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 The Vietnamese 
Experience
 Vietnam is a nation going places. Fast. Its 
people are energetic, direct, sharp in com-
merce and resilient by nature. This is an 
outrageously fun country to explore, the 
locals love a laugh (and a drink) and you’ll 
have plenty of opportunities to socialise 
with them and hear their tales. The Ameri-
can War is over, and yet its impact endures – 
you’ll  nd reminders of that cataclysmic 
con  ict everywhere you travel. That said, 
the country was never broken and emerged 
with its pride intact. Poor in parts but 
never squalid, Vietnam is developing at 
an astonishing pace. For travellers, there 
are issues to consider (including minor 

scams), but little real danger – on the 
whole it’s a safe, wonderfully rewarding 
and incredibly  varied country to explore.

 A Cultural Smorgasbord
 This is a country of myriad in  uences and 
reference points. In the south, Indian and 
Hindu culture had a lasting in  uence in 
the Cham temples and spicy regional cui-
sine, spiked with chilli and tempered with 
coconut. Head north and Chinese con-
nections are far more apparent. Between 
these two competing cultures, you’ll  nd 
a quintessential Vietnam in the central 
provinces:  the graceful historic old port of 
Hoi An, and the royal tombs, pagodas and 
imperial cuisine of Hue. Oh, and there’s 

 Blessed with a ravishing 
coastline, emerald-green 
mountains, breathtaking 
national parks, dynamic 
cities, outstanding cultural 
interest and one of the 
world’s best cuisines, 
Vietnam has it all.

 Welcome to
Vietnam

“All you’ve got to do is decide to go and the hardest part is over. So go!”
TONY WHEELER, COFOUNDER – LONELY PLANET
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GET MORE FROM YOUR TRIP 

Learn about the big picture, so you
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  Hanoi
 Food 
 History 
 Culture 

 Food
 Discover – meal by tasty 
meal – that Hanoi is one of 
the planet’s great food cities. 
Dine in restored colonial 
villas or contemporary ca-
fes, or pull up a stool and 
chow down on street food 
classics like pho bo (beef 
noodle soup) or bun cha 
(barbecued pork and rice 
vermicelli).

 History
 Explore the centuries-old 
commercial labyrinth of the 
Old Quarter, before mov-
ing on to understand the 
tumultuous events of the 
20th century, recounted in 
fascinating detail at Hanoi’s 
excellent museums.

 Culture
 There’s a lot more to Hanoi’s 

l l h b l

ce

 Need to 
Know

   Currency
 »  Dong (d)

 Language
 »  Vietnamese

  High Season 
(Jul–Aug)

 »  Prices increase by 
up to 50% by the 
coast; book hotels 
well in advance.

 »  All Vietnam, except 
the far north, is hot 
and humid with the

 Shoulder 
(Dec–Mar)

 »  During the Tet 
festival, the whole 
country is on the 
move and prices rise.

 » North of Nha Trang 
can get cool weather. 
Expect cold conditions

 Low Season 
(Apr–Jun, 
Sep–Nov)

 »  Perhaps the best 
time to tour the 
whole nation.

 »  Typhoons can 
lash the central and 
northern coastline

  When to Go

#

#

#

# Danang
GO Mar-Sep

Sapa
GO Mar-May & Sep-Nov

Hanoi
GO Mar-May & Sep-Nov

Ho Chi Minh City
GO Nov-Feb

Warm to hot summers, mild winters
Tropical climate, wet & dry seasons

 Set Your 
 Budget
 Budget less than 

US$40
 »  Cheap hotel: US$10–

15 a night, dorms less
 »  Eat in local, not 

Western-style places
 »  Get a taste for bia hoi
 »  Can survive on as 

little as US$15 a day

 Midrange

US$40–
100

 »  Comfortable double 
room: US$20–50

 »  Eat and drink almost 
anywhere

 »  Indulge in the odd 
spa treatment

 »  Travel by taxi when 
necessary

 Top End over

US$100
 »  Luxury hotel room: 

from US$70
 »  Shop in smart 

boutiques

8

 Hue Festival, June (bien

 Wandering Souls Day, A

 Danang Fireworks Fest
April
 Buddha’s Birth, 
Enlightenment and Dea

by 
Month

  Major religious  festivals 
in Vietnam have lunar 
dates; check against any 
Vietnamese calendar for 
the Gregorian dates. If you 
know when Tet kicks o  , 
simply count from there. 
Special prayers are held at 
Vietnamese and Chinese 
pagodas when the moon is 
full or a thin sliver. Many 
Buddhists eat only vegetar-
ian food on these days, 
which according to the 
Chinese  lunar calendar, fall 
on the 14th and 15th days 
of the month and from the 
last day of the month to the 
 rst day of the next month.

town involved. Increasingly 
it’s become an international 
event, with music and 
fashion shows and a wine 
festival.

