. Its architect, Ernest Hebrard, was among the first in Vietnam to incorporate a blend of Chinese and French design elements. Exhibit highlights include bronzes from the Dong Son culture (3rd century BC to 3rd century AD), Hindu statuary from the Khmer and Champa kingdoms, jewellery from imperial Vietnam, and displays relating to the French occupation and the Communist Party.

              
            



          Ngoc Son TempleBUDDHIST TEMPLE

(Den Ngoc Son; 
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Hoan Kiem Lake; adult/student 20,000/10,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7.30am-5.30pm)


              
                Meaning 'Temple of the Jade Mountain', Hanoi's most visited temple sits on a small island in the northern part of Hoan Kiem Lake, connected to the lakeshore by an elegant scarlet bridge, constructed in classical Vietnamese style. The temple is dedicated to General Tran Hung Dao (who defeated the Mongols in the 13th century), La To (patron saint of physicians) and the scholar Van Xuong.

              
            



          Martyrs' MonumentMONUMENT

(
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      )


              
                This photogenic monument depicting a woman with a sword and two men holding guns and a torch was erected as a memorial to those who died fighting for Vietnam’s independence.

              
            



          Museum of Vietnamese RevolutionMUSEUM

(Bao Tang Cach Mang Viet Nam; 
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 4151; 216 Ð Tran Quang Khai; adult/student 40,000/20,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-noon & 1.30-5pm, closed 1st Mon of the month)


              
                Inaugurated in 1959 and housing more than 40,000 exhibits, this museum enthusiastically presents the histories of conflict and revolution within Vietnam, from the liberation movements against the French occupation to the establishment of the Communist Party and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam.

              
            



          St Joseph CathedralCHURCH

(Nha To Lon Ha Noi; 
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; P Nha Tho; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-noon & 2-6pm)


              
                Hanoi's neo-Gothic St Joseph Cathedral was inaugurated in 1886, and boasts a soaring facade that faces a little plaza. Its most noteworthy features are its twin bell towers, elaborate altar and fine stained-glass windows. Entrance via the main gate is only permitted during Mass: times are listed on a sign on the gates to the left of the cathedral.

              
              
                At other times, enter via the Diocese of Hanoi compound, a block away at 40 P Nha Chung. When you reach the side door to the cathedral, to your right, ring the small bell high up on the right-hand side of the door.

              
            



        

        
          Others Areas

          [image: icon-top-choice]oTemple of LiteratureCONFUCIAN TEMPLE

(Van Mieu Quoc Tu Giam; 
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3845 2917; P Quoc Tu Giam; adult/student 30,000/15,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-5pm)


              
                Founded in 1070 by Emperor Ly Thanh Tong, the Temple of Literature is dedicated to Confucius (Khong Tu). Inside you'll find a pond known as the 'Well of Heavenly Clarity', a low-slung pagoda and statues of Confucius and his disciples. A rare example of well-preserved traditional Vietnamese architecture, the complex honours Vietnam’s finest scholars and men of literary accomplishment. It is the site of Vietnam’s first university, established here in 1076, when entrance was only granted to those of noble birth.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oVietnam Museum of EthnologyMUSEUM

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3756 2193; www.vme.org.vn; Ð Nguyen Van Huyen; adult/concession 40,000/15,000d, guide 100,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-5.30pm Tue-Sun)


              
                This fabulous collection relating to Vietnam's ethnic minorities features well-presented tribal art, artefacts and everyday objects gathered from across the nation, and examples of traditional village houses. Displays are well labelled in Vietnamese, French and English. If you're into anthropology, it's well worth the approximately 200,000d each-way taxi fares to the Cau Giay district, about 7km from the city centre, where the museum is located.

              
              
                Local bus 14 (4000d) departs from P Dinh Tien Hoang on the east side of Hoan Kiem Lake and passes within a couple of blocks (around 600m) of the museum; get off at the Nghia Tan bus stop and head to Ð Nguyen Van Huyen.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oLotte Tower Observation DeckVIEWPOINT
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3333 6016; www.lottecenter.com.vn/eng/observation/visit_information.asp; 54 P Lieu Giai, Ba Dinh; adult/student day 230,000/170,000d, night 130,000/110,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-10pm)


              
                The city's best views can be found on the 65th floor of the landmark Lotte building, opened in 2014, in the western corner of Hanoi's Ba Dinh district. From this uninterrupted vantage point, high above Hanoi's hustle and bustle, one can consider the size of the Old Quarter relative to the sheer scale of Hanoi's voracious growth. The tower also houses a hotel, all manner of restaurants, a rooftop bar and a department store on its lower floors.

              
              
                Lotte Tower is around 20 minutes by taxi from the Old Quarter.

              
            



          Ho TayLAKE

(West Lake; 
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      )


              
                The city’s largest lake, known as both Ho Tay and West Lake, is 15km in circumference and ringed by upmarket suburbs, including the predominantly expat Tay Ho district. On the south side, along Ð Thuy Khue, are seafood restaurants, and to the east, the Xuan Dieu strip is lined with restaurants, cafes, boutiques and luxury hotels. The atmosphere makes a calm change from the chaos of the Old Quarter. A pathway circles the lake, making for a great bicycle ride.

              
            



          Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum ComplexHISTORIC SITE
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3845 5128; www.bqllang.gov.vn; entrance cnr P Ngoc Ha & P Doi Can)


              
                The Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum Complex is an important place of pilgrimage for many Vietnamese. A traffic-free area of botanical gardens, monuments, memorials and pagodas, it’s usually crowded with groups of Vietnamese who come from far and wide to pay their respects to 'Uncle Ho'. Within the complex are Ho Chi Minh's Mausoleum, Ho Chi Minh’s Stilt House and the Presidential Palace, Ho Chi Minh Museum and the One Pillar Pagoda.

              
            



          Ho Chi Minh’s MausoleumMONUMENT

(Lang Chu Tich Ho Chi Minh; 
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3845 5128; www.bqllang.gov.vn; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8-11am Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun Dec-Sep, last entry 10.15am)[image: icon-free]F


              
                In the tradition of Lenin, Stalin and Mao, Ho Chi Minh’s Mausoleum is a monumental marble edifice. Contrary to his desire for a simple cremation, the mausoleum was constructed from materials gathered from all over Vietnam between 1973 and 1975. Set deep in the bowels of the building in a glass sarcophagus is the frail, pale body of Ho Chi Minh. The mausoleum is usually closed from 4 Sep to 4 Nov while his embalmed body goes to Russia for maintenance.

              
              
                Dress modestly: wearing shorts, tank tops or hats is not permitted. You may be requested to store day packs, cameras and phones before you enter. Talking, putting your hand in your pockets and photography is strictly prohibited in the mausoleum. The queue usually snakes for several hundred metres to the mausoleum entrance and inside, filing past Ho’s body at a slow but steady pace.

                If you’re lucky, you’ll catch the changing of the guard outside Ho’s mausoleum – the pomp and ceremony displayed here rivals the British equivalent at Buckingham Palace.

              
            



          Vietnam Military History MuseumMUSEUM

(Bao Tang Lich Su Quan Su Viet Nam; 
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-733 6453; www.btlsqsvn.org.vn; 28a P Dien Bien Phu; admission 30,000d, camera fee 20,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8-11.30am daily & 2-4pm Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun)


              
                Easy to spot thanks to a large collection of weaponry at the front, the Military Museum displays Soviet and Chinese equipment alongside French- and US-made weapons captured during years of warfare. The centrepiece is a Soviet-built MiG-21 jet fighter, triumphant amid the wreckage of French aircraft downed at Dien Bien Phu, and a US F-111.

              
            



        

      

      
        2Activities

        [image: icon-top-choice]oOmamori SpaMASSAGE
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              You'll need a taxi to get to this wonderful little spa, operated by a not-for-profit organisation that provides training and employment opportunities for the blind. Masseuses here are vision impaired and speak excellent English. If you haven't received a massage by a trained blind therapist before, it's quite an experience: there's a level of gentleness and body awareness that differs from traditional practitioners. Tips are not accepted, and the pricing and quality of services is excellent.

            
          



        Yakushi CenterMASSAGE
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3719 1971; www.yakushicenter.com; 20 P Xuan Dieu, Quang An, Tay Ho; treatments from 210,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-7.30pm)


            
              In the fashionable expat-centric suburb of Tay Ho, you'll find this fabulous clinic that specialises in a range of traditional Vietnamese and Chinese medicine practices, as well as therapeutic and relaxing massages. Bookings are essential: your English-speaking practitioner will conduct a brief consultation with you prior to commencing your treatment.

            
          



        Huong SenMASSAGE
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              A wide range of beauty treatments and services, including Jacuzzi and steam baths, are available at this professional outfit with good facilities and English-speaking staff. A full menu is available on the website.

            
          



        Annam Foot Spa & MassageMASSAGE
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0913 211 558; 71 P Hang Bong; massage from 250,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm)


            
              In the heart of the Old Quarter, this multilevel establishment is well priced and easy to find.

            
          



        Royal CitySWIMMING, SKATING

(
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3974 3550; http://royalcity.com.vn; 72a P Nguyen Trai, Thanh Xuan; water park & skating under 130cm/over 130cm 100,000/170,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-9pm)


            
              Opened in 2013 as part of the Royal City Mega Mall complex (Vietnam's largest shopping and entertainment complex), the Vinpearl Water Park and Vinpearl Ice Rink are among a bunch of attractions appealing to travelling families. There's also a bowling alley, cinema complex, games area and, of course, shopping for mum and dad. Royal City is about 7km southwest of the Old Quarter.

            
          



        Ho Tay Water ParkSWIMMING

(Cong Vien Ho Tay; 
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3718 4222; www.congvienhotay.vn; under 130cm/over 130cm 80,000/150,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-9pm Wed-Mon Apr-Nov)


            
              If you're desperate for a swim, this water park 5km north of the Old Quarter on the northern edge of Ho Tay has pools, slides and a lazy river. It gets extremely busy here on hot summer afternoons and might not satisfy everyone's standards for safety and hygiene.

            
          



        NGO Resource CentreVOLUNTEERING

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3832 8570; www.ngocentre.org.vn; Room 201, Bldg E3, 6 Dang Van Ngu, Trung Tu Diplomatic Compound, Dong Da, Hanoi)


            
              For information on volunteer work opportunities, chase up the full list of nongovernment organisations (NGOs) at the NGO Resource Centre, which keeps a database of all of the NGOs assisting Vietnam.

            
          



      

      
        TTours

        Sophie's Art TourCULTURAL

([image: icon-phonegif]%0168 796 2575; www.sophiesarttour.com; tours from $55)


            
              These fascinating tours are based on the lives of artists who studied, fought, witnessed and documented major changes in 20th- and 21st-century Vietnam, and will be appreciated not only by art lovers, but those who want to gain a deeper understanding of the complexities of Vietnam's unique history and culture.

            
          



        Gay Hanoi ToursWALKING

([image: icon-phonegif]%0947 600 602; www.facebook.com/gayhanoitour; half-day tours from US$75)


            
              The inimitable Tuan offers personal and small group walking tours exploring lesser-known, real-life corners of the ancient city. While tours aren't gay themed, Tuan, a gay Hanoian man, offers a unique perspective on his beloved home town, regardless of your sexuality.

            
          



        Hanoi KidsWALKING

([image: icon-phonegif]%0976 217 886; www.hanoikids.org; by donation)


            
              This volunteer organisation partners visitors with Hanoi teens and young adults wishing to improve their English-language skills. Tours are customised to the needs of visitors and can include Hanoi sights like the Temple of Literature and Hoa Lo Prison Museum, or street-food and market visits. It’s best to arrange tours online a couple of weeks before you arrive in Hanoi.

            
          



        Free Wheelin’ ToursTOUR
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 2743; www.freewheelin-tours.com; 62 Ɖ Yen Phu, Ba Dinh; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-7pm)


            
              Offers motorbike and 4WD tours around the north, including an eight-day trip to the northeast on Minsk bikes.

            
          



      

      
        zFestivals & Events

        TetCULTURAL

(Tet Nguyen Dan, Vietnamese Lunar New Year; [image: icon-hoursgif]hlate Jan or early Feb)


            
              During the week preceding Tet, there is a flower market on P Hang Luoc. There’s also a colourful, two-week flower exhibition and competition, beginning on the first day of the new year, that takes place in Thong Nhat Park (Lenin Park) near Bay Mau Lake.

            
          



        Vietnam’s National DayCULTURAL

([image: icon-hoursgif]h2 Sep)


            
              Celebrated with a rally and fireworks at Ba Dinh Sq, in front of Ho Chi Minh’s Mausoleum. There are also boat races on Hoan Kiem Lake.

            
          



        
          SCAMS

          
            While there’s no need to be paranoid, Hanoi is riddled with scams, many of them inextricably linked. Most problems involve budget hotels and tours, and occasionally things can get nasty. We’ve received reports of verbal aggression and threats of physical violence towards tourists who’ve decided against a hotel room or a tour. Stay calm and back away slowly or things could quickly flare up.

            The taxi and minibus mafia at the airport shuttle unwitting tourists to the wrong hotel. Invariably, the hotel has copied the name of another popular property and will then attempt to appropriate as much of your money as possible. Taxi swindles are also becoming increasingly common. Try to avoid the taxis loitering at Hanoi’s bus stations; many have superfast meters.

