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Chapter TWO :  CULTURE & PEOPLE

Art Review | 'Arts of Ancient Vietnam: From River Plain to Open Sea'

Ancient Sphere Where Cultures Mingled 

By HOLLAND COTTER
Published: February 4, 2010 

In 1988 the art historian Nancy Tingley, then a curator at the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco, went to Vietnam to talk with museums about borrowing examples of the country’s ancient art for the first major United States exhibition. It was a bold idea. To most Americans, Vietnam still meant little more than the memory of a nightmare war. And who knew it had a great art tradition, never mind museums that preserved it?
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Librado Romero/The New York Times

A pedestal from Van Trach Hoa village, Phong Dien District, Thua Thein Hue province, in the 8th-9th century. 

The latest on the arts, coverage of live events, critical reviews, multimedia extravaganzas and much more. Join the discussion.
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Librado Romero/The New York Times

A stone carving of an imaginary animal, the Gajasimha, from Thap Mam, Binh Dinh province, in the 12th to 13th century. 

[image: image3.png]



Librado Romero/The New York Times

Left, a wooden Buddha from the Fu Nan period, about the sixth century. Right, a stone carving of Dvarapala, ninth century. 

The show didn’t happen. The diplomatic situation was volatile; negotiating loans proved impossible. The Asian Art Museum dropped out as a sponsor, and even after new ones signed on, the project remained in limbo. But Ms. Tingley stuck with her original plans, and her persistence, 20 years on, has paid off in “Arts of Ancient Vietnam: From River Plain to Open Sea” at the Asia Society Museum. Is the show worth the wait? It is. It’s fabulous. Perfectly (meaning modestly) scaled, with the kind of Asian art loans — matchless in quality, straight from the source — that we rarely see here anymore.

From the moment you enter the galleries you’re seeing things you won’t find anywhere else and certainly not in this combination: a bronze drum as hefty as a hot tub; a wooden Buddha, tall, dark and Giacometti-thin. Avid-eyed Hindu deities keep company with contortionist dancers. A tiny serpent of beaten gold basks in a spotlight. Ceramic plates and bowls crowd a room just as they had once filled the hold of a ship that went down in the South China Sea.

Once you’ve made your way through the society’s suave installation, you’ve seen treasures from 10 Vietnamese museums. You’ve time-traveled from the first millennium B.C. to the 17th century A.D. And you’ve style-traveled through dozens of cultures both inside and outside Vietnam itself.

Geographically Vietnam was made for trade. A narrow slice of land with a 2,000-mile coastline running from China to Cambodia, it was open to the world whether it wanted to be or not. Where nearby countries like Laos and Thailand are chunky and dense in shape, Vietnam measures at certain points less than 40 miles across. It has virtually no interior, no way to shut its doors and retreat.

As important as accessibility was its location at a nodal point where international shipping routes met. With countless natural harbors — its coastline might have been cut with pinking shears — Vietnam made an ideal layover for sea traffic. It also made a lucrative global marketplace and as such gave as good as it got.

It absorbed early formative influences from China, evident in metalwork (seen in the show’s first gallery) from the prehistoric Dong Son culture that settled in northern Vietnam in the last half of the first millennium B.C. At the time Vietnam itself was valued for its creative vitality. The bronze ritual drums made by Dong Son artists were sought-after collector items, with examples, some weighing close to 400 pounds, turning up not only in China but across Southeast Asia as well. 

With the rise of the pre-Angkor state of Fu Nan in the Mekong Delta in the first centuries A.D., Vietnam’s cultural spheres expanded further. We still don’t know much about Fu Nan — there’s a lot of basic archaeological catch-up work to be done — though we do know that its people established harbor cities and experienced a wave of influence from India, which led to adopting Buddhism and Hinduism and their intertwined traditions of religious sculpture.