 February
 North of Danang, chilly 
‘Chinese winds’ usually 
mean grey, overcast 
conditions. Conversely, 
sunny hot days are the 
norm in the southern 
provinces.

���z Tet (Tet Nguyen 
Dan)

 The Big One! Falling in late 

�z Buon Ma 
 Coffee Fe

 Ca  eine cravers sho
make for the Centr
lands during March
Buon Ma Thuot pla
to an annual co  ee
Growers, grinders, 
and addicts rub sho
in the city’s main p
and local entertain
provided.

�2 Saigon Cy
Race

 On your marks…get
dling. Ho Chi Minh 
fastest rickshaw dri
battle it out in their
wheeled chariots to
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VITAL PRACTICAL INFORMATION TO 

HELP YOU HAVE A SMOOTH TRIP

ON THE 
ROAD 

GETTING THERE 
& AWAY
  Most travellers enter Viet-
nam by plane or bus, but 
there are also train links from 
China and boat connections 
from Cambodia via the 
Mekong River.

 Entering Vietnam
   Formalities at Vietnam’s 
nternational airports are 

erally smoother than at 
orders, as the volume 

s greater. That said, 
land from Cam-

now rela-

(%3832 0320); HCMC (%3832 
0320) The state-owned  ag 
carrier has  ights to 28 inter-
national destinations, mainly 
in east Asia, but new routes 
were announced to the UK 
and Australia in 2011.

 The airline has a modern 
 eet of Airbuses and Boe-

ings, and has a good recent 
safety record.

Airports
  There are three established 
international airports in 
Vietnam. A fourth major 
international airport, in P
Quoc, should becom
operational in 2

p
fal
and 

 Land
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 Itiner-
aries

#

#

#

#

#

_

•

•

•

•

BURMA

LAOS

VIETNAM

CAMBODIA

CHINA

THAILAND

SOUTH
CHINA
SEA

#•

HANOI

Ho Chi Minh City

Hoi An

Hue

#• Nha Trang

Ninh Binh
#•

Tam Coc
#÷

Cuc Phuong
National Park

#• Mui Ne Beach

É

É

É

É
É

É

É
#•

#•

#•

#_

 Two Weeks
The Great Ocean Road

 Acclimatise in the capital, Hanoi; see the sights, wine and dine, take in a temple or 
two and experience the Old Quarter’s street life. Then head to nearby Ninh Binh 
for a couple of days. It’s the gateway to the striking scenery of Tam Coc and the 
primates and trails of Cuc Phuong National Park. Next it’s a long train or bus 

journey south to experience Hue, imperial and irresistible capital of old. Then head up and 
over (or under) the mighty Hai Van Pass before hitting charming Hoi An, the perfect place 
for some time out – sightseeing, shopping and sunning yourself on the beach. Enter Nha 
Trang, the biggest and brashest beach resort in Vietnam, and try a hedonistic boat trip to 
nearby islands. If that’s all too much, carry on south to Mui Ne Beach, a tropical idyll with 
smart resorts, blissed-out budget options, towering dunes and crazy kitesurfi ng. Finish up 
in Ho Chi Minh City, where you can indulge in sophisticated shopping, delectable dining 
and the liveliest nightlife in the country.

     Whether you’ve got six days or Whether you’ve got six days or 
60, these itineraries provide a 60, these itineraries provide a 
starting point for the trip of a starting point for the trip of a 
lifetime. Want more inspiration? lifetime. Want more inspiration? 
Head online to lonelyplanet.comHead online to lonelyplanet.com
/thorntree to chat with other /thorntree to chat with other 
travellers.travellers.
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#

#

#

#

#

_

•

•

•

•

BURMA

VIETNAM CHINA

THAILAND

LAOS

HANOI

Hue

Hoi An

Ho Chi Minh
City (Saigon)