            Some shoeshine boys and cyclo (pedicab or bicycle rickshaw) drivers attempt to add a zero or two to an agreed price for their services; stick to your guns and give them the amount you originally agreed.

            Watch out for friendly, smooth-talking strangers approaching you around Hoan Kiem Lake. There are many variations, but sometimes these con artists pose as students and suggest a drink or a meal. Gay men are also targeted in this way. Your new friend may then suggest a visit to a karaoke bar, snake-meat restaurant or some other venue and before you know it you’re presented with a bill for hundreds of dollars. Be careful and follow your instincts, as these crooks can seem quite charming.

            We’ve also heard reports of male travellers being approached by women late at night in the Old Quarter, and then being forced at gunpoint by the women’s male accomplices to visit multiple ATMs and empty their accounts. Keep your wits about you, and try to stay in a group if you’re returning from a bar late at night.

          
        

      

      
        4Sleeping

        
          Most budget and midrange visitors make for the busy Old Quarter and neighbouring Hoan Kiem Lake area for a glut of options. For luxury stays in calmer surrounds, continue south to the French Quarter or venture further afield.

        
        
          Old Quarter

          May De Ville BackpackersHOSTEL$
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                A short walk from Ta Hien's bars, May De Ville is one of Hanoi's best hostels. Dorms have firm beds but are spotless and there's also a movie room. Doubles are also good value.

              
            



          Hanoi HostelHOSTEL$
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0972 844 804; www.vietnam-hostel.com; 91c P Hang Ma; dm/d/tr US$6/25/30; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                This small, quiet, privately owned hostel is nicely located away from Hanoi's conglomeration of hostels. It's well run and clean, with tours on tap and plenty of information about onward travel to China or Laos.

              
            



          Hanoi Rendezvous HotelHOTEL$
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3828 5777; www.hanoirendezvoushotel.com; 31 P Hang Dieu; dm/s/d/tr US$10/27/30/40; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                Deliciously close to several brilliant street-food places, Hanoi Rendezvous features spacious rooms and friendly staff, and organises well-run tours to Halong Bay, Cat Ba Island and Sapa.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oArt Trendy HotelHOTEL$$
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                Art Trendy enjoys a quiet location on the western edge of the Old Quarter. Rooms are stylish and relatively spacious, and there's a real can-do attitude from the exceptional and friendly staff. Each room has a laptop, and breakfast (included in the price) includes warm baguettes, omelettes, pho (noodle soup) and fresh fruit.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oLa Beaute de HanoiHOTEL$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3935 1626; www.la-beautehanoihotel.com; 15 Ngo Trung Yen; d/ste from US$41/62; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                Opened in 2014, this 18-room hotel has a fresh white and cream palette with red accents, cable TV, fast wi-fi, and the larger suites and family rooms have small private balconies. It's in an excellent location on a quiet lane just a hop, skip and a jump from all the action on P Ma May.

              
            



          Art HotelHOTEL$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3923 3868; www.hanoiartboutiquehotel.com; 65 P Hang Dieu; s/d from US$25/35; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                The young, friendly and welcoming crew at the Art Hotel make this well-located spot really stand out. Rooms are spacious with spotless bathrooms and wooden floors, and within a 30m radius you’ll find some of Hanoi’s best opportunities for partaking in the city’s great street food.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oLa Siesta Hotel & SpaBOUTIQUE HOTEL$$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 3641; www.hanoilasiestahotel.com; 94 P Ma May; d/ste from US$85/125; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                La Siesta scores points not only for excellence in service and the quality of its rooms, which come in a variety of sizes (including some snazzy bilevel duplex configurations), but for its cracker location on P Ma May with scores of restaurants, bars and things to do on your very doorstep. If that's all a bit too hectic for you, chill out in the day spa.

              
            



        

        
          Around Hoan Kiem Lake

          Especen HotelHOTEL$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3824 4401; www.especen.vn; 28 P Tho Xuong; d US$13-25; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                This budget hotel near St Joseph Cathedral has spacious and light rooms, excellent rates and an almost-tranquil location (by Old Quarter standards). There are two annexes within walking distance.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oGolden Lotus Luxury HotelHOTEL$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3828 5888; www.goldenlotushotel.com.vn; 53-55 P Hang Trong; d/ste from $65/100; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimgif]s)


              
                Rooms at this stylish, atmospheric hotel boast wooden finishes, fine silk trims, local art and high technology. Standard rooms lack natural light, but oversized suites have generous terraces. And there's a rooftop pool! Its older, sister property, the Golden Lotus Hotel, is marginally cheaper, and you can still use the pool.

              
            



          Golden Lotus HotelHOTEL$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3938 0901; 32 P Hang Trong; d/ste from US$45/80; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimgif]s)


              
                This 12-storey hotel has pleasant rooms with dark woods, although rooms at the rear of the hotel lack natural light. Go for a suite if you can. Guests have access to the rooftop pool of neighbouring Golden Lotus Luxury Hotel.

              
            



          Artisan Boutique HotelBOUTIQUE HOTEL$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3938 1900; www.artisanboutiquehotel.com; 24 P Hang Hanh; d/ste from US$28/110; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                One of the best features of this joint Australian and Vietnamese coproduction a stone's throw from Hoan Kiem Lake is its on-the-ball staff: they're friendly and accommodating but not overbearing. Although some rooms could do with some love, all have great walk-in showers and tasteful design elements. The penthouse, if available, is a steal. A winner for location, service and price.

              
            



          B&B Hanoi HotelHOSTEL$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3935 2266; www.bbhanoihotel.com; 16 Hang Trung; d from US$30; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                This clean, refurbished hotel has friendly, hard-working staff and is located a short walk to the northeastern shore of Hoan Kiem Lake. Fresh flowers, fruit and Vietnamese coffee give the place a homey feel.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oSofitel Metropole HotelHOTEL$$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3826 6919; www.sofitel.com; 15 P Ngo Quyen; r from US$220; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimgif]s)


              
                Hanoi's finest hotel is a slice of colonial history, with its restored French-colonial facade, mahogany-panelled reception rooms and haute cuisine. Rooms in the Heritage Wing offer unmatched colonial style, while the modern Opera Wing has sumptuous levels of comfort but not quite the same heritage character. Even if you’re not staying here, pop in for a drink at the Bamboo Bar.

              
            



        

        
          Other Areas

          [image: icon-top-choice]oSomerset Grand HanoiAPARTMENT$$

(
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          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3934 2342; www.somerset.com; 49 P Hai Ba Trung; apt from US$107; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimgif]s)


              
                Rates vary dramatically due to the nature and location of this sprawling apartment-hotel tower, but if you book ahead, bargains can be found. For the location and amenities alone, the selection of studio to three-bedroom apartments with full kitchen and laundry facilities can't be beat; perfect for traveling families.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oConifer Boutique HotelHOTEL$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3266 9999; www.coniferhotel.com.vn; 9 P Ly Dao Thanh; d from US$70; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                This is a fantastic little hotel tucked away on a pleasant side street in the French Quarter, opposite a wonderfully dilapidated French-colonial mansion. Rooms are on the smaller side, but functional and well thought out. Be sure to pay the extra for a street-facing room with a generous, enclosed balcony: perfect for watching afternoon storms.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oFraser Suites HanoiAPARTMENT$$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3719 8877; http://hanoi.frasershospitality.com; 51 Xuan Dieu, Tay Ho; apt from US$187; [image: icon-swimgif]s)


              
                These sumptuous, fully equipped serviced apartments in buzzing lakeside Tay Ho are the perfect choice for the discerning traveller staying a few days or more. The gorgeous, landscaped outdoor pool is the city's most alluring.

              
            



        

      

      
        5Eating

        
          Old Quarter

          Quan An NgonVIETNAMESE$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3734 9777; www.ngonhanoi.com.vn; 34 P Phan Đinh Phung; meals 70,000-150,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-11pm)


              
                This small kitchen elevates Vietnamese street food in a beautiful indoor setting while keeping prices reasonable.

              
            



          Highway 4VIETNAMESE$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 0639; www.highway4.com; 3 P Hang Tre; meals 120,000-275,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-late)


              
                This is the original location of a restaurant family famed for adapting Vietnamese cuisine for Western palates, although with increasing popularity it becomes harder to please everybody. There are now four other branches in Hanoi: check the website for locations. Come for small plates to share, cold beer and funky decor.

              
            



          Cha Ca Thang LongVIETNAMESE$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3824 5115; www.chacathanglong.com; 19-31 P Duong Thanh; cha ca fish meal 180,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-3pm & 5-10pm)


              
                Bring along your DIY cooking skills and grill your own succulent fish with a little shrimp paste and plenty of herbs. Cha ca is an iconic Hanoi dish heavy on turmeric and dill, and while another nearby more-famous cha ca eatery gets all the tour-bus traffic, the food here is actually better.

              
            



          Quan Bia MinhVIETNAMESE$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 7a P Dinh Liet; meals 90,000-130,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-late)


              
                This bia hoi joint has evolved into an Old Quarter favourite with well-priced Vietnamese food and excellent service led by the eponymous Mrs Minh. Grab an outdoor table and a cold beer and watch the beautiful chaos unfold below.

              
            



          Green TangerineFUSION$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 1286; www.greentangerinehanoi.com; 48 P Hang Be; meals US$12-20; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-late)


              
                Experience the mood and flavour of 1950s Indochina at this elegant restaurant located in a beautifully restored French-colonial house with a cobbled courtyard. The fusion French-Vietnamese cuisine is not always entirely successful, but it’s still worth popping in for coffee or a drink. Two-course lunches (218,000d) are good value.

              
            



          
            HANOI STREET EATS: OUR TOP 10

            
              Deciphering Hanoi’s street-food scene can be bewildering, but it’s worth persevering and diving in. The city’s best food definitely comes from the scores of vendors crowding the city’s pavements with smoking charcoal burners, tiny blue plastic stools and expectant queues of canny locals. Many of the stalls have been operating for decades, and often they offer just one dish. After that long perfecting their recipes, it’s little wonder the food can be sensational. Note that opening hours may change and prices vary. Expect to pay 25,000d to 70,000d, depending on what you devour.

            
            
              OLD QUARTER

              
                Bun Cha Nem Cua Be Dac Kim (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 67 P Duong Thanh; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-7pm) Visiting Hanoi and not eating bun cha (barbecued pork with rice vermicelli) with a side of nem cua be (sea-crab spring rolls) should be classed as a capital offence. This is an excellent spot to try this street-food classic.

                Banh Cuon (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 14 P Hang Ga; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-3pm) Don’t even bother ordering here; just squeeze in and a plate of gossamer-light banh cuon (steamed rice crêpes filled with minced pork, mushrooms and shrimp) will be placed in front of you.

                Bun Bo Nam Bo (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 67 P Hang Dieu; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-10pm) Bun bo nam bo (dry noodles with beef) is a dish from southern Vietnam, but it’s certainly travelled north well. Mix in bean sprouts, garlic, lemongrass and green mango for a filling treat.

                Xoi Yen (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; cnr P Nguyen Huu Huan & P Hang Mam; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-11pm) Equally good for breakfast or as a hangover cure, Xoi Yen specialises in sticky rice topped with goodies, including sweet Asian sausage, gooey fried egg and slow-cooked pork.

                Mien Xao Luon (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 87 P Hang Dieu; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-2pm) Head to this humble stall trimmed with minimountains of fried eels for three different ways of eating the crisp little morsels. Try them stir-fried in vermicelli with egg, bean sprouts and shallots.

                Che (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 76 P Hang Dieu; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-3pm) In winter try che banh troi tau, sweet mung beans with sesame and ginger, or in summer che thap nam with coconut milk, crushed peanuts, lotus seeds and dried apples.

              
            

            
              AROUND HOAN KIEM LAKE

              
                Bun Rieu Cua (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 40 P Hang Tre; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7-10:30am) Get to this incredibly popular spot early, as its sole dish of bun rieu cua (noodle soup with beef in a spicy crab broth) is only served for a couple of hours from 7am. A Hanoi classic.

                Banh Goi (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 52 P Ly Quoc Su; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-7pm) Nestled under a banyan tree near St Joseph Cathedral, this humble stall turns out banh goi, moreish deep-fried pastries crammed with pork, vermicelli and mushrooms.

              
            

            
              OTHER AREAS

              
                Banh Mi Pho Hue (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 118 P Hue; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-9pm) Banh mi (sandwich) vendors abound in Hanoi, although the phenomenon is less popular than in Ho Chi Minh City. This place is usually packed with locals, which is always a good sign.

                Pho Thin (
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 13 P Lo Duc; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5am-9pm) Negotiate your way to the rear of this narrow, rustic establishment and sit down to some excellent pho bo (beef noodle soup). A classic Hanoi experience that hasn't changed in decades.

              
            

          

        

        
          Around Hoan Kiem Lake

          Jalus Vegan KitchenVEGAN$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3266 9730; 2nd fl, 46 Hang Trong; meals 30,000-60,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-10pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-veggif]v)


              
                Pull up a pine table at this modern, hidden restaurant and try some delicious coconut and chia smoothies and meat-free takes on burgers, or pizza, quiche and ravioli that use vegan cheese. There are definite Vietnamese twists with lemongrass and spice, and sometimes special all-Vietnamese menus.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oHanoi Social ClubCAFE$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3938 2117; www.facebook.com/TheHanoiSocialClub; 6 Hoi Vu; meals 95,000-175,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-11pm)


              
                On three funky levels with retro furniture, the Hanoi Social Club is the city's most cosmopolitan cafe and an artist hub. Dishes include potato fritters with chorizo for breakfast, and pasta, burgers and wraps for lunch or dinner. Vegetarian options feature a tasty mango curry, and the quiet laneway location is a good spot for an end-of-day coffee, beer or wine.