The tall wooden Buddha, its features time-smoothed almost to invisibility and its figure in profile like a parenthesis, reflects post-Gupta style conventions current on the subcontinent in the sixth century. But it was Hinduism that really caught on, first with the worship of Vishnu. We see him, with the breath-swelled body of a yogi and wearing a princely crown, in a stone figure on loan from the Ho Chi Minh City Fine Arts Museum.

Devotion to Shiva also became in vogue, and soon much of the rest of the Hindu pantheon found its way into Fu Nan and its art: Ganesha, with his elephant’s head and pudgy body; Durga, a blank-faced warrior-goddess stripped down to her skirt for a fight; and Surya, the sun god, in his buttoned-up untropical attire of West Asian tunic and boots.

These immigrant divinities showered Fu Nan with prosperity until the mid-seventh century; then their largesse stopped. For reasons we can only surmise — maybe the appearance of overwhelming commercial competition — a vital state grew moribund and gradually dropped from sight.

One thing is certain: As Fu Nan headed toward oblivion, the Champa kingdom in central Vietnam was on the rise. The Cham people were ethnically distinct from the Vietnamese, and their “kingdom” was a scattering of separate, often rival principalities. What unified them was maritime trade, Indian-derived religions and — most important for us — the development of one of Asia’s most piquant and undervalued sculptural styles.

Although based on South Asian prototypes, Cham sculptures had forms and moods entirely of their own, and they are the fire that warms the show. We first get a sense of them in a fifth-century bust-length carving of a haloed woman on loan from the Cham Museum in Da Nang. She could be a goddess or a princess; we don’t know.

But her full, flat face and mesmerizing eyes — the pupils are literally popping out — project unconditional welcome but also what feels like an aggressive, proselytizing devotion.

Exuberance is the default expressive mode of Cham art. In a tympanum relief the dancing Shiva is surrounded by dozens of extra flailing arms, all his own, in a kind of zany flipbook-style image of physical exertion. And in a sculptural coup de théâtre, a monumentally scowling Buddhist guardian figure tramples a ferocious bull-demon, out of whose mouth pops a wasplike little warrior with a sword: fury on top of fury, then more fury.

In this populist-feeling dramatic art, strange is beautiful, freakish is normal. For a carving of an imaginary animal called a Gajasimha, features of an elephant and a lion have been mushed together to create a being as weird as the weirdest show dog but also as homely and compact as a Volkswagen. One of the show’s grandest pieces, a stone pedestal probably used for temple offerings, has all of this eccentricity and more: gods, beasts, dancers and worshippers mingle with scary security guards and personified planets in a fizzy Olympian bash.

The pedestal as sculpture may have been a Cham invention, and it’s an ingenious one, though it didn’t impress colonial-era Europeans, who tended to disdain the art they found in Vietnam as a cartoon version of Indian classicalism. We’re better able now to see that the achievement of Cham art lies precisely in the way it transforms the visual substance of another culture, or cultures, into a persuasive new idiom, one that comes across as an exultantly confident statement of religious and political power.

Almost a postscript, and set apart from the main show in a separate gallery on the same floor, is a trove of Vietnamese export ceramics salvaged in the 1990s from a 15th-century shipwreck.

There are superb things: the large stoneware vase painted with geese in landscapes is just out of this world. But what’s really wondrous is the same thing that’s wondrous in the older material too, the sheer variety of forms, techniques and styles that bring far-flung points of the globe together on a small slice of Southeast Asian soil to make something brand new.

The Asia Society Museum does itself proud with this show, a collaboration with the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. And Ms. Tingley, aided in New York by Adriana Proser, an Asia Society curator, is to be commended not just for her scholarship, but also for keeping the faith in an art she believes in and clearly loves, and for delivering it to us, at last, so exquisitely packaged, so historically rich and so fresh with life.

“Arts of Ancient Vietnam: From River Plain to Open Sea” remains on view through May 2 at the Asia Society Museum, 725 Park Avenue, at 70th Street; [image: image4]
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A version of this article appeared in print on February 5, 2010, on page C25 of the New York edition. 