SOUTH
CHINA
SEA

#•#÷Cuc Phuong
National Park

Can Tho

#•
Cu Chi Tunnels

#•
Dalat #•

Nha Trang

Danang
#•My Son

My Khe Beach

Khe Sanh Combat Base

Vinh Moc Tunnels

Cat Ba Island
Ninh Binh

Sapa

#•

É

É

É

#•
#•

#•

#•
#•

É

É
É

É

É

É

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

Tay Ninh

#÷Phong Nha-Ke Bang
National Park

#•
Bac Ha

É

É

#•

É#_ Halong Bay‚

Doc Let Beach &
Whale Island‚

 One Month
The Works

 Run this one in reverse, and start out in the cauldron of commerce that is Ho Chi 
Minh City. Spend three days hitting the markets, browsing museums and eating 
some of the globe’s best cuisine. Take a day trip to discover wartime history at the Cu 
Chi Tunnels and then carry on to Tay Ninh, headquarters of the Cao Dai religion, 

and its fairy-tale temple. Dip into the Mekong Delta for a day or two. Stay at Can Tho, 
the social and commercial heart of the region, and take to the water to cruise through the 
fl oating markets. Head up into the central highlands to the romantic hill station of Dalat 
to tour its quirky sights. Back down on the coast, the beach resort of Nha Trang has some 
serious partying, boat trips, scuba diving and snorkelling. Ease you way up the stunning 
central coastline stopping at beaches like Doc Let or My Khe when you fancy, visiting 
Whale Island and taking in Cham ruins including My Son. Cultured charmer and culi-
nary mecca Hoi An is the next essential stop, before a quick look at booming Danang and 
on to the old imperial capital of Hue and its citadel, tombs and pagodas. Take a day trip 
to the former Demilitarised Zone (DMZ) where you’ll fi nd famous sites from the American 
War, including Khe Sanh Combat Base and the Vinh Moc Tunnels. Then head into the 
hills to the Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park, a World Heritage site where the world’s 
largest cave has been discovered. From here, follow the stunning Ho Chi Minh Highway to 
the capital, stopping to see Cuc Phuong National Park and the surreal landscapes around 
Ninh Binh. To the east lies Halong Bay, with more than 2000 limestone outcrops dotting 
the scenic bay. Stop for a couple of days on rugged Cat Ba Island, an important adventure-
sports centre, before looping back to the capital. Arrive in time to catch the night train to 
Sapa, unoffi  cial capital of the northwest hill-tribe region and a beautiful base for hiking 
and biking. Be sure to take a side trip to Bac Ha to catch its famous markets and tribal vil-
lages before the return journey to Vietnam’s intoxicating capital, Hanoi, and its evocative 
Old Quarter.
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 »  (above) Street vendors selling 
vegetables, Hanoi
 »  (left) Tourist junks glide past a floating 
village near Cat Ba Island, Halong Bay
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BURMA

LAOS

VIETNAM

CAMBODIA

CHINA

THAILAND

SOUTH
CHINA
SEA

#_

#•

#•

Ho Chi Minh City

Hoi An
Danang

Hue
#•

#•
#•

#•

Lao Cai

Sapa

Dien Bien Phu

Mai
Chau

Son La Halong Bay

Tram Ton
Passc #•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#_

É

É

É
É

É

É

É É
É É

#•

HANOI

É

#•Muong Lay

Northwest Loop by Motorbike
Vietnam in a Week

  10 Days
  Northwest Loop by  Bike

 Northern Vietnam is a world unto it-
self, a land of brooding mountains, a 
mosaic of ethnic minorities, a region 
of overwhelming beauty. It’s ideal ter-

rain to cover on two wheels with light traffi  c, 
breathtaking views and pretty decent paved 
roads. Leaving Hanoi, head west to Mai 
Chau, home to the White Thai people, for 
your fi rst two nights; it’s a perfect introduc-
tion to the life of the minorities. Northwest 
of here, where the road begins to climb into 
the Tonkinese Alps, a logical stop is Son La. 
Dien Bien Phu is a name that resonates 
with history; it was here that the French co-
lonial story ended with defeat. Plan on two 
nights here. Tour the military sights then 
revel in the stunning alpine scenery to the 
north, breaking the journey with a night in 
Muong Lay. On day seven, climb over the 
mighty Tram Ton Pass to Sapa. This is 
the premier destination in the northwest, 
thanks to the infi nite views (on a clear day!), 
an amazing array of minority peoples and 
some of the region’s most colourful markets. 
On your last day, head down to Lao Cai, 
then let the train take the strain – load your 
bike on a goods carriage while you slumber 
on a sleeper berth back to Hanoi.