              
              
                The Hanoi Social Club also hosts regular gigs and events. Check its Facebook page for what's on.

              
            



          Madame HienVIETNAMESE$$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3938 1588; www.facebook.com/madamehienrestaurant; 15 Chan Cam; meals 95,000-350,000d, set menus from 365,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-10pm)


              
                Housed in a restored 19th-century villa, Madame Hien is a tribute to French chef Didier Corlu’s Vietnamese grandmother. Look forward to elegant versions of traditional Hanoi street food, with the ‘36 Streets’ fixed menu (535,000d) an easygoing place to kick off your culinary knowledge of the city.

              
            



        

        
          Other Areas

          [image: icon-top-choice]oMoto-san Uber NoodleNOODLES$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-6680 9124; 4 P Ly Dao Thanh; meals 45,000-70,000d)


              
                Brainchild of Hanoi artist, journalist and desogner Nguyen Qui Duc (of Tadioto fame), this wonderful noodle stall seats eight eager eaters. The menu is simple: miso, shōyu (soy) or shio (salty) ramen, and spicy banh my thit ko (stewed pork) sandwiches with killer hot sauce (optional) à la central Vietnam. Sake and beer are, of course, readily available.

              
            



          Quan An NgonVIETNAMESE$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3942 8162; www.ngonhanoi.com.vn; 18 Phan Boi Chau; meals 70,000-150,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-11pm)


              
                This branch of a number of small same-named kitchens turns out street-food specialities from across Vietnam. Try and visit just outside the busy lunch and dinner periods, or consider Quan An Ngon's newest branch in a lovely French villa just north of the Old Quarter.

              
            



          OasisDELI$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3719 1196; www.oasishanoi.net; 24 P Xuan Dieu; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-6pm)


              
                Italian-owned deli with excellent bread, cheese and salami, as well as homemade pasta and sauces. It’s north of central Hanoi in the Tay Ho restaurant strip on P Xuan Dieu.

              
            



          Fanny Ice CreamICE CREAM$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; www.fanny.com.vn; 51 P Ly Thuong Kiet; ice creams from 49,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-9pm)


              
                The place for French-style ice creams and sorbets in Hanoi. During the right season try the com, a delightful local flavour extracted from young sticky rice; other innovative flavours include ginger and green tea.

              
            



          Bun Cha Huong LienVIETNAMESE$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 24 P Le Van Hu; meals to 90,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-8pm)


              
                Bun Cha Huong Lien was launched into stardom thanks to Barack Obama, who dined here with celebrity chef Anthony Bourdain in May 2016. Customers line up to sample the grilled-pork-and-noodle delicacy while staff call out 'Obama bun cha!' to passers-by. The ‘Combo Obama’ gets you a bowl of bun cha, fried seafood roll and Hanoi beer for US$3.80.

              
              
                While this isn't the best bun cha in the city, it’s worth a visit for the experience.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oChim SaoVIETNAMESE$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3976 0633; www.chimsao.com; 63-65 Ngo Hue; meals 45,000-120,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-11pm; [image: icon-veggif]v)


              
                Sit at tables downstairs or grab a more traditional spot on the floor upstairs and discover excellent Vietnamese food, with some dishes inspired by the ethnic minorities of Vietnam's north. Definite standouts are the hearty and robust sausages, zingy and fresh salads, and duck with star fruit (carambola). Even simple dishes are outstanding. Try to come with a group so you can explore the menu fully.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oTim Ho WanDIM SUM$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3333 1725; 36th fl, Lotte Tower, 54 P Lieu Giai, Ba Dinh; dim sum 69,000-95,000d)


              
                Do yourself a favour and reserve a window table at the Hanoi branch of this legendary Hong Kong dim sum chain, high above the city on the 36th floor of the Lotte Tower. Bring a friend or six and an empty stomach, and we guarantee you won't regret it.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oMaison de Tet DecorCAFE$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0966 611 383; http://tet-lifestyle-collection.com; 156 Tua Hoa, Nghi Tam, Tay Ho; meals from 180,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-10pm)


              
                Sumptuous, healthy and organic (wherever possible) wholefoods are presented with aplomb in this, one of Hanoi's loveliest settings, an expansive, airy villa overlooking lake Ho Tay.

              
            



          Nha Hang NgonVIETNAMESE$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3933 6133; 26a P Tran Hung Dao; meals 80,000-130,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-9.30pm)


              
                With a focus on authentic flavours from around Vietnam, this joint gets popular with locals and visitors alike. It's street food taken off the street and presented in a delightful restored French villa and courtyard.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oLa BadianeINTERNATIONAL$$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3942 4509; www.labadiane-hanoi.com; 10 Nam Ngu; meals from 280,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-9.45pm)


              
                This stylish bistro is set in a restored whitewashed French villa arrayed around a breezy central courtyard. French cuisine underpins the menu – La Badiane translates as ‘star anise’ – but Asian and Mediterranean flavours also feature. Menu highlights include sea-bass tagliatelle with smoked paprika, and prawn bisque with wasabi tomato bruschetta. Three-course lunches from 375,000d are excellent value.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oOld HanoiVIETNAMESE$$$

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3747 8337; www.oldhanoi.com; 4 Ton That Thiep; meals 90,000-179,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-2pm & 5-10pm)


              
                This sophisticated eatery in a restored French-colonial villa with a pleasant casual courtyard outside and starched white tablecloths inside was once host to celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay. It serves traditional Hanoian and Vietnamese specialities with aplomb; you'll enjoy the selection and find the best value for money if you dine in a group.

              
            



        

      

      
        6Drinking & Nightlife

        
          Hanoi's eclectic drinking scene features grungy dive bars, Western-style pubs, sleek lounge bars, cafes and hundreds of bia hoi joints.

          Travellers flock to noisy P Ta Hien in the Old Quarter, and Ngo Bao Khanh near the northwest edge of Hoan Kiem Lake. Expect more activity Friday to Sunday, when the Old Quarter is allowed to stay open beyond midnight, until 2am.

        
        TadiotoBAR

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-6680 9124; www.tadioto.com; 24b P Tong Dan; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-midnight)


            
              Nguyen Qui Duc's unofficial clubhouse for the underground arts scene's latest incarnation is this dark and quirky colonial bar in the French Quarter. Obligatory red accents (seat covers, wrought-iron grill on the doors), reworkings of art deco furniture and plenty of recycled ironwork feature heavily. The highlight of the cool cocktail list is the sweet mojito.

            
          



        Manzi Art SpaceBAR

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3716 3397; www.facebook.com/manzihanoi; 14 Phan Huy Ich; [image: icon-hoursgif]hcafe 9am-midnight, shop 10am-6pm)


            
              Part cool art gallery, part chic cafe and bar, Manzi is worth seeking out north of the Old Quarter. A restored French villa hosts diverse exhibitions of painting, sculpture and photography, and the compact courtyard garden is perfect for a coffee or glass of wine. There's also a small shop selling works by contemporary Vietnamese artists.

            
          



        Cama ATKBAR

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; www.cama-atk.com; 73 P Mai Hac De; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6pm-midnight Wed-Sat)


            
              Make the trek south of Hoan Kiem Lake to this bohemian bar run by Hanoi's Club for Art and Music Appreciation (CAMA). Check the website for what's on, which includes everything from Japanese funk and dancehall DJs through to experimental short films and reggae sound systems.

            
          



        GC PubGAY & LESBIAN

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 0499; 7 P Ngo Bao Khanh; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-midnight)


            
              Hanoi's long-standing, only established gay bar, and unofficial LGBT HQ, might seem small and vanilla midweek, but it gets pumped on weekend nights. The reasonably priced drinks and chatty bar staff make it popular with a mixed local crowd and it's easy for gay visitors to drop by, especially those fond of playing pool.

            
          



        Café Duy TriCAFE

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3829 1386; 43a P Yen Phu)


            
              In the same location since 1936, this caffeine-infused labyrinth is a Hanoi classic. You’ll feel like Gulliver as you negotiate the tiny ladders and stairways to reach the 3rd-floor balcony. Order the delicious caphe sua chua (iced coffee with yoghurt), and you may have discovered your new favourite summertime drink. You’ll find P Yen Phu a couple of blocks east of Truc Bach Lake north of the Old Quarter.

            
          



        Cong CapheCAFE

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; http://congcaphe.com; 152 P Trieu Viet Vuong)


            
              Settle in to the eclectic beats and kitsch Communist memorabilia at Cong Caphe with a caphe sua da (iced coffee with condensed milk). You'll notice a bunch of branches around the city; a full list appears on its website.

            
          



        Cafe Pho CoCAFE

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 4th fl, 11 P Hang Gai)


            
              One of Hanoi’s best-kept secrets, this place has plum views over Hoan Kiem Lake. Enter through the silk shop, and continue through the antique-bedecked courtyard up to the top floor for the mother of all vistas. You’ll need to order coffee and snacks before tackling the final winding staircase. For something deliciously different, try the caphe trung da, coffee topped with a silky-smooth beaten egg yolk.

            
          



        Bar BettaBAR

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0165 897 9073; www.facebook.com/barbetta34; 34 Cao Ba Quat; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-midnight)


            
              Retro decor and a jazz-age vibe combine with good cocktails, coffee and cool music in this breezy French-colonial villa. Two-for-one beers are available from 3pm to 7pm, and the rooftop terrace (from 8pm) is essential on a sultry Hanoi night.

            
          



        Summit LoungeBAR

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 20th fl, Sofitel Plaza, 1 Ɖ Thanh Nien; [image: icon-hoursgif]h4.30pm-late)


            
              Enjoy fabulous views from this 20th-floor lounge bar. Order a (pricey) cocktail or beer, grab a spot on the outside deck, and take in Truc Bach Lake and the city beyond.

            
          



        Bia Hoi Ha NoiBIA HOI

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 2 P Duong Thanh)


            
              A bia hoi junction that is local in flavour is where P Nha Hoa meets P Duong Thanh on the western edge of the Old Quarter. Bia Hoi Ha Noi does the best spare ribs in town for a little something to go with the beer.

            
          



        Nha Hang Lan ChinBIA HOI

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; cnr P Hang Tre & P Hang Thung)


            
              A good spot to sample the brew is Nha Hang Lan Chin, one of the most popular local lunch spots in town.

            
          



        Cafe LamCAFE

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3824 5940; www.cafelam.com; 60 P Nguyen Huu Huan)


            
              A classic cafe that’s been around for years – long enough to build up a compact gallery of paintings left behind by talented patrons who couldn’t afford to pay their tabs during the American War. These days you’re just as likely to spy Converse-wearing and Vespa-riding bright young things refuelling on wickedly strong caphe den (black coffee).

            
          



        Hanoi HouseCAFE

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-2348 9789; 2nd fl, 47a P Ly Quoc Su; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-11pm; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


            
              A chic and bohemian cafe with superb upstairs views of St Joseph Cathedral. Chill out on the impossibly slim balcony with excellent juices and Hanoi's best ginger tea.

            
          



      

      
        3Entertainment

        Municipal Water Puppet TheatreTHEATRE

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3824 9494; www.thanglongwaterpuppet.org; 57b P Dinh Tien Hoang; adult/child 100,000/60,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]hfour afternoon performances daily, also 9.30am Sun)


            
              Water-puppetry shows are a real treat for children. Multilingual programs allow the audience to read up on each vignette as it’s performed. Although there are multiple performances daily, book well ahead, especially from October to April.

            
          



        Thang Long Ca Tru TheatreLIVE MUSIC

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0122 326 6897; www.catruthanglong.com; 28 P Hang Buom; 210,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8pm Tue, Thu & Sat)


            
              Concerts of traditional Vietnamese music are held in this intimate restored house in the Old Quarter. Ca tru is indigenous to the north of Vietnam, and concerts feature a selection of the 100 or so ca tru melodies. The art form has also been recognised as an endangered 'intangible cultural heritage' by Unesco.

            
          



      

      
        7Shopping

        
          In the historic Old Quarter, you’ll find clothes, cosmetics, sunglasses, musical instruments, plumbing supplies, herbal medicines, jewellery, religious offerings, spices, coffee and much more. Assume that almost all brand-label merchandise you see here is fake.

        
        
          Art & Handicrafts

          
            Hanoi has a burgeoning art scene and you can pick up an original work on canvas by a local artist from as little as US$40 in any one of the private galleries concentrated on P Trang Tien, between Hoan Kiem Lake and the Opera House.

            For Vietnamese handicrafts, including textiles and lacquerware, head to the stores along P Hang Gai, P To Tich, P Hang Khai and P Cau Go. P Hang Gai and its continuation, P Hang Bong, are good places to look for embroidered tablecloths, T-shirts and wall hangings.

          
          Mai GalleryART

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3828 5854; www.maigallery-vietnam.com; 113 P Hang Bong; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-7pm)


              
                Run by resident artist Mai, this is a good place to learn more about Vietnamese art before making a purchase.