Unique Vietnamese art form sends foreign audiences wild

27/01/2009 

	



	


VietNamNet Bridge - The power of Vietnamese water puppetry performances to enthrall and delight home-grown audiences is well-documented. However, watching a water puppet show is also now considered one of the ‘must-dos’ for foreign visitors to Hanoi.

After taking in her first water puppet show, Esther Broders, a reporter from Germany’s Deutsche Welle radio said “I have never seen such a thing like that”. Considering herself a fan of Vietnamese water puppetry, Broders said she used to watch it on TV when she was young. Although she did not understand much about the artform, she felt very excited whenever it came on.

Once she had learnt about the art from a friend, she decided to visit Vietnam to witness a live show and write about it.

“It can’t be compared to other types of puppetry that I’ve seen in Germany . Water makes the puppets impressive. It seems that the puppets have no gravity, drifting and bobbing in the water, just like real people,” Broders said about this unique form of entertainment that is preserved in only in Vietnam .

Vietnamese water puppetry is different to other forms of marionette art. The most obvious difference is that it is enacted on water, and the audiences do not know what is taking place below the surface of the water.

According to Broders, the control that the puppeteers have and the way they combine the movements of their marionettes is “perfect.” There is also a harmony between the performance and music, which engender strong feelings in the audience. “It seems that the two patterns belong to each other,” she remarked.

According to Director of the National Puppetry Theatre Vuong Duy Bien, the ways in which the puppets are controlled depend on the water’s surface tension and, of course, the consummate skills of the artists, which have often been finely-honed through years of practice.

The most decisive factor behind the fluid movements and gestures of the puppets is the type of wood that they are made from, which must be light, flexible and durable, he said.

This unique artform originated in the Hong (Red) River Delta during the 10th century. Farmers in the region devised a form of entertainment that made use of local natural resources. In ancient times, ponds and rice paddies provided the stages for these impromptu shows.

The performances take place in a chest-deep pool of water, with the water’s surface acting as the stage. The puppeteers stand in the water behind a curtained backdrop. Water puppets bring a touch of wry humour to scenes of farming, fishing, festival events, and traditional children’s games such as marbles and coin-tossing. As well as village life, other scenes depict legends and important episodes from the nation’s rich history.

Englishman David Keagan, who has visited Vietnam for the first time, expressed his admiration and surprise when watching water puppetry performance.

“I am so curious to know how the artists control the puppets. I stood behind the curtains and saw how. I found it so great. It’s really a mixture of dexterity and creativity,” the art student coming from London exclaimed.

The Vietnamese unique artform is not only attractive to adults but also children.

A retired Japanese teacher, Kato Masami, and his grandchildren visited Vietnam twice. “My little children were very excited when seeing colourful puppets performing in the water, especially the swimming fishes and frogs or the dragons breathing fire” he said.

The National Puppetry Theatre continually strives to offer audiences performances filled to the brim with creativity. The combination of traditional art and installation art in a drama, entitled “The Countryside’s Soul,” which bagged the gold medal at the first international marionette festival in Hanoi last year is a vivid example.

“We are doing our best to bring Vietnamese water puppetry closer to foreigners,” Director Bien said.

 

VietNamNet/VNA
September 22, 2012 

Plans to preserve key heritage 

 

	



	Lucky touch: Before the restoration project, steles honouring scholars at the Temple of Literature were being damaged by young visitors who touch the turtle heads in search of good luck during exams. — VNA/VNS Photo Nhat Anh


HA NOI  (VNS)— Extensive new measures have been introduced in a bid to preserve and develop the historical stone steles at Ha Noi's Temple of Literature. 

The three-year project was announced by the Scientific and Cultural Centre of the Temple of Literature, who highlighted the great importance of protecting the invaluable steles which commemorate doctors and scholars from the Le to Nguyen dynasties (1442-1779).

Nguyen Van Tu, chief of the research unit at the centre, said that there would be an annual renovation of the steles to protect them against degradation and vandalism.

