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By Alexander Chou

Vietnam, one of Taiwan's closest neighbors, is a country whose rich cultural heritage and abundant natural beauty deserves understanding and appreciation from the outside world. It has been going through a difficult time since the end of the Vietnam War, as well as the country's unification which followed in 1975, and its economic recovery has moved slowly as a result.

The only leftovers from the war that now serve as fodder for reminiscences are the tanks, jet fighters and photographs displayed in the Military Museum, located not far from the resting place of "Uncle Ho," as late President Ho Chi Minh is known by some locals. It seems that the shadow of war has been lifted and only the images remain in the minds of those who lived through the war and survived its aftermath.

Fortunately, it did not take a long time for the Vietnamese government to realize the benefits of opening up to the outside world. The economy began to take off more than a decade ago, and tourism surged as well, coupled with increased foreign investment from countries like Singapore, Japan and South Korea. Last year, there were 286,324 Taiwanese tourists who visited Vietnam, according to the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism; making Taiwanese the fourth-largest group of foreign visitors after the Chinese, Americans and South Koreans.

For most visitors from Taiwan, Vietnam holds some nostalgic value, and is a sweet reminder of Taiwan's own past. Noodle stands with yokes, fruits and vegetables piled in bamboo baskets can be seen on the sidewalks. Friendly smiles and haggling vendors are common sights to those who have gone through what many still think of as Taiwan's "good old days" of the 1970s and 1980s.

In Ho Chi Minh City, located in the south of Vietnam, the weather and the lifestyle resemble Taiwan's own south, such as the county of Pingtung. Coconut trees, flowers and ferns are everywhere to be seen.

"It is just like Taiwan: It is a home away from home," said Wen Shou-ren, a jewelry dealer who moved from Taiwan to Ho Chi Minh City more than eight years ago. He has no plans to move back. "The prices are much lower here, which is why I choose to stay."

In the city, the streets usually become packed at 6 a.m. with scooters and people bustling on their way to work--a scene that Taiwanese people played out in many of the ROC's industrial processing zones. As dusk fell every day in the lead up to the mid-autumn festival this year, hundreds of people would rush to the local markets for some last-minute shopping to buy things for friends and family. Like in Taiwan, moon cakes and pomelos were favorite items on the shopping lists for the important family holiday.

Later in the evening, as tropical breezes began to relieve the heat left by the sun during the day, almost all sidewalks were filled with restaurants' chairs and tables so that citizens could enjoy Vietnamese ice coffee mixed with thick condensed milk out in the open air. They would chat away the typically long, humid Saigon nights.

With a population of 9 million, Saigon--as Ho Chi Minh City is still sometimes called--is Vietnam's biggest commercial city. Despite the fact that it still displays the scars of an unpleasant past left behind by colonialism, the influence of the French can be seen in positive ways as well, such as by leaving its mark on Vietnam's architecture, cuisine and culture. Fades, round pillars and arched doorways can be found in cathedrals, theaters and houses in the countryside. Baguettes, croissants and cafe au lait are common delicacies on the streets of Saigon, where eating out is not so much a fashion as a daily necessity. During the lunch hours, salarymen and blue-collar workers pay patronage to street vendors selling Vietnamese rice noodles with beef and broth made out of cow bone. Such shops can be found in the streets or in tiny alleys and charge as little as US$0.50 for a bowl of noodles.

Before visiting Vietnam, most Taiwanese might assume that their country has a lot of scooters, but one look at the streets of Vietnam will provide a new perspective. Scooters are used as the major source of transportation. For those who cannot afford one, there are always professional riders standing at the ready at any given intersection in the city, like taxi drivers, ready to take customers on the back seat of their scooters. "Motorcycles in Vietnam are simply the transportation you can't live without," said Wen, who owns a reasonably large Yamaha.

Traveling 1,776 kilometers north from Ho Chi Minh City, tourists will arrive in the capital city of Hanoi, which was far more influenced by Chinese culture than its southern counterpart, thanks in part to the Chinese occupation from 189 B.C. to A.D 939. Many scenic spots around the city have Chinese names with a Vietnamese pronunciation. Van Mieu, the temple of literature, was founded in 1070 and is dedicated to the Chinese sage Confucius. The steles on either side of the complex are carved with Chinese characters describing how intellectuals passed examinations to become officials in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) and receive their official entitlement from the emperors in Beijing. The lotus flowers in the Thien Quang Tinh pond within the garden stand quietly to welcome visitors from all over the world.

Going to Hanoi without visiting Ho Chi Minh's residence and the Presidential Palace--formerly Indochina's governor-general's palace--would certainly be a loss, since nowhere else can one appreciate the bright mustard colored structure, which Ho Chi Minh himself refused to move into after Vietnam defeated France in 1954. It has become a favorite tourist spot, as has the cottage in which Ho lived between 1954 and 1958, and his house on stilts in the city where he resided from 1958 to 1969.

The war-torn country, with its population of 84 million, has an area of 329,560 square kilometers and a coastline 3,444-kilometers long, and there is a lot more to be seen there than one could possibly imagine. Ha Long Bay, the complex of Hue monuments, Hoi An Ancient Town, the My Son Sanctuary and Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park are all recognized as world heritage sites by UNESCO. The country is also home to 54 different ethnic groups, many of which have their own culture, language and traditional style of dress.

Nearly all of the travel agencies in Taiwan that offer tours to Vietnam advise their clients to take the three-hour bus trip from Hanoi to Ha Long Bay. There are some 1,600 islands located in the Gulf of Tonkin, making it one of the hottest tourist attractions, especially for tourists from Taiwan. Due to the hilly landscape on these islands, most are uninhabitable, making it easy for visitors like the Huang family, which owns a furniture shop in Taipei's Mujha district, to experience the magnificent unspoiled view created by nature itself.

"You can pay only US$80 to hire a whole junk to take you cruising around these islands for nearly four hours. What an experience!" exclaimed Huang Yu-siang. On their way back to the seaport, the junk stopped by a floating jetty where the Huangs and their friends bought seafood fresh out of the water. They cooked the fish right there in the junk while looking out over dozens of small islets. The Huangs were not pioneers to this experience: The previous day, a tour of 40 tourists from Taiwan's Dajia Township showed up on the docks for the same deal.