              
            



          Mekong+ARTS & CRAFTS

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 4831; https://mekong-plus.com; 13 P Hang Bac; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-8pm)


              
                Beautiful quilts handcrafted by rural women working in a not-for-profit community-development program.

              
            



          Hanoi MomentARTS & CRAFTS

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 3630; www.hanoimoment.vn; 101 P Hang Gai; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-9pm)


              
                An oasis of classier Vietnamese souvenirs, including lacquerware and jewellery, amid the T-shirt overkill of nearby stores. Bamboo, stone and porcelain are also used to great effect.

              
            



        

        
          Books

          Thang LongBOOKS

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 53-55 P Trang Tien; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm)


              
                One of the biggest bookshops in town, with English and French titles, international newspapers and magazines, and a good selection of titles on the history of Hanoi.

              
            



        

        
          Clothing & Silk Products

          
            P Hang Gai is a fine place to buy silk and have clothes custom-made.

          
          Tan My DesignCLOTHING

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3938 1154; www.tanmydesign.com; 61 P Hang Gai; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-8pm)


              
                Stylish clothing, jewellery and accessories, with the added bonus of a funky cafe when you need a break from shopping. The homewares and bed linen are definitely worth a look.

              
            



          Three TreesFASHION & ACCESSORIES

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3928 8725; 15 P Nha Tho; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-7pm)


              
                Stunning, very unusual designer jewellery, including many delicate necklaces, which make special gifts.

              
            



        

        
          Markets

          Dong Xuan MarketMARKET

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Dong Xuan; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6am-7pm)


              
                A large, nontouristy market located in the Old Quarter of Hanoi, 900m north of Hoan Kiem Lake. There are hundreds of stalls here, and it’s a fascinating place to explore if you want to catch a flavour of Hanoian street life. The area around it also has loads of bustling shops.

              
            



          Hom MarketMARKET

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; cnr P Hué & P Tran Xuan Soan; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6am-5pm)


              
                On the northeast corner of P Hué and P Tran Xuan Soan, this is a good general-purpose market and excellent for local fabric, if you plan to have clothes made.

              
            



        

      

      
        8Information

        
          Emergency

          
            The emergency services should be able to transfer you to an English-speaker.

            
              
                
                  	
                    Ambulance
                  
                  	115
                

                
                  	
                    Fire
                  
                  	114
                

                
                  	
                    Police
                  
                  	113
                

              
            

          
        

        
          Internet Access

          
            Most budget and midrange hotels offer free access to a computer and the internet: at fancier places in the rooms, at cheaper places in the lobby. Free wi-fi access is virtually ubiquitous in the city’s cafes and bars, but dedicated internet cafes are largely a thing of the past, so pack a tablet or smartphone. Phone SIM cards with unlimited data are available from many travel agencies for under US$10.

          
        

        
          Medical Services

          National Institute of Traditional MedicineHOSPITAL

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3826 3616; 29 P Nguyen Binh Khiem; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7.30-11.30am & 1.30-4pm)


              
                For Vietnamese-style medical solutions.

              
            



          SOS International ClinicHOSPITAL

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3826 4545; www.internationalsos.com/locations/asia-pacific/vietnam; 51 Xuan Dieu; [image: icon-hoursgif]h24hr)


              
                English, French, German and Japanese are spoken and there is a dental clinic. It’s 5km north of central Hanoi near Ho Tay lake.

              
            



          Viet Duc HospitalHOSPITAL

(Benh Vien Viet Duc; 
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 3531; 40 P Trang Thi; [image: icon-hoursgif]h24hr)


              
                Old Quarter unit for emergency surgery; the doctors here speak English, French and German.

              
            



        

        
          Money

          
            Hanoi has many ATMs, and on the main roads around Hoan Kiem Lake are international banks where you can change money. Some ATMs limit the amount you can withdraw to only 3,000,000d. ANZ, Citibank and HSBC ATMs are usually more generous.

          
          VietcombankEXCHANGE

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3826 8045; 198 Ɖ Tran Quang Khai)


              
                This towering headquarters is located a few blocks east of Hoan Kiem Lake. It has an ATM and offers most currency services.

              
            



        

        
          Post

          DHLCOURIER

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3733 2086; www.dhl.com.vn; 49 P Nguyen Thai Hoc)


              
                

              
            



          Domestic Post OfficePOST

(Buu Dien Trung Vong; 
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 7036; 75 P Dinh Tien Hoang; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-9pm)


              
                For internal postal services in Vietnam; also sells philatelic items.

              
            



          International Postal OfficePOST

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 2030; cnr P Dinh Tien Hoang & P Dinh Le; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-8pm)


              
                The entrance is to the right of the domestic post office.

              
            



        

        
          Tourist Information

          
            In the cafes and bars of the Old Quarter, look for the excellent local magazine The Word.

          
          Tourist Information CenterTOURIST INFORMATION

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 3366; P Dinh Tien Hoang; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-7pm)


              
                City maps and brochures, but privately run with an emphasis on selling tours. In the cafes and bars of the Old Quarter, look for the excellent local magazine The Word.

              
            



        

        
          Travel Agencies

          
            Hanoi has hundreds of travel agencies and plenty are of ill repute. When you book accommodation at properties, check there are no strings attached and that it’s not mandatory to book tours at the same business also.

            Trips or tickets booked through guesthouses and hotels are usually of a very basic standard. Dealing directly with tour operators will give you a better idea of what you'll get for your money. It's worth seeking out an outift that sticks to small groups, offers trips away from the main tourist trail and uses its own vehicles.

            Beware of clones of popular agencies; check addresses and websites carefully.

          
          Cuong’s Motorbike AdventureTRAVEL AGENCY

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0913 518 772; www.cuongs-motorbike-adventure.com; 46 P Gia Ngu; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-6pm)


              
                This highly recommended operator conducts motorbike tours all around the north. Look out for the bright-pink Minsk motorbike.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oEthnic TravelTRAVEL AGENCY

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 1951; www.ethnictravel.com.vn; 35 P Hang Giay; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm Mon-Sat, 10am-5pm Sun)


              
                Off-the-beaten-track trips across the north in small groups. Some trips are low-impact using public transport and homestays, others are activity based (including hiking, cycling and cooking). Offers Bai Tu Long Bay tours and also has an office in Sapa.

              
            



          Handspan Adventure TravelTRAVEL AGENCY

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 2828; www.handspan.com; 78 P Ma May; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-8pm)


              
                Sea-kayaking trips in Halong Bay and around Cat Ba Island, and 4WD, mountain-biking and trekking tours. Other options include remote areas such as Moc Chau and Ba Be National Park, community-based tourism projects in northern Vietnam, and the Treasure Junk, the only true sailing craft cruising Halong Bay. Handspan also has offices in Sapa and Ho Chi Minh City.

              
            



          Marco Polo TravelTRAVEL AGENCY

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3997 5136; www.marcopoloasia.com; Room 107b, N14-49 Nguyen Khoai, Hanoi; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-5pm)


              
                Runs kayaking trips around Halong Bay and Ba Be Lakes. Also good mountain-biking trips and hiking expeditions around the north of Vietnam.

              
            



          Mr Linh's Adventure ToursTRAVEL AGENCY

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-642 5420; www.mrlinhadventure.com; 83 P Ma May)


              
                A professional, well-meaning outfit specialising in off-the-beaten-track and adventure travel in Vietnam's remote north. Ba Be Lakes homestay trips are recommended.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oVega TravelTRAVEL AGENCY

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 2092; www.vegatravel.vn; cnr P Ma May & 24a P Hang Bac; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-8pm)


              
                Family-owned-and-operated company offering well-run tours around the north and throughout Vietnam. Excellent guides and drivers, and it also financially supports ethnic minority kindergartens and schools around Sapa and Bac Ha. Halong Bay tours on a private boat are excellent value and bespoke touring is available.

              
            



        

      

      
        8Getting There & Away

        
          Air

          
            Hanoi has fewer direct international flights than Ho Chi Minh City, but with excellent connections through Singapore, Hong Kong or Bangkok you can get almost anywhere easily.

          
          Jetstar AirwaysAIRLINE

([image: icon-phonegif]%1900 1550; www.jetstar.com)


              
                This Australian budget airline has very affordable fares, and serves 16 airports in Vietnam.

              
            



          Vietjet AirAIRLINE

([image: icon-phonegif]%1900 1886; www.vietjetair.com)


              
                A privately owned airline with an expanding number of internal and international flights.

              
            



          Vietnam AirlinesAIRLINE

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%1900 545 486; www.vietnamair.com.vn; 25 P Trang Thi; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-5pm Mon-Fri)


              
                Links Hanoi to destinations throughout Vietnam. Popular routes include Hanoi to Dalat, Danang, Dien Bien Phu, Ho Chi Minh City, Hue and Nha Trang, all served daily.

              
            



        

        
          Bus

          
            Hanoi has four main long-distance bus stations of interest to travellers. (Although Luong Yen closed in late 2016, a new station, Nuoc Nam, has recently opened). The stations are fairly well organised, with ticket offices, fixed prices and schedules, though can be crowded and at times chaotic. Consider buying tickets the day before you plan to travel on the longer distance routes to ensure a seat. It’s often easier to book through a travel agent, but you’ll obviously be charged a commission.

            Tourist-style minibuses can be booked through most hotels and travel agents. Popular destinations include Halong Bay and Sapa. Prices are usually about 30% to 40% higher than the regular public bus, but include a hotel pick-up.

            Many open-ticket tours through Vietnam start or finish in Hanoi.

          
          Gia Lam Bus StationBUS

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3827 1569; 132 Ngo Gia Kham)


              
                Has buses to the northeast of Hanoi. It’s located 3km northeast of the city centre, across the Song Hong (Red River).

              
            



          Giap Bat Bus StationBUS

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3864 1467; Ð Giai Phong)


              
                Serves points south of Hanoi, and offers more comfortable sleeper buses. It is 7km south of Hanoi train station.

              
            



          My Dinh Bus StationBUS

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3768 5549; Ð Pham Hung)


              
                This station 7km west of the city provides services to the west and the north, including sleeper buses to Dien Bien Phu for onward travel to Laos. It's also the best option for buses to Ha Giang and Mai Chau.

              
            



          
            ANuoc Nam Bus Station Services Cat Ba Island. Ð Ngoc Hoi in Hoang Mai District, about 2km south of Giap Bat.

          
          
            BUSES FROM HANOI

            
              GIA LAM BUS STATION

              
                	
                        Destination
                      
	
                        Duration (hr)
                      
	
                        Cost (d)
                      
	
                        Frequency
                      



                  
                    
                    
                      	
                        Ba Be
                      
                      	5
                      	150,000
                      	Noon
                    

                    
                      	
                        Bai Chay (Halong City)
                      
                      	3½
                      	130,000
                      	Every 30min
                    

                    
                      	
                        Haiphong
                      
                      	2
                      	70,000
                      	Frequent
                    

                    
                      	
                        Lang Son
                      
                      	5
                      	90,000
                      	Every 45min
                    

                    
                      	
                        Lao Cai
                      
                      	9
                      	320,000
                      	6.30pm, 7pm (sleeper)
                    

                    
                      	
                        Mong Cai
                      
                      	9
                      	230,000
                      	Hourly (approx)
                    

                    
                      	
                        Sapa
                      
                      	10
                      	250,000
                      	6.30pm, 7pm (sleeper)
                    

                  
                

              
            

            
              GIAP BAT BUS STATION

              
                	
                        Destination
                      
	
                        Duration (hr)
                      
	
                        Cost (d)
                      
	
                        Frequency
                      



                  
                    
                    
                      	Dalat
                      	35
                      	470,000
                      	9am, 11am
                    

                    
                      	Danang
                      	12
                      	380,000
                      	Frequent sleepers noon-6.30pm
                    

                    
                      	Dong Ha
                      	8
                      	380,000
                      	Frequent sleepers noon-6.30pm
                    

                    
                      	Dong Hoi
                      	8
                      	380,000
                      	Frequent sleepers noon-6.30pm
                    

                    
                      	Hue
                      	10
                      	380,000
                      	Frequent sleepers noon-6.30pm
                    

                    
                      	Nha Trang
                      	32
                      	710,000
                      	10am, 3pm, 6pm
                    

                    
                      	Ninh Binh
                      	2
                      	70,000
                      	Frequent 7am-6pm
                    

                  
                

              
            

            
              MY DINH BUS STATION

              
                	
                        Destination
                      
	
                        Duration (hr)
                      
	
                        Cost (d)
                      
	
                        Frequency
                      



                  
                    
                    
                      	Cao Bang
                      	10
                      	120,000
                      	Every 45min
                    

                    
                      	Dien Bien Phu
                      	8
                      	365,000
                      	11am, 6pm
                    

                    
                      	Ha Giang
                      	8
                      	200,000
                      	Frequent
                    

                    
                      	Hoa Binh
                      	2
                      	40,000
                      	Frequent
                    

                    
                      	Son La
                      	7
                      	190,000
                      	Frequent
                    

                  
                

              
            

          

        

        
          Car & Motorcycle

          
            Car rental is best arranged via a travel agency or hotel. Rates almost always include a driver, a necessity as many roads and turnings are not signposted. The roads in the north are in OK shape, but narrow lanes, potholes and blind corners equate to an average speed of 35km/h to 40km/h. During the rainy season, expect serious delays as landslides are cleared and bridges repaired. You’ll definitely need a 4WD.