He highlighted the damage currently affecting the turtle statues, upon which commemorative stone slabs mounted. It has become a habit of Vietnamese visitors, in particular young people, to touch the heads of the turtles for good luck during the lunar new year or in examination periods. This causes long term damage to the memorials. 

New restricted areas have been introduced to combat this problem and display panels have been placed to present information about the 82 steles, which were recognised as being part of the world's documentary heritage by UNESCO in 2010.

Tu said that as part of the project the beauty of the monuments would be enhanced by the introduction of ornamental plants and repairs to surrounding fences and doors. The centre is also set to improve the environmental sanitation of the temple to make it more welcoming for visitors.

The Temple of Literature, built during the reign King Ly Nhan Tong in 1070, is one of several temples in the country that honour Confucius, along with sages and scholars. It is also the location of the "Imperial Academy" (Quoc Tu Giam), Viet Nam's first national university.

Nowadays, the temple is a popular site with both locals and foreign visitors and is the site for many of Ha Noi's cultural and educational activities. It has welcomed over 700,000 tourists since the beginning of the year, 60 per cent of them hailing from abroad. — VNS

Vietnam's stelae declared Unesco World Heritage Site 

2010-03-11 

	The UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (Unesco) has declared the 82 stelae of the Temple of Literature in Vietnam as a World Heritage Site, Prensa Latina reported. 

The Temple of Literature, located in a park in central Hanoi, was founded by emperor Ly Thanh Tong in 1070. It is dedicated to Confucius. 

Vietnam's first university was established in the complex in 1076 to train the administrative and defence staff. 

It has 82 stelae mounted on top of giant tortoises that line on the side of the temple. They date from 1484 and record names, birthplaces and achievements of the men who received doctorates here. 

Names of 2,313 students graduated from the institution between 1484 and 1780, during the Late Le, Mac, Trinh and Nguyen dynasties, were sculpted in the stones. 

Although the complex has undergone many changes over the centuries, the architecture of the site belong to the Ly (1010-1225) and Tran (1225-1400) dynasties, a recent study has showed. 

The Unesco recognition was approved recently in Macau, the report said Wednesday. 



	


Ancient institution of learning continues to educate

15/02/2010 

VietNamNet Bridge – Van Mieu (Temple of Literature) can be found in many provinces in Vietnam, like Nghe An and Bac Ninh, but the most prominent of them all is the one located in Hanoi, which was also home to Vietnam’s first university.
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	Jewel in the crown: The gate of the Van Mieu (Temple of Literature), the foremost historic and cultural relic in the capital city.


Built in 1070 south of Thang Long Imperial Citadel during the reign of King Ly Thanh Tong, the Van Mieu (Temple of Literature) was a place for worship of Confucius and his disciples. Five years later, the King organized the first national examination here to select talented people. 
 
In 1076, King Ly Nhan Tong established the Quoc Tu Giam (National College) at the Van Mieu to educate the children of court mandarins.
 
Over time, Van Mieu and Quoc Tu Giam experienced restorations, especially an overhaul in 1438 during the reign of King Le Thanh Tong, a peaceful and prosperous period with many prominent cultural achievements.
In Quoc Tu Giam there are two great halls which house the true treasures of the temple – 82 stones steles, which sit upon stone turtles and are inscribed with the names and birth places of men who were awarded doctorates from the triennial examinations held here between 1442 and 1779, before the Nguyen Dynasty’s Court was moved to Hue in 1802. 
 
On each stele is an engraved statement describing the great significance of talent for the country, carrying profound philosophical reflections, or honoring successful candidates.
 
For instance, the stele set up in 1442 reads: “Excellent talents with good virtue are the sap of the country. If the sap is strong, the country will be strong and progress. If the sap is weak, the country will weaken and degrade. For that reason, there is no clear-sighted king who is not concerned about building and developing talent…”
 
Another stele, built in 1463, reads: “Scholars who wish their names to be carved on such a stele must have real talent that matches their educational degrees.”
 