 Seven Days
Vietnam in a Week

 Vietnam is a large, densely-populated 
developing country where journeys 
are slow. To get an overview of the 
nation in a week you’re going to 

have to take a couple of internal fl ights (or 
overnight train journeys). Begin in Hanoi, 
basing yourself in the Old Quarter, for a full-
on introduction. Hit the ground running, 
spend a day touring the capital’s sights and 
a night munching street food and sampling 
bia hoi. Then take a day-trip to Halong Bay 
for magnifi cent scenery and revitalising sea 
air. Day three takes in a morning fl ight to 
Hue and an afternoon exploring the impe-
rial citadel (with a good guide to make the 
most of your time).

 On day four bus, train or automobile 
down to Hoi An, making sure you have din-
ner at one of the town’s sublime Vietnamese 
restaurants. The following morning, soak 
up Hoi An’s unique atmosphere and explore 
its pagodas and temples on foot. If the sun’s 
out, hit nearby An Bang Beach for a swim 
later on. On day six it’s up to Danang air-
port and a fl ight to Ho Chi Minh City, for 
a brief taste of Vietnam’s most dynamic city: 
its fabled restaurants, nightlife and sights.
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OUR STORY
A beat-up old car, a few dollars in the pocket and a sense of 
adventure. In 1972 that’s all Tony and Maureen Wheeler needed 
for the trip of a lifetime – across Europe and Asia overland to 
Australia. It took several months, and at the end – broke but 
inspired – they sat at their kitchen table writing and stapling 
together their fi rst travel guide, Across Asia on the Cheap. 
Within a week they’d sold 1500 copies. Lonely Planet was born. 

Today, Lonely Planet has offi  ces in Melbourne, London and 
Oakland, with more than 600 staff  and writers. We share Tony’s belief that ‘a great guidebook 
should do three things: inform, educate and amuse’.

 Iain Stewart
 Coordinating Author, North-Central Vietnam, Central Vietnam Iain Stewart fi rst 
visited and was captivated by Vietnam as a traveller in 1991 (armed with a trusty 
Lonely Planet). He’s now a Brighton-based writer, specialising in hot countries 
a long way from his English seaside abode. Iain has written over 30 guidebooks 
for destinations including Guatemala, Ibiza and Indonesia, for many publishers. 
This trip was quite a blast – motorbiking the Ho Chi Minh Highway, sailing to the 

Chams, partying in Saigon, exploring the heart of Phong Nha and eating the best food in the world.

 Brett Atkinson
 Hanoi, Northeast Vietnam, Northwest Vietnam Brett Atkinson fi rst visited 
Vietnam in late 1993, a few months before the United States lifted their trade 
embargo. For this trip he dived headfi rst into Hanoi’s brilliant street food scene, 
returned to Halong Bay, and explored northern Vietnam’s emerging destinations 
for intrepid travellers: Ha Giang province and Bai Tu Long. When he’s not home 
in Auckland, Brett’s exploring the planet as a food and travel writer. See 

www.brett-atkinson.net for what he’s been eating, and where he’s headed next.

 Peter Dragicevich
 Ho Chi Minh City, Mekong Delta Being a self-declared big-city junkie, Peter was 
thrilled to return to Vietnam to write about Ho Chi Minh City after a four-year hiatus. 
Things change quickly in Vietnam, but despite a few new skyscrapers and a fresh 
crop of international bars and restaurants, he was pleased to fi nd Saigon just as 
crazy, chaotic and thrilling as ever. This is the 21st Lonely Planet guidebook that 
he’s contributed to, including a previous edition of this book. When he’s not slurping 

up noodle soup on motorcycle-clogged streets he’s based in his hometown of Auckland, New Zealand.

 Nick Ray
 Central Highlands, South-Central Coast, Siem Reap & the Temples of Angkor 
A Londoner of sorts, Nick comes from Watford, the sort of town that makes you 
want to travel. As he lives in Phnom Penh, Vietnam is Nick’s backyard. He has 
co-authored Cycling Vietnam, Laos & Cambodia, as well as the Cambodia book 
for Lonely Planet. Nick has been to almost every province from Ha Giang in the 
north to Ca Mau in the south. He was exploring in-between this time around and 

enjoyed motorbiking the Central Highlands and hanging out on Con Dao.

Read more about Iain at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/iainstewart

Read more about Peter at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/peterdragicevich
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