            Rates start at about US$110 a day (including a driver and petrol). Make sure the driver’s expenses are covered in the rate you’re quoted.

          
          Offroad VietnamMOTORCYCLE RENTAL

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0913 047 509; www.offroadvietnam.com; 36 P Nguyen Huu Huan; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-6pm Mon-Sat)


              
                For reliable Honda trail bikes (from US$20 daily) and road bikes (US$17). The number of rental bikes is limited, so booking ahead is recommended. Offroad’s main business is running excellent tours, mainly dealing with travellers from English-speaking countries. Tours are either semiguided, excluding meals and accommodation, or all-inclusive fully guided tours.

              
            



        

        
          Train

          
            Tickets can be purchased from most travel agencies, and their commission for booking usually offsets the language hassle of buying tickets directly from the train station. They also often have preferential access to tickets to popular destinations like Hue, Ho Chi Minh City and Lao Cai (for Sapa).

            If you've already booked for one of the private carriages to Sapa, you'll need to exchange your voucher for a ticket at the appropriate tour desk at Tran Quy Cap Station.

            The main Hanoi Train Station (Ga Hang Co, Train Station A; 
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 3949; 120 Ð Le Duan; [image: icon-hoursgif]hticket office 7.30am-12.30pm & 1.30-7.30pm) is at the western end of P Tran Hung Dao; trains from here go to southern destinations. Foreigners can buy tickets for southbound trains at counter 2, where the staff speak English. We recommend buying your tickets at least one day before departure to ensure a seat or sleeper.

            Eastbound (Haiphong) trains depart from Gia Lam Train Station on the eastern side of the Song Hong (Red River), or Long Bien on the western (city) side of the river. Be sure to check which station. Trains to Nanning, China, also depart from here. Note that you cannot board international Nanning-bound trains in Lang Son or Dong Dang.

            To the right of the main entrance of the Hanoi train station is a separate ticket office for northbound trains to Lao Cai (for Sapa) and China. Tickets to China must be bought from counter 13. Note that all northbound trains leave from a separate station (just behind) called Tran Quy Cap Station (Train Station B; 
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3825 2628; P Tran Quy Cap; [image: icon-hoursgif]hticket office 4-6am & 4-10pm).

          
          
            TRAINS FROM HANOI

            
              	
                      Destination
                    
	
                      Hard Seat
                    
	
                      Soft Seat
                    
	
                      Hard Sleeper
                    
	
                      Soft Sleeper
                    



                
                  
                  
                    	
                      Danang
                    
                    	From 430,000d
                    	From 630,000d
                    	From 782,000d
                    	From 954,000d
                  

                  
                    	
                      HCMC
                    
                    	From 790,000d
                    	From 1,160,000d
                    	From 1,340,000d
                    	From 1,692,000d
                  

                  
                    	
                      Hue
                    
                    	From 374,000d
                    	From 545,000d
                    	From 675,000d
                    	From 894,000d
                  

                  
                    	
                      Nha Trang
                    
                    	From 692,000d
                    	From 998,000d
                    	From 1,240,000d
                    	From 1,647,000d
                  

                
              

            
          

        

      

      
        8Getting Around

        
          To/From the Airport

          
            Express bus 86 (30,000d, one hour, every 20 to 30 minutes, 5.10am to 10.30pm) is a new comfortable service that runs from Hanoi train station, and the north side of Hoan Kiem Lake outside the tourist information centre, to the international airport.

          
          Airport TaxiTAXI

([image: icon-phonegif]%04-3873 3333)


              
                Airport Taxi charges US$20 for a taxi ride door-to-door to or from Noi Bai International Airport. They do not require that you pay the toll for the bridge you cross en route. Some other taxi drivers require that you pay the toll, so ask first.

              
            



        

        
          Bicycle

          
            Many Old Quarter guesthouses and cafes rent bikes for about US$3 per day. Good luck with that traffic – be safe!

          
        

        
          Bus

          
            Hanoi has an extensive public bus system, though few tourists take advantage of the rock-bottom fares (3000d).

          
        

        
          Cyclo

          
            A few cyclo drivers still frequent the Old Quarter, and if you’re only going a short distance, it’s a great way to experience the city (despite the fumes). Settle on a price first and make sure it is not just per person. Aim to pay around 50,000d for a shortish journey; night rides are more.

          
        

        
          Electric Bus

          Electric BusTROLLEYBUS

(Dong Xuan; per buggy/6 passengers per hour 300,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8.30am-10pm)


              
                Hanoi’s golf-buggy-esque ecofriendly Electric Bus tour is actually a pretty good way to get your bearings in the city. It traverses a network of 14 stops in the Old Quarter and around Hoan Kiem Lake, parting the flow of motorbikes and pedestrians like a slow-moving white dragon.

              
            



        

        
          Motorbike Taxi

          
            You won't have any trouble finding a xe om (motorbike taxi) in Hanoi. An average journey in the city centre costs around 15,000d to 20,000d, while a trip further to Ho Chi Minh's Mausoleum is around 35,000d to 40,000d. For two or more people, a metered taxi is usually cheaper than a convoy of xe om.

          
        

        
          Taxi

          
            Flag fall is around 20,000d, which takes you 1km to 2km; every kilometre thereafter costs around 15,000d. Some dodgy operators have high-speed meters, so use one of the more reliable companies: Hanoi Taxi ([image: icon-phonegif]%04-3853 5353), Mai Linh ([image: icon-phonegif]%04-3822 2666), Thanh Nga Taxi ([image: icon-phonegif]%04-3821 5215) or Van Xuan ([image: icon-phonegif]%04-3822 2888).

          
        

      

    

    
      Around Hanoi

      
        Ninh Binh

        
          Ninh Binh is a good base for exploring quintessentially Vietnamese limestone scenery including Tam Coc, and for hiking Cuc Phuong National Park to geek out at its 1000-year-old tree. Few Western tourists head here, but many Vietnamese flock to the region, which has made many of its attractions heavily commercialised.

        
        
          4Sleeping & Eating

          Xuan Hoa Hotel 1HOTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%030-388 0970; www.xuanhoahotel.com; 31d P Minh Khai; r US$15-30; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                A friendly operation with rooms across two buildings. The original Xuan Hoa Hotel 1 has a room where guests can leave luggage or have a free shower after checkout. Before dining here, have a beer on the edge of the compact lake. Free transport to the bus or train station is available too. Nearby Xuan Hoa Hotel 2 has balconies overlooking a quiet neighbourhood.

              
            



          Xuan Hoa Hotel 2HOTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%030-388 0970; www.xuanhoahotel.com; 3d P Minh Khai; r US$6-15; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                A friendly option with quiet, comfortable and clean rooms. Meals are served in the nearby Xuan Hoa Hotel 1.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oNguyen ShackBUNGALOW$$

([image: icon-phonegif]%030-361 8678; www.nguyenshack.com; near Mua Cave, Hoa Lu district; bungalows US$22-55; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                With a riverside setting around 5km from Tam Coc, Nguyen Shack's easygoing lazy-days thatched bungalows are the perfect antidote to the bustle of Hanoi. Lie in a hammock, drop a fishing rod off your rustic terrace, or grab a bicycle and go exploring. There's an on-site restaurant and bar too.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oTam Coc GardenBOUTIQUE HOTEL$$$

([image: icon-phonegif]%096-603 2555; www.tamcocgarden.com; Hai Nham village, Hoa Lu district; d US$145-175; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimgif]s)


              
                The most Zen place to stay around Ninh Binh is this lovely boutique hotel. In a private location and with a sea of rice paddies at your balcony, Tam Coc Garden has eight stone and timber bungalows set in a luxuriant garden, and other hotel rooms. Following a day of cycling or exploring nearby attractions, there's the compact pool to look forward to.

              
            



          Trung TuyetVIETNAMESE$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 14 Ð Hoang Hoa Tham; meals 40,000-75,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-10pm; [image: icon-veggif]v)


              
                Expect filling portions, options for vegetarians, and a warm welcome from the host family at this busy little place that's popular with travellers. The owners will even drop you off at the nearby train station if you're kicking on after your meal.

              
            



        

        
          8Information

          HospitalHOSPITAL

(Benh Vien Da Khoa Tinh; 
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%030-387 1030; Ð Hai Thuong Lan Ong; [image: icon-hoursgif]h24hr)


              
                Main city hospital.

              
            



          Main Post OfficePOST

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ð Tran Hung Dao; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-6pm Mon-Fri, 8am-1pm Sat)


              
                

              
            



          Vietin Bank & ATMBANK

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ð Tran Hung Dao; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-2.30pm Mon-Fri, 7.30am-noon Sat)


              
                One of two branches on this street.

              
            



        

        
          8Getting There & Away

          
            Public buses leave every 15 minutes until 7pm for the Giap Bat bus station in Hanoi (from 65,000d, 2½ hours), and there are regular buses to Haiphong (85,000d, three hours, every 1½ hours) and twice-daily connections to Halong City (120,000d, 3½ hours).

            Ninh Binh is also a stop for open-tour buses between Hanoi (US$6, two hours) and Hue (US$14, 10 hours). Hotel pick-ups and drop-offs are available.

            The train station is a scheduled stop on the main north–south line between Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) but travelling by road is faster.

          
          Bus StationBUS

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ð Le Dai Hanh)


              
                Ninh Binh’s bus station is located near the Lim Bridge, just below the overpass to Phat Diem.

              
            



          Train StationTRAIN

(Ga Ninh Binh; 1 Ð Hoang Hoa Tham)


              
                The recently built, green-roofed train station is a scheduled stop for Reunification Express trains, with destinations including Hanoi, Vinh and Hue.

              
            



        

      

      
        Tam Coc

        
          With breathtaking limestone outcrops amid serene rice paddiesalong the Ngo Dong River, Tam Coc (Three Caves) is best appreciated on a languorous rowing boat ride (boat base fare 150,000d plus adult/child 120,000/60,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-3.30pm), with the soundtrack of the river lapping against the oars. In fact a rowboat is the only way to see 'Halong Bay on the Rice Paddies'; be prepare for no shade on board.

          Consider visiting early morning or late afternoon when things are quieter. Rowers use their feet to propel the oars, as the route (around two hours) negotiates Tam Coc's three caves. There's a maximum of two people per boat.

        
        
          It's 9km southwest of Ninh Binh. Ninh Binh hotels run tours, or make your own way by bicycle or motorbike. Hotels can advise on beautiful back roads. Hanoi tour operators offer day trips from around US$25.

        
      

      
        Cuc Phuong National Park

        
          One of Vietnam’s most important protected areas, Cuc Phuong spans two limestone mountain ranges and three provinces. In 1962 Ho Chi Minh declared this Vietnam’s first national park, saying: ‘Forest is gold’. Wildlife is notoriously elusive, so manage your expectations accordingly.

          The park is home to the minority Muong people, whom the government relocated from the park’s central valley to its western edge in the late 1980s

        
        
          1Sights

          Cuc Phuong National ParkNATIONAL PARK

([image: icon-phonegif]%030-384 8006; www.cucphuongtourism.com; adult/child 40,000/20,000d)


              
                Established in 1962, this national park is one of Vietnam’s most important protected areas. Though wildlife has suffered a precipitous decline in Vietnam in recent decades, the park’s 222 sq km of primary tropical forest remains home to an amazing variety of animal and plant life: 307 species of bird, 133 species of mammal, 122 species of reptile, 2000 plant species and counting.

              
            



          Endangered Primate Rescue CenterWILDLIFE RESERVE

([image: icon-phonegif]%030-384 8002; www.eprc.asia; 30,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9-11.30am & 1.30-4pm)


              
                The Endangered Primate Rescue Center is supervised by the Frankfurt Zoological Society, and is home to around 150 monkeys: 12 kinds of langur, three species of gibbon and two loris. All the centre’s animals were either bred here or rescued from illegal traders. Tours with a nature-conservation focus are on offer. Your entry ticket also allows access to the Turtle Conservation Center.

              
              
                The centre has bred more than 100 offspring in all, from nine different species, including the world’s first captive-born Cat Ba langur and grey-shanked douc langur. Because it's difficult to rehabilitate primates once they’ve lived in cages, only 30 or so gibbons and langurs have been released into semiwild areas (one site is adjacent) since the centre opened in 1993.

              
            



          
            Your entry ticket also allows access to the Turtle Conservation Center.

          
          Turtle Conservation CenterWILDLIFE RESERVE

([image: icon-phonegif]%030-384 8090; www.asianturtleprogram.org; 30,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9-11am & 2-4.45pm)


              
                The Turtle Conservation Center houses more than 1000 terrestrial, semiaquatic and aquatic turtles representing 20 of Vietnam’s 25 native species. Many have been confiscated from smugglers who have been driven by demand from the domestic and Chinese markets – eating turtle is thought to aid longevity. Visitors can see turtles in tanks and incubators, as well as in ponds in near-wild settings. Signs in English about the endangered turtles are informative. Your entry ticket also allows access to the Endangered Primate Rescue Center.

              
              
                The centre successfully breeds and releases turtles from 11 different species, including six native turtles. Around 60 turtles are released back into the wild each year.

              
            



        

        
          4Sleeping & Eating

          
            There is accommodation in the park, and one luxury resort nearby. It's advisable to book for weekends and public holidays. Camping (per person US$4) is also available at the visitor centre or Mac Lake.