Yet another one, dated 1565, says: “This stele is created to remember the doctorate awardees’ honor and career forever…”
 
Recently, documents about stone steles of doctoral candidates in the Le-Mac  Mac dynasties (1442-1779) have been completed and sent to UNESCO for recognition as a world cultural heritage.
 
The civil war between Tay Son and Nguyen Anh caused considerable damage to Van Mieu-Quoc Tu Giam, including the steles.  When King Nguyen Hue died in 1792, his son Nguyen Quang Toan decided to restore the steles but the restoration could not be completed because of the downfall of the Tay Son dynasty in 1802.
 
In 1805, the first king of the Nguyen Dynasty, Gia Long, ordered the restoration of Van Mieu-Quoc Tu Giam and built a large pavilion: Khue Van Cac (Constellation of Literature), 
 
At the end of the 19th century, Van Mieu-Quoc Tu Giam was one again damaged by war and during the French colonization period, it was deserted, becoming a home to crows. The French called it the "Pagode des Corbeaux" (Pagoda of Crows).
 
In 1906, the value of the historical site was recognized by the Far East Museum was placed among the indigenous cultural relics for preservation, and in 1962, it was ranked as a relic by Vietnam’s Ministry of Culture.
In 1999, in preparation for the celebration of the 1,000th anniversary of Thang Long-Hanoi, Thai Hoc Vien (Higher Educational Institute), part of the Van Mieu-Quoc Tu Giam, was rebuilt and completed last year. 
 
In general, though having gone through lots of restoration work, the Van Mieu-Quoc Tu Giam still retains its original shape, and is a leading sightseeing site in the historic capital city that celebrates its 1000th anniversary this year.
VietNamNet/SGGP/LD
http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20081126/ap_on_re_as/as_vietnam_giant_turtle;_ylt=AkROjaKo202zx723IMEoStMBxg8F
Rare Vietnamese turtle in close call with soup pot

By BEN STOCKING, Associated Press Writer Ben Stocking, Associated Press Writer – Wed Nov 26, 

AP – Conservationists and forest rangers release a rare turtle, one of the rafetus swinhoei species, back … 
SON TAY, Vietnam – A rare Vietnamese turtle, one of just four believed left in the world, was swept away by a flood, taken hostage by an enterprising fisherman and nearly ended up in a soup pot.

Instead, the 150-pound animal returned to its lake Wednesday and conservationists celebrated their deal with the fisherman — the turtle's freedom in exchange for about $200 and two new fishing nets.

Douglas Hendrie and other conservationists had been trying to find the turtle for two weeks after floods washed the animal out of Dong Mo Lake near Hanoi.

"Thank god it's over," said Hendrie, director of the Asian Turtle Program at the Cleveland Metroparks Zoo who also works with the conservation group, Education for Nature Vietnam. "We're happy that the turtle is back in the lake."

Only three other members of the rafetus swinhoei species are known to exist — two are in Chinese zoos and another lives in Ho Hoan Kiem, a lake in downtown Hanoi named for its association with a legendary turtle.

According to legend, a magic turtle snatched a sword from the Vietnamese King Le Loi as he boated on the lake and returned it to the gods who had lent it to the king to help him defeat Chinese invaders. The lake has since been called Ho Hoan Kiem, or the Lake of the Returned Sword.
Fisherman Nguyen Van Toan found the turtle early Wednesday and demanded $1,400 in exchange for its release, arguing that a Hanoi restaurant owner had offered him 30 million Vietnamese dong ($4,800) for the animal.

Turtles are considered a delicacy in Vietnam and other Asian countries.

Toan argued with authorities and conservationists for hours, occasionally picking up a stick to threaten the crowd of about 100 onlookers that gathered in his yard to watch the drama. He finally agreed to accept cash and new nets to replace the ones he ruined capturing the turtle.

"It's a small reward for people who realized that it's important to protect one of the most endangered species in the world," said Nguyen Thi Van Anh, a colleague of Hendrie's from Education for Nature.