            There are simple restaurants and snack shops at the park headquarters and Mac Lake.

          
        

        
          8Getting There & Away

          
            Cuc Phuong National Park is 45km west of Ninh Binh. A direct bus from Hanoi's Giap Bat southern bus station departs at 3pm, with a return bus to Hanoi at 9am. From Ninh Binh, catch a xe om or taxi to the park.

            Hanoi tour companies offer trips to Cuc Phuong, usually combined with other sights in the Ninh Binh area.

          
        

      

    

    

    


    
    
      Northern Vietnam

      
        Vistas. This is Vietnam's big-sky country; a place of rippling mountains, cascading rice terraces and the winnowed-out karst topography for which the region is famed.

        Halong Bay's seascape of limestone towers is the view everyone's here to see, but the karst connection continues inland, to Ba Be National Park, until it segues into the evergreen hills of the northwest highlands.

        Not to be outdone by the scenery, northern Vietnam's cultural kaleidoscope is just as diverse. In this heartland of hill-tribe culture, villages snuggle between paddy-field patchworks outside of Sapa, and the scarlet headdresses of the Dzao and the indigo fabrics of the Black Hmong add dizzying colour to chaotic highland markets.

      
      [image: gettyrf511517290jpg]
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        Halong Bay

        
          Majestic and mysterious, inspiring and imperious, Halong Bay’s 3000 or more incredible islands rise from the emerald waters of the Gulf of Tonkin. This mystical seascape of limestone islets is a vision of breathtaking beauty.

        
        
          1Sights

          [image: icon-top-choice]oHalong BayNATIONAL PARK

(150,000d)


              
                Towering limestone pillars and tiny islets topped by forest rise from the emerald waters of the Gulf of Tonkin. Designated a World Heritage Site in 1994, Halong Bay's spectacular scatter of islands, dotted with wind- and wave-eroded grottoes, is a vision of ethereal beauty and, unsurprisingly, northern Vietnam's number-one tourism hub.

                The most popular way to experience the bay's astounding vistas is by taking an overnight cruise.

              
              
                Halong translates as 'Where the Dragon Descends into the Sea' and legend tells that this mystical seascape was created when a great mountain dragon charged towards the coast, its flailing tail gouging out valleys and crevasses. As the creature plunged into the sea, the area filled with water, leaving only the pinnacles visible. The geological explanation of karst erosion may be more prosaic, but doesn't make this seascape any less poetic.

                Halong Bay attracts visitors year-round with peak season between late May and early August. January to March is often cool and drizzly, and the ensuing fog can make visibility low, but adds bags of eerie atmosphere. From May to September tropical storms are frequent, and year-round tourist boats sometimes need to alter their itineraries, depending on the weather.

              
            



        

        
          DON'T MISS

CRUISING THE KARSTS

          
            The most popular way to experience Halong Bay's karst scenery is on a cruise. It can be a false economy to sign up for an ultracheap tour. Spend a little more and enjoy the experience a whole lot more. At the very least, check basic on-board safety standards. Life jackets should be provided.

            Most cruise-tours include return transport from Hanoi, Halong Bay entrance fees and meals. A decent overnight tour usually includes kayaking with a guide. Drinks and even water are extra, payable in cash only.

            Tours sold out of Hanoi start from a rock-bottom US$60 per person for a dodgy day trip, and can rise to around US$220 for two nights. For around US$110 to US$130, you should get a worthwhile overnight cruise, though you need more time to stray far from Halong City. Many cruises are marketed as 'two-day' trips but are actually overnight tours.

            Cruising the karsts aboard a luxury Chinese-style junk is hard to beat. But be aware that paying top dollar doesn't necessarily compute into heading away from the crowds. If you want to experience less-crowded karst views, consider cruises focussed on Lan Ha Bay, near Cat Ba Island, which is more untouched and has sublimely sandy beaches.

          
        

        
          2Activities & Tours

          Vega TravelBOATING

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 2092; www.vegatravel.vn; cnr P Ma May & 24a P Hang Bac, Hanoi; overnight tour s/d cabin from US$130/240; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-8pm)


              
                Good-value overnight tours of Halong Bay, with comfortably fitted-out cabins and two-night tours that also explore Lan Ha Bay and Cat Ba Island, including kayaking, cycling and hiking.

              
            



          Handspan Adventure TravelBOATING

(
        
          MAP
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%04-3926 2828; www.handspan.com; 78 P Ma May, Hanoi; overnight cruise d cabin from US$354; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-8pm)


              
                Handspan’s Treasure Junk is the only true sailing ship operating on the bay. That means you get to meander peacefully through the karsts without the constant hum of a diesel engine. Crack open a cold Bia Hanoi and you’ll be in heaven.

              
            



          Indochina SailsBOATING

([image: icon-phonegif]%04-3984 2362; www.indochinasails.com; overnight tour d cabin from US$478)


              
                Cruise Halong on a traditional junk kitted out to a three-star standard. Indochina operates two 42m junks and one smaller craft; all have attractive wooden cabins and great viewing decks. Tours include transfer from Hanoi.

              
            



        

        
          KAYAKING

          
            A kayak among the karsts is an option on most Halong Bay tours. Count on about an hour’s paddling, often including negotiating your way through karst grottoes and around lagoons, or to a floating village in the bay.

            If you’re really keen on kayaking, contact Handspan Adventure Travel in Hanoi or Blue Swimmer on Cat Ba Island, both of which run professionally organised trips and have qualified guides. Trips are operated in less touristed Lan Ha Bay.

          
        

        
          8Information

          Halong Bay Tourist Information CentreTOURIST INFORMATION

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%033-384 7481; www.halong.org.vn; Bai Chay Tourist Wharf, Ɖ Halong; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-4pm)


              
                The official Halong Bay Tourist Information Centre is at Bai Chay Tourist Wharf in Halong City. Here you’ll find English-speaking staff and excellent maps (20,000d) of the Halong Bay area.

              
            



        

      

      
        WORTH A TRIP

BAI TU LONG BAY

        
          The spectacular islands of Bai Tu Long Bay, immediately northeast of Halong Bay, form Bai Tu Long National Park (100,000d) and are every bit as beautiful as its famous neighbour. In some ways it’s actually more stunning, since it’s only in its initial stages as a destination for travellers. The bay and its islands are still unpolluted and relatively undeveloped. As with Halong Bay, the best way to experience the full limestone-pinnacle-scattered seascape is by cruise.

          Hanoi travel agencies, including Ethnic Travel, run boat trips into the Bai Tu Long from US$115 for one night. Charter boats can also be arranged to Bai Tu Long Bay from Halong City's Bai Chay Tourist Wharf; rates start at around 300,000d per hour and the trip there takes about five hours.

        
      

      
        Halong City

        
          Development has not been kind to Halong City (Bai Chay). Despite enjoying a stunning position on the cusp of Halong Bay, this is a gritty town with pockets of bland high-rise hotel development dotting the shoreline.

          Many travellers opt to skip Halong City completely, preferring to spend a night out in Halong Bay itself. Increased competition for a dwindling clientele means budget hotel rates are some of the cheapest in Vietnam. Chinese and Korean visitors are now more prevalent, preferring to enjoy terra firma attractions like casinos and karaoke after a day exploring the bay.

        
        
          2Activities

          Boat Day TripsBOATING

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ɖ Halong; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-6pm)


              
                From Tuan Chau Ferry Pier there are two main boat day trips of Halong Bay. Route One (100,000d, four hours) potters around the waters of nearby islands visiting the caves of Hang Dau Go and Hang Thien Cung. Route Two (150,000d, six hours) heads further into the bay to Hang Sung Sot and Dao Titop.

              
            



        

        
          4Sleeping

          Light HotelHOTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%033-384 8518; www.thelighthalong.vn; 108a Ɖ Vuon Dao; r 350,000-450,000d; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                The good-sized, modern and superclean rooms here are excellent value. Chuck in the fact that some of the helpful staff speak English and you've got Halong City's best budget find.

              
            



          Halong Backpacker HostelHOSTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%033-361 9333; www.halongbackpackerhostel.com; 41 Ɖ Anh Dao; dm/tw US$5/17; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                This hostel (don't confuse it with the 'Halong Backpacker's Hostel' on Ɖ Vuon Dao) has small, light-filled six-bed dorms and a lively downstairs bar.

              
            



          NovotelHOTEL$$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%033-384 8108; www.novotelhalongbay.com; 160 Ð Halong; r from US$110; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimgif]s)


              
                The Novotel fuses Asian and Japanese influences with contemporary details. The rooms are simply stunning, with teak floors, marble bathrooms and sliding screens to divide living areas. Facilities include an oval infinity pool and a great restaurant.

              
            



        

        
          8Getting There & Away

          
            All buses leave from Bai Chay bus station, 6km south of central Bai Chay. For Tam Coc, hop on the Ninh Binh–bound bus.

            Note that many buses to Halong City will be marked ‘Bai Chay’ rather than ‘Halong City’.

          
        

        
          BUSES FROM HALONG CITY

          
            	
                    Destination
                  
	
                    Cost (d)
                  
	
                    Duration (hr)
                  
	
                    Frequency
                  



              
                
                
                  	
                    Hanoi
                  
                  	100,000
                  	4
                  	frequent 5.45am-6pm
                

                
                  	
                    Haiphong
                  
                  	60,000
                  	2
                  	frequent 6.20am-5pm
                

                
                  	
                    Mong Cai
                  
                  	80,000
                  	4
                  	every 40 minutes 6.20am-3pm
                

                
                  	
                    Ninh Binh
                  
                  	100,000
                  	4
                  	5.30am, 11.30am
                

                
                  	
                    Cai Rong (Van Don Island)
                  
                  	35,000
                  	1½
                  	every 30 minutes 8am-6pm
                

                
                  	
                    Lang Son
                  
                  	110,000
                  	5½
                  	6am, 11.45am, 12.15pm
                

                
                  	
                    Sapa
                  
                  	400,000
                  	12
                  	7am, 6pm
                

              
            

          
        

      

      
        Cat Ba Island

        
          Rugged, craggy and jungle-clad Cat Ba, the largest island in Halong Bay, has experienced a tourism surge in recent years. The central hub of Cat Ba Town is now framed by a chain of low-rise concrete hotels along its once-lovely bay, but the rest of the island is largely untouched and as wild as ever. With idyllic Lan Ha Bay just offshore you'll soon overlook Cat Ba Town's overdevelopment.

          Almost half of Cat Ba Island (with a total area of 354 sq km) and 90 sq km of the adjacent waters were declared a national park in 1986 to protect the island’s diverse ecosystems. Most of the coastline consists of rocky cliffs, but there are some sandy beaches and tiny fishing villages hidden away in small coves.

          Lakes, waterfalls and grottoes dot the spectacular limestone hills, the highest rising 331m above sea level. The island’s largest body of water is Ech Lake (3 hectares).

        
        
          1Sights

          [image: icon-top-choice]oLan Ha BayBAY

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 30,000d)


              
                Lying south and east of Cat Ba Town, the 300 or so karst islands and limestone outcrops of Lan Ha are just as beautiful as those of Halong Bay and have the additional attraction of numerous white-sand beaches.

                Due to being a fair way from Halong City, not so many tourist boats venture here, meaning Lan Ha Bay has a more isolated appeal. Sailing and kayak trips here are best organised in Cat Ba Town.

              
            



          Cannon FortHISTORIC SITE

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 40,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]hsunrise-sunset)


              
                For one of the best views in Vietnam – no, we’re not kidding – head to Cannon Fort where there are astounding panoramas of Cat Ba Island's jungle-clad hills rolling down to colourful tangles of fishing boats in the harbour and out to the karst-punctuated sea beyond.

                The entrance gate is a steep 10-minute walk from Cat Ba Town and from the gate it's another stiff 20-minute walk to the fort, or take a xe om from Cat Ba Town (15,000d).

              
            



          Cat Ba National ParkNATIONAL PARK

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-216 350; 30,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]hsunrise-sunset)


              
                Cat Ba's beautiful national park is home to 32 types of mammal, including most of the world's 65 remaining golden-headed langur, the world's most endangered primate. There are some good hiking trails here, including a hard-core 18km route up to a mountain summit.

                To reach the park headquarters at Trung Trang, hop on the green QH public bus from the docks at Cat Ba Town, hire a xe om (around 80,000d one way) or rent a motorbike for the day.

              
              
                A guide is not mandatory but is definitely recommended to help you make sense of the verdant canopy of trees. Most visitors opt to visit the park on an organised tour – Cat Ba Ventures runs good day-trips here – but you can also arrange guides with the rangers at the park headquarters. Within the park the multichambered Hang Trung Trang (Trung Trang Cave) is easily accessible, but you will need to contact a ranger to make sure it's open. Bring a torch (flashlight).

                The challenging 18km hiking trail in the park takes six hours and is best done with a guide. Boat or bus transport to the trailhead and a boat to get back to town also need to be arranged. Again, rangers at the headquarters can help with this or speak to Cat Ba Ventures or Asia Outdoors in Cat Ba Town. Take proper hiking shoes, a raincoat and a generous supply of water for this hike. Independent hikers can buy basic snacks at the kiosks in Viet Hai (a remote minority village just outside the park boundary), which is where many hiking groups stop for lunch. This is not an easy walk, and is much harder and more slippery after rain. There are shorter hiking options that are less strenuous.

                Many hikes end at Viet Hai from where taxi boats shuttle back to Ben Beo Pier (about 200,000d per boat). A shared public boat (50,000d per person) departs from Ben Beo at 6am on weekdays and 7am on weekends.

                Of the mammals present in the park, the more commonly seen include macaques, deer, civets and several species of squirrel, including the giant black squirrel. Seventy bird species have been spotted here, including hawks, hornbills and cuckoos. Cat Ba also lies on a major migration route for waterfowl that feed and roost on the beaches in the mangrove forests. Over a thousand species of plant have been recorded in the park, including 118 trees and 160 plants with medicinal value.

              
            



          Cat Ba Island MarketMARKET

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-7pm)


              
                The market at the northern end of Cat Ba Town's harbour is a great local affair with twitching crabs, jumbo shrimp and pyramids of fresh fruit.

              
            



          Ho Chi Minh MonumentMONUMENT

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; off Ɖ Nui Ngoc)


              
                This monument stands up on imaginatively named Mountain No 1; the hillock opposite the pier in Cat Ba Town.

              
            



        

        
          2Activities

          
            Cat Ba is a superb base for adventure sports – on the island, and in, on and over the water.

          
          
            Mountain Biking

            
              Hotels can arrange Chinese mountain bikes (around US$6 per day). Blue Swimmer rents better-quality mountain bikes for US$15 per day.

              One possible route traverses the heart of the island, past Hospital Cave down to the west coast’s mangroves and crab farms, and then in a loop back to Cat Ba Town past tidal mu flats and deserted beaches.

            
          

          
            Rock Climbing

            
              If you’ve ever been tempted to climb, Cat Ba Island and Lan Ha Bay are superb places to go for it – the karst cliffs here offer exceptional climbing amid stunning scenery. The limestone is not too sharp and quite friendly on the hands, and climbing is almost always possible, rain or shine.

              A few inexperienced locals may offer climbing excursions to new arrivals on Cat Ba, but beginners should sign up with the experienced crew at Asia Outdoors, who pioneered climbing here.

              Most climbers in Cat Ba are complete novices, but as the instruction is excellent, many leave Cat Ba completely bitten by the bug.

            
          

          
            Sailing & Kayaking

            
              Plenty of hotels in Cat Ba Town and travel companies rent kayaks (half-day around US$8) ideal for exploring the Cat Ba coast independently. Due to shifting, strong currents, exploring the karst formations of Lan Ha Bay by kayak is best done with a guide, particularly if you're not an experienced kayaker.

            
          

          
            Trekking

            
              Most of Cat Ba Island consists of protected tropical forest. Cat Ba National Park has the most hiking opportunities.

            
          

        

        
          TTours

          
            Boat trips around Lan Ha Bay are offered by nearly every hotel on Cat Ba Island. Typical prices start at around US$80 for overnight tours, but it is usually worth spending a bit more as we receive unfavourable feedback – cramped conditions and dodgy food – about some of these trips.

          
          [image: icon-top-choice]oAsia OutdoorsCLIMBING

(
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      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-368 8450; www.asiaoutdoors.com.vn; Noble House, Ð 1-4, Cat Ba Town; half-/full-day climbing US$67/86; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-7.30pm)


              
                The pioneers of climbing in Vietnam, Asia Outdoors is a one-stop shop for adventurous travellers. Climbing is its real expertise, with fully licensed and certified instructors leading trips, but it also offers climbing and kayaking packages with an overnight on its boat (US$132). It has also launched stand-up paddle-boarding (SUP) trips (US$37).

              
              
                Advanced climbers can hire gear here, talk shop and pick up a copy of Vietnam: A Climber’s Guide (US$20) by Asia Outdoors’ Erik Ferjentsik, which describes climbs and has some great tips about Cat Ba too.

              
            



          Cat Ba VenturesBOATING

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-388 8755, 0912 467 016; www.catbaventures.com; 223 Ð 1-4, Cat Ba Town; overnight boat tour per person from US$130; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-7pm)


              
                Locally owned and operated company offering boat trips around Lan Ha and Halong Bays, one-day kayaking trips (US$30) and guided hikes in Cat Ba National Park. Excellent service from Mr Tung is reinforced by multiple reader recommendations. These guys are a font of knowledge on everything Cat Ba and a great source of information on onward transport options.

              
            



          Blue SwimmerADVENTURE

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-368 8237, 0915 063 737; www.blueswimmersailing.com; Ben Beo Harbour; overnight sailing trip per person from US$182; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-6pm)


              
                This environmentally conscious outfit was established by Vinh, one of the founders of respected tour operator Handspan Adventure Travel. Superb sailing and kayaking trips, trekking and mountain-biking excursions (some with overnight homestay accommodation) are offered. Check it out at Ben Beo Harbour or at its booking office in Cat Ba Town at the Green Bamboo Forest restaurant.

              
            



        

        
          4Sleeping

          
            Most basic hotels are clustered on (or just off) the waterfront in Cat Ba Town. There are also some interesting options on other parts of Cat Ba Island and offshore on isolated islands in Lan Ha Bay.

            Room rates fluctuate wildly; from June to July they can double. In August some hotels continue to hike prices while others just raise rates on Friday and Saturday nights.

          
          
            Cat Ba Town

            Cat Ba Sea ViewHOTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031 388 8201; www.catbaseaviewhotel.com; 220 Ɖ 1-4; r US$15, with sea view US$25; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  Neat-as-a-pin, light-coloured rooms are further spruced up by snazzy fake-flower decor. All are a good size, though the seafront ones are by far the most spacious. Each floor has a teensy communal balcony so you can take in the harbour vistas without shelling out extra for your room.

                
              



            Cat Ba Central HostelHOSTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0913-311 006; http://fb.me/CatbaCentralHostel; 240 Ɖ 1-4; dm/tw US$6/13; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  Owner Kong is your English-speaking host at this friendly hostel that's fast becoming the heart of Cat Ba's backpacker action. Beds in the clean dorms (one with 28 beds and one with 14 beds and two with six beds, including a female-only room) come with lockers built into beds, and power points.

                
              



            Cat Ba DreamHOTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-388 8274; www.catbadream.com; 226 Ð 1-4; r US$13, with sea view US$15; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  Service may be a bit lacklustre, but Cat Ba Dream has smart, small rooms at the back, and larger sea-facing ones with killer views of the bay (room 606 is the best). Ignore the rack rates, which are five times those listed here.

                
              



            Thu HaHOTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-388 8343; Ð 1-4; r US$12-17; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  This small family-run place has basically furnished, clean rooms. Negotiate hard for a front room and wake up to sea views.

                
              



            Sea Pearl HotelHOTEL$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-368 8567; www.seapearlcatbahotel.com.vn; 219 Ɖ 1-4; r US$36-54; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  Although we'd like to see the bathrooms be refurbished at this price, the Sea Pearl is a solid choice. Classically styled rooms are comfortable and a decent size, and staff are professional and helpful.

                
              



            Hung Long Harbour HotelHOTEL$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-626 9269; www.hunglonghotel.vn; 268 Ɖ 1-4; r US$45-65; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  At the quieter southeastern end of Cat Ba Town, the Hung Long Harbour has very spacious rooms, many with excellent views. Don't bother upgrading to a superior room, the standards are the ones with balconies.

                
              



            Cat Ba Beach ResortRESORT$$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-388 8686; www.catbabeachresort.com; Cat Co 2; bungalows from around US$105; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  Rimming the furthest sandy edge of Cat Co 2 beach, the dinky stone-and-thatch bungalows of this resort sit within a manicured lawn dotted with palm trees. Windsurfing and a sauna are all on tap, and there's a breezy open-sided bar-restaurant with water views.

                
              



          

          
            Around Cat Ba Island

            Ancient House HomestayHOMESTAY$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%0915 063 737, 0916 645 858; www.catba-homestay.com; Ang Soi village; shared house per person US$15, private house per 2 people US$60; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  Located around 3km from Cat Ba Town, down an unmarked alley in the village of Ang Soi, this heritage house was carefully moved here from the outskirts of Hanoi. Antiques fill the high-ceilinged interior and outside are well-tended gardens. It's not set up to receive independent travellers and is best booked through Blue Swimmer.

                
                
                  Lunch and dinner set menus (US$9 per person) are available on request.

                
              



            Whisper of NatureBUNGALOW$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-265 7678; www.vietbungalow.com; Viet Hai village; dm/d incl breakfast US$15/30; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


                
                  Whisper of Nature is a simple place for nature lovers to kick back and enjoy some downtime. Little concrete-and-thatch bungalows are set on the edge of the forest, surrounded by trees and vegetable gardens. Getting here is an adventure in itself, with the final stage a bicycle ride through lush scenery. Ask about transport when you book.

                
              



          

        

        
          5Eating

          
            You can't beat the ambience-factor for feasting on seafood at a floating restaurant. For a cheap feed, head to the food stalls in front of the market, or one block back from the waterfront on the cross street that links the loop of Ð Nui Ngoc.

          
          Green Bamboo ForestVIETNAMESE$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ð 1-4; meals 50,000-150,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-11pm; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                Friendly and well-run waterfront eatery that also acts as a booking office for Blue Swimmer. There's some good seafood on offer and myriad rice and noodle dishes. The quieter location is also a bonus.

              
            



          Buddha BellyVEGETARIAN$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ɖ 1-4; meals 30,000-80,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-9pm; [image: icon-veggif]v)


              
                Right next to Cat Ba market, this bamboo-clad place serves up lots of vegetable and tofu goodness, and doesn't use any dairy or eggs (or much seasoning) so is a top choice for vegans as well. Its 30,000d daily-changing set menu is excellent value.

              
            



          Green MangoINTERNATIONAL$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-388 7151; www.greenmango.vn; Ð 1-4; meals 110,000-220,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-10pm; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                With a menu traipsing from steaks, to seafood, and over to Italy for pasta and pizza (with a small selection of Asian dishes as well), Green Mango is a great dinner choice, with friendly staff. It's also a chilled-out spot for a glass of wine or cocktail.

              
            



          Quang AnhSEAFOOD$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-388 8485; Ben Beo Pier; meals from 200,000d)


              
                At this 'floating' fish-farm-meets-restaurant at Ben Beo Pier, select your seafood from the pen and it will be grilled, fried or steamed in no time. Prices go by weight and type of seafood; you can eat your fill of a selection of fish for around 200,000d per person.

              
            



          Vien DuongVIETNAMESE$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 12 Ð Nui Ngoc; meals from 120,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-11pm)


              
                One of the most popular of the seafood spots lining Ð Nui Ngoc, and often heaving with Vietnamese tourists diving into local crab, squid and steaming seafood hotpots. Definitely not the place to come if you’re looking for a quiet night.

              
            



        

        
          6Drinking & Nightlife

          Oasis BarBAR

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ɖ 1-4; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-11pm; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                A free-use pool table, smiley staff and a location slap in the centre of the seafront strip make Oasis a popular spot to plonk yourself down for a beer or two. The menu is pretty decent if you're feeling peckish.

              
            



          Rose BarBAR

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 15 Ɖ Nui Ngoc; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-3am; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                With cheap (US$2) cocktails, loads of happy-hour specials and shisha (water pipes), Rose Bar ticks all the boxes for backpacker fun a long way from home.

              
            



          Bia Hoi StallsBIA HOI

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ɖ 1-4)


              
                For a cheap and cheerful night out, head to the bia hoi stalls near the entrance to Cat Ba Town's fishing harbour.

              
            



        

        
          8Information

          
            For tourist information, the best impartial advice is at Asia Outdoors. Cat Ba Ventures is also very helpful. Both companies have websites with local information.

          
          AgribankBANK

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ɖ Nui Ngoc; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-3pm Mon-Fri, to 11.30am Sat)


              
                Bank on Cat Ba Island.

              
            



        

        
          8Getting There & Away

          
            Cat Ba’s public QH Green Bus (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ) (20,000d) trundles between Cat Ba Harbour and Gia Luan Harbour in the north of the island, passing the national park headquarters en route.

          
          
            The easiest way to/from Hanoi is on transport operated by Hoang Long Bus Company (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-268 8008; http://hoanglongasia.com; Ɖ 1-4; ticket 250,000d). A bus takes you to Haiphong, followed by a minibus to nearby Dinh Vu port, then a 40-minute ferry to Cai Vieng Harbour (also known as Phu Long) on Cat Ba Island. From there, another minibus whisks passengers to Cat Ba Town.

            Between May and September buses depart Hanoi at 5.20am, 7.20am, 11.20am and 1.20pm, and return from Cat Ba Town at 7.15am, 9.15am, 1.15pm and 3.15pm. From October to April buses leave Hanoi at 7.20am and 11.20am; and depart Cat Ba Town at 9.15am and 1.15pm.

          
          
            Haiphong-bound hydrofoils (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ) depart Cat Ba Town Pier at 8am, 10am, 2pm and 4pm (250,000d, one hour).

          
        

        
          8Getting Around

          
            In summer a tourist train (basically oversized golf carts) whizzes between Cat Ba Town to Cat Co 1 and 2 (10,000d per person).

            A good way to explore is on two wheels, and bicycle and motorbike rentals are available from most Cat Ba hotels (both around US$5 per day). If you’re heading out to the beaches or national park, pay the parking fee for security.