Toan said he was satisfied with the outcome.

"I'm very happy the turtle is returning to nature," he said.

Providing a suitably clean home for a legendary old turtle in Hanoi

28/02/2010 

VietNamNet Bridge – Tuoi Tre Cuoi Tuan (Youth Weekend) talked with Dr. Peter Werner from Germany’s Dresden University about the project to clean up the Hoan Kiem (Sword) Lake, Hanoi’s symbol.
 

Dredging commences at Hoan Kiem Lake
Environment, turtle head Hoan Kiem dredging concerns
Hoan Kiem lake dredgers aim to safeguard its ancient turtle
One year to improve Hoan Kiem Lake
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	Dr. Peter Werner and Prof. Ha Dinh Duc at the Sword Lake.


 

Dr. Werner is the chair of the ongoing $2.4 million project, which uses low-impact environmental German technology to remove sludge from the Sword Lake to help ensure Hanoi’s legendary old tortoise is at less risk from environmental pollution. This project commenced experimentally last November on 1000sq.m and results have been good. The project will continue this March to clean up the whole lake. 

 

TTCT: How did you become involved in this project and when did the project begin?
 

Dr. Peter Werner: This is a long story. We had the idea to improve the water environment of the Sword Lake around seven years ago. At that time everybody worried that this was a difficult and sensitive job because the Sword Lake is a holy site to Vietnamese people where this giant tortoise was living. We contacted Prof. Ha Dinh Duc, an expert on the giant tortoise in the Sword Lake, to discuss the project. Prof. Duc agreed with our project and took action to help promote it.

 

Our measures are very gentle and friendly to the environment. It can help improve the living environment of the old tortoise and doesn’t make any big changes to the lake’s ecological system. We conducted the project step by step, in a natural way. We dug and funneled the mud into a pipe, layer by layer. This method is different from others that kill the existing ecological system.

TTCT: Could you explain further about this method?
 

	Hoan Kiem Lake, about 600m long and 200m wide, is only about 1.5m deep while a four-to-six-metre deep layer of sludge has accumulated on the lake bed. 
German scientists have developed a "sub-aquatic vacuum cleaner" that can crawl along the lake floor using two corkscrew-like spirals that dig up and funnel the mud into a pipe while also propelling the device forward. 
The remote-controlled "SediTurtle" uses buoyancy to rise and sink like a submarine and use brakes on its two coils to move left and right like a tank.


Dr. Peter Werner: First of all, we have to talk a little about Sword Lake. This is a closed lake and that type of lake will get eroded sometimes. Moreover, the lake can collect rubbish. Trees growing on its bank develop and create a new layer of mud. The lake will be filled up in the near future if it is not dredged. The current water level is only 40cm and there is no living environment for creatures in the lake. Fish, aquatic animals and the old tortoise are facing danger. There is only one way to save the lake and that is by dredging mud.
 

Our project splits and sucks each layer of mud, from top to bottom. However, we only remove the newly-formed mud layer and maintain the mud layer that was created 40-50 years ago. In the past, many craft guilds around the lake discharged polluted wastes to the lake for years, making a sediment mud layer in the lake’s bottom. That is why we don’t touch that mud. In addition, this mud layer prevents the water soaking into the soil. If we dig and dredge the bottom mud layer, the water will be completely absorbed by the ground.
 

For these reasons, we very carefully implemented the project. We only removed around 1-1.5m of mud layer within each pieces of 1000sq.m to prevent impact on the lake’s environment.
 

TTCT: Before cleaning up the Sword Lake, did you test this method at the fish pond in the President Ho Chi Minh Presidency Palace?
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	The old turtoise.


 

Dr. Peter Werner: Yes. That was requested by the Hanoi authorities. They wanted to see whether our method is effective or not and what are its impacts on aquatic animals and plants. The experiment took place in March 2009. We released a tortoise to the pond and it was still healthy. So our method was approved.
 

I clearly understand our technology and I’ve never worried about its effectiveness. To be sure, we cordoned off the area where we would remove mud with a net to ensure that the old tortoise was outside the net. When I went to Vietnam on January 19, I was accompanied by reporters from the MRD channel. After that, ARD, MDR and 3Sat channels also reported about this project. (ARD – the German national TV channel, MDR – a sub-channel of ARD covering Germany’s Sachsen state, 3Sat – the channel for Germany, Austria and Switzerland).
 

TTCT: Have you ever seen the old tortoise in the Sword Lake?
 

Dr. Peter Werner: Oh, yes, three times, all in the morning between 6 and 7am.
Wonderful! The old tortoise is around 3m length, with an extremely big head. I took some picture of him. When we conducted our project, students in my group saw him very near. He often crawls to the small island amid the lake and lies there so our students could see him from every direction while Prof. Ha Dinh Duc had to stand on the bank and he was very jealous (smile).
 

TTCT: How is the pace of this project?
 

Dr. Peter Werner: I think that if we implement the project quickly, the lake’s ecological system will be harmed. It is better to carry out the project over one and a half years. This technology can clean up other lakes in Hanoi like West Lake and the other 40 lakes. The mud taken from lakes can be used as fertilizer.
 

TTCT: Can Vietnam use this technology to clean up the other lakes itself?
 

Dr. Peter Werner: This is our goal. Scientific cooperation between Vietnam and Germany has been established closely.
 

TTCT: How many years more that the Sword Lake will need to be cleaned up again after this project is finished?
 

Dr. Peter Werner: It is a thorny question (smile). After this project, we need to analyze all the procedures to know when will the water environment worsen again. However, I think the lake doesn’t need to be dredged for around 30 to 50 years.
 

We want to use biological methodologies to self clean the lake. But it is important that people do not throw rubbish into the lake anymore. The situation is so bad because the lake has to contain rubbish and waste from surrounding streets for many years.
 

We also like the idea of the expansion of the area for trees around the lake because then the more natural conditions for the lake are enhanced, the less bad impacts to the lake are created and a self-cleaning mechanism will be set up for the lake. Of course, it is difficult to do it.
 

TTCT: Apart from this project, do you implement other projects in cooperation with Vietnamese colleagues?
 

Dr. Peter Werner: We are working on a project to treat rubbish and waste water discharged from food processing enterprises in Ha Tay and Bac Ninh into biogas and a project to treat waste water in Long Bien district, Hanoi.
 

In South Vietnam, we are involved in projects to generate wind and solar power and some waste treatment projects in the Tra Noc Industrial Zone (Can Tho City). We also have projects on education and student exchange and combine with the Hanoi University of Natural Sciences to train masters of environment.
 

Thank you very much!
 

VietNamNet/TTCT
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoan_Kiem_turtle 

Hoan Kiem turtle

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Jump to: navigation, search 

	Hoan Kiem turtle

	



	Hoàn Kiếm turtle

	Scientific classification

	Kingdom:
	Animalia

	Phylum:
	Chordata

	Class:
	Sauropsida

	Order:
	Testudines

	Family:
	Trionychidae

	Genus:
	Rafetus

	Species:
	R. leloii

	Binomial name

	Rafetus leloii[1]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoan_Kiem_turtle" \l "cite_note-IUCN2000-2" [2]
(Đức, 2000)

	Synonyms

	· R. vietnamensis
· R. swinhoei


The Hoàn Kiếm turtle (Rafetus leloii) is a controversial taxon of turtle from Southeast Asia, with one known living specimen in Hoàn Kiếm Lake in Hanoi, Vietnam. This individual is affectionately known as Cụ Rùa, meaning “great grandfather turtle” in Vietnamese. Although some Vietnamese scientists insist that the leloii is a distinct species from the Yangtze giant softshell turtle Rafetus swinhoei, most authorities classify it as synonymous with the latter species.[1] If the two “forms” are to be considered identical, there are four living specimens left in the world.
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Classification