          
        

      

      
        Haiphong

        
          Northern Vietnam's most approachable city centre has a distinctly laid-back air with its tree-lined boulevards host to a bundle of graceful colonial-era buildings. The central area buzzes with dinky cafes where tables spill out onto the pavements – perfect for people-watching. Most travellers only use Haiphong as a transport hop between the bus from Hanoi and the ferry to Cat Ba Island.

        
        
          4Sleeping & Eating

          Bao Anh HotelHOTEL$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-382 3406; www.hotelbaoanh.com; 20 P Minh Khai; d/tw incl breakfast 400,000/600,000d; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                Refurbished with lots of white paint and new white linen, the Bao Anh has a great location in a leafy street framed by plane trees and buzzy cafes. It's a short walk to good beer places if you're after something stronger. The friendly English-speaking reception is definitely open to negotiation.

              
            



          Com VietnamVIETNAMESE$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-384 1698; 4a P Hoang Van Thu; meals 40,000-60,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-9pm)


              
                This restaurant hits the spot for its affordable local seafood and Vietnamese specialities. Diminutive, unpretentious and with a small patio.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oNam GiaoVIETNAMESE$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 22 P Le Dai Hanh; meals 90,000-300,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-11.30pm)


              
                Haiphong's most atmospheric dining choice is hidden within this dilapidated colonial building. Rooms are an artful clutter of Asian art, old carved cabinets and antiques, while the small but well-executed menu includes an aromatic herby sea bass wrapped in banana leaf and a succulent caramelised pork belly cooked in a clay pot.

              
            



          Phono BoxCAFE$$

(
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; 79 P Dien Bien Phu; meals 100,000-250,000d; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-11pm; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                With its brick-wall interior displaying old music paraphernalia and a jazzy soundtrack, Phono Box is a hip hang-out for coffee and beer lovers that also serves up a European-style menu of steaks and other meaty offerings.

              
            



        

        
          8Information

          
            Cafes on P Minh Khai have free wi-fi. ATMs dot the city centre.

          
        

        
          8Getting There & Away

          
            Cat Bi airport is 6km southeast of central Haiphong. Daily flights to Ho Chi Minh City and Danang are offered by Jetstar Pacific Airways ([image: icon-phonegif]%1900 1550; www.jetstar.com), Vietnam Airlines (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-3810 890; www.vietnamair.com.vn; 30 P Hoang Van Thu) and the largest carrier at Cat Bi, VietJet ([image: icon-phonegif]%1900 1886; www.vietjetair.com). A new runway now handles occasional domestic flights to Phu Quoc, Dalat and Nha Trang; and soon international destinations China, Japan, Thailand and South Korea.

          
          
            A fast hydrofoil departs Haiphong’s Ben Binh Harbour at 7am, 9am, 1pm and 3pm, and goes straight to Cat Ba Town Pier (250,000d, one hour).

          
          
            Haiphong has three long-distance bus stations:

            Lac Long Bus Station (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; P Cu Chinh Lan) The closest bus station to Haiphong city centre and very convenient for those connecting with the Cat Ba boats at nearby Ben Binh Harbour. Operates services heading north from Haiphong and to Hanoi.

            Niem Nghia Bus Station (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; Ð Tran Nguyen Han) Serves destinations south of Haiphong, such as to Ninh Binh (120,000d, 3½ hours, every 30 minutes). Also serves Hanoi (70,000d, two hours, frequent).

            Thuong Ly Bus Station (
        
        
          GOOGLE MAP
        
       
      ; [image: icon-phonegif]%031-352 9558; http://benxethuongly.net) This newer station northwest of the centre has buses to Hanoi (70,000d, two hours, frequent).

            Note that the Tam Bac Bus Station has closed down and its Hanoi routes pushed to other stations, including Thuong Ly station, a 10-minute ride away.

          
          
            A slow spur-line service travels daily from Haiphong Train Station to Hanoi’s Long Bien station (48,000d, 2½ hours, 6.05am, 8.55am, 2.55pm and 6.40pm).

          
        

      

      
        Ba Be National Park

        
          Boasting mountains high, rivers deep, and waterfalls, lakes and caves, Ba Be National Park is an incredibly scenic spot. The region is surrounded by steep peaks (up to 1554m), while the park contains tropical rainforest with hundreds of plant species. Wildlife in the forest includes bears, monkeys, bats and lots of butterflies. The region is home to 13 tribal villages, most belonging to the Tay minority, who live in stilt homes, plus smaller numbers of Dzao and Hmong.

          Often referred to as the Ba Be Lakes, Ba Be National Park was established in 1992 as Vietnam’s eighth national park. The scenery here swoops from towering limestone mountains peaking at 1554m down into plunging valleys wrapped in dense evergreen forests, speckled with waterfalls and caves, with the lakes themselves dominating the very heart of the park.

          The park entrance fee is payable at a checkpoint about 15km before the park headquarters, just beyond the town of Cho Ra.

          Ba Be (meaning Three Bays) is in fact three linked lakes, which have a total length of 8km and a width of about 400m. More than a hundred species of freshwater fish inhabit the lake. Two of the lakes are separated by a 100m-wide strip of water called Be Kam, sandwiched between high walls of chalk rock.

          The park is a rainforest area with more than 550 named plant species, and the government subsidises the villagers not to cut down the trees. The hundreds of wildlife species here include 65 (mostly rarely seen) mammals, 353 butterflies, 106 species of fish, four kinds of turtle, the highly endangered Vietnamese salamander and even the Burmese python. Ba Be bird life is equally prolific, with 233 species recorded, including the spectacular crested serpent eagle and the oriental honey buzzard. Hunting is forbidden, but villagers are permitted to fish.

          The enthusiastic local tourist office ([image: icon-phonegif]%0281-389 4721; www.babenationalpark.com.vn; Bo Lu village), dealing in everything Ba Be, can arrange kayaking, boating, hiking and cycling trips (or a combo of all four) that work out at around US$50 per day. Hires kayaks for US$5 per hour. It specialises in multiday treks (from $159 for three days) and camping trips in the further reaches of the national park.

          Ba Be also has a well-established homestay program allowing travellers to experience lakeside village life in typical stilted houses. Most of the homestays are in Pac Ngoi village. All have hot water and can provide meals (50,000d to 80,000d) as long as they are ordered in advance. The even-quieter lake villages of Bo Lu and Coc Toc also have a couple of options.

          The Ba Be National Park office can organise homestays for independent travellers but you can also just show up and check in.

          Another option is to use the nearby town of Cho Ra as a base.

        
        
          8Getting There & Away

          
            Ba Be National Park is 240km from Hanoi, 61km from Bac Kan and 18km from Cho Ra.

            Most people visit Ba Be as part of a tour, or by chartered vehicle from Hanoi (a 4WD is not necessary).

          
        

      

      
        Mai Chau

        
          Set in an idyllic valley, hemmed in by hills, the Mai Chau area is a world away from Hanoi's hustle. The small town of Mai Chau itself is unappealing, but just outside the patchwork of rice fields rolls out, speckled by tiny Thai villages where visitors doss down for the night in traditional stilt houses and wake up to a rural soundtrack defined by gurgling irrigation streams and birdsong.

          The villagers are mostly White Thai, distantly related to tribes in Thailand, Laos and China. Most no longer wear traditional dress, but the Thai women are masterful weavers producing plenty of traditional-style textiles. Locals do not employ strong-arm sales tactics here: polite bargaining is the norm.

          Due to its popularity, some find the Mai Chau tour group experience too sanitised. If you’re looking for hard-core exploration, this is not the place, but for biking, hiking and relaxation, calm Mai Chau fits the bill nicely.

        
        
          1Sights & Activities

          
            Most visitors come simply to sleep in a stilt house and to stroll (or cycle) the paths through the rice fields to the separate minority villages. Most stilt-house homestays rent bikes to explore the valley at your own pace and can organise a local guide for about US$10.

            A popular 18km trek is from Lac village (Ban Lac) in Mai Chau to Xa Linh village, near a mountain pass (elevation 1000m) on Hwy 6. Lac village is home to White Thai, while the inhabitants of Xa Linh are Hmong. The trek is strenuous in one day, so most people spend a night in a village. Arrange a guide, and a car to meet you at the mountain pass for the journey back to Mai Chau. Note there’s a 600m climb in altitude, and the trail is slippery after rain.

            Ask around in Mai Chau about longer treks of three to seven days. Other options include kayaking and mountain-biking excursions; enquire at Mai Chau Lodge.

            Many travel agencies in Hanoi run inexpensive trips to Mai Chau.

          
        

        
          4Sleeping

          
            Mai Chau is a successful grassroots tourism project and stilt-house homestays in the villages of Lac or Pom Coong are firmly stamped on the tour-group agenda, as well as being an extremely popular weekend getaway for locals from Hanoi – try to come midweek if possible.

          
          Thai Stilt HousesHOMESTAY$

(Mai Chau; per person 80,000-200,000d)


              
                Virtually every visitor to Mai Chau stays in one of the numerous Thai stilt-house homestays in the villages of Lac or Pom Coong, a five-minute stroll apart. Overnighting in these minority villages comes with electricity, Western-style toilets, hot showers, and roll-up mattresses with mosquito nets provided. Plan on one night plus dinner and breakfast costing around 250,000d.

              
            



          [image: icon-top-choice]oMai Chau Nature LodgeBUNGALOW$$

([image: icon-phonegif]%0946-888 804; www.maichaunatureplace.com; Lac village; dm US$5, d with fan US$36; [image: icon-wifigif]W)


              
                For a little more privacy than the neighbourhood homestays, this friendly operation in Lac village offers nine bungalows with rickety bamboo furniture. Dorms are also available. Grab a bungalow at the back to wake up to verdant rice-field views. There are free bikes to explore the surrounding countryside.

              
            



          Mai Chau LodgeHOTEL$$

([image: icon-phonegif]%0218-386 8959; www.maichaulodge.com; Mai Chau; r US$86-145; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimgif]s)


              
                This tour-group favourite has contemporary rooms with wooden floors, designer lighting and local textiles. The thatched-roof restaurant overlooks a small lake and the pool. Activities on offer include visits to caves, cookery classes, and guided walking, kayaking and mountain-biking excursions.

              
            



        

        
          8Getting There & Around

          
            Direct buses to Mai Chau (100,000d, 3¾ hours) leave Hanoi’s My Dinh Bus Station at 6am, 8.30am and 11am. If you want to stay in Lac or Pom Coong villages, just ask the bus driver to drop you off there. You'll be dropped off at the crossroads, just a short stroll from both villages. You may have to pay a 7000d entry fee to Mai Chau, but the toll booth is often unattended.

            Heading back to Hanoi, buses leave at 9am, 11am and 1pm. Homestay owners can book these buses for you and arrange for you to be picked up from the village.

          
        

      

      
        Lao Cai

        
          For travellers, Lao Cai is the jumping-off point when journeying between Hanoi and Sapa by train, and a stopover when heading further north to Kunming in China. The bustling town is squeezed right next to the Vietnam–China border, and with Sapa just a half-hour hop away, it's no place to linger, yet it offers everything China-bound travellers will need for an overnight stay.

          Around the train station there are ATMs, hotels, and restaurants with free wifi that run as one-stop traveller shops selling train tickets, cheap beds and drinks while you wait for your next ride.

        
        
          8Getting There & Around

          
            Virtually everyone travelling to and from Hanoi uses the train, the safest and most comfortable option.

            There are four daily services to Hanoi from Lao Cai train station.
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s0 go now to beat the masses.
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Deep inside Phong Nha-Ke Bang
National Park, this spectacular cave is
accessible only on hiking and
camping trips offered by park
rangers.

Hainan Island
(China)

BAI HUONG (VIETNAM)

Just a short boat ride from the tourist
mecca of Hoi An, this remote and
beautifully situated fishing village in
the Cham Islands now has a
homestay program.

OBAI HUONG

O Qui Nhon
OGANH DA DIA

OJungle Beach

SOUTH
CHINA

Phan Ranﬁ SEA
am

O&Thap C

BOLAVEN PLATEAU (LAOS)

Mount a steel horse and ride past
thundering waterfalls, remote
minority villages and lush rainforests,
then chill out in delightful backpacker
retreat Tat Lo.
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4 easy-to-use sections  Look for these symbols to quickly identify listings:

© sights N Eating

-1" Activities 9 Drinking
PLAN YOUR TRIP 2 Courses ﬁ Entertainment

¥ Tours B shopping
e 4 Bente O Lamepon
perfect trip. 2= Sleeping

All reviews are ordered in our authors’ preference,
starting with their most preferred option. Additionally:

Sights are arranged in the geographic order that
ON THE ROAD we suggest you visit them, and within this order,
by author preference.

BRI, Eating and Sleeping reviews are ordered by price
CEEATHIES GRS range (budget, midrange, top end) and within these
ranges, by author preference.

and insider tips.

information for each

These symbols give

* Must-visit recommendation

UNDERSTAND @ Sustainable or green recommendation
Get more from your trip [Z723 No payment required
Learn about the big
picture, to make sense Telephone number Vegetarian selection
G  Opening hours [+#] Family-friendly
[P] Parking [& Pet-friendly
4 & Nonsmoking Bus

3] Air-conditioning [® Ferry
SURVIVAL GUIDE Internet access Tram

VI T [®) Wi-fi access [R) Train
Vital practical & Swi ‘
information to help you wimming pool

have a smooth trip.

For symbol. ed on maps, see the Map Legend at
the end of this eBook.
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