Turtle Tower (Tháp Rùa) on Hoàn Kiếm Lake, the natural habitat of the turtle in central Hanoi

Through work by Farkas et al., most authorities classify leloii as a junior synonym of the Yangtze giant softshell turtle.[1] However, some Vietnamese biologists, such as Hà Đình Đức, who first described leloii, and Le Tran Binh insist that the two turtles are not the same species. Le points out genetic differences as well as differences in morphology.[3] However, Farkas et al. repeated their 2003 conclusion in 2011, stating that differences between specimens may be due to age and that the genetic sequences used were never sent to GenBank. They also criticized the fact that Le et al. violated ICZN Code by renaming the species from leloii to vietnamensis on the grounds of “appropriateness”. [4] Another genetic test was done in 2011 when the turtle was rescued and cleaned, which allegedly showed it to be female and distinct from the R. swinhoei of China and Đồng Mô, Vietnam. However, the results were not formally announced, and some are skeptical of these results, given the difficulty of sexing turtles and the lack of the claimed genetic proof.[5]
Đức has also hypothesized that Emperor Thái Tổ of the Lê Dynasty brought the turtles from Thanh Hóa Province and released them in Hoàn Kiếm Lake. Recently, Đức and some researchers found skeletons of giant turtles in Yên Bái, Phú Thọ and Hòa Bình provinces.[6]
Mythology







Depiction of the turtle Kim Qui with the Restored Sword, in the temple of Hoàn Kiếm

Stories of the Hoàn Kiếm turtle began in the fifteenth century with Lê Lợi, who became an emperor of Vietnam and founder of the Lê Dynasty. According to legend, Lê Lợi had a magic sword given to him by Kim Qui, the Golden Turtle God. One day, not long after the Chinese had accepted Vietnam’s independence, Lê Lợi was out boating on a lake in Hanoi. Suddenly a large turtle surfaced, took the sword from Lê Lợi, and dove back into the depths. Efforts were made to find both the sword and the turtle, but without success. Lê Lợi then acknowledged the sword had gone back to the Golden Turtle God and renamed the lake Hoàn Kiếm Lake (or Hồ Gươm), “The Lake of the Returned Sword”.

Rediscovery







A preserved turtle on display in the Temple of the Jade Mountain

Near the northern shore of Hoàn Kiếm Lake lies Jade Island, on which the Temple of the Jade Mountain is located. On June 2, 1967, a Hoàn Kiếm turtle died from injuries caused by an abusive fisherman that was ordered to net the turtle and carry it, but instead hit the turtle with a crowbar. The turtle’s body was preserved and placed on display in the temple. That particular specimen weighed 200 kg (440 lbs) and measured 1.9 metres long (6 ft 3 in).[6] Until that time, no one was sure if the species still lived.

On March 24, 1998, an amateur cameraman caught the creature on video, conclusively proving the elusive creatures still survived in the lake.[7] Prior to its recent rediscovery, the turtles were thought to be only a legend and were classified as cryptozoological.[8]
In 2000, professor Hà Đình Đức gave the Hoàn Kiếm turtle the scientific name Rafetus leloii.[6]
Presently, if R. leloii is considered to be identical to R. swinhoei, there are four living individuals. Three turtles are in captivity, two of them in Chinese zoos and another in Đồng Mô (which appears to be a R. swinhoei), while the fourth being the controversial specimen in Hoàn Kiếm Lake.[9]
By the Spring of 2011, concerned with the Hoàn Kiếm specimen’s more frequent than usual surfacing, and apparent lesions on its body, the city authorities started attempts to capture the giant reptile of Hoàn Kiếm Lake, and take it for medical treatment. On February 9, a local turtle farm operator, KAT Group, was chosen to prepare a suitable net to capture the sacred animal.[10] The first attempt, on March 8, 2011, failed, as the turtle made a hole in the net with which the workers tried to capture it, and escaped.[11] An expert commented, “It’s hard to catch a large, very large soft-shell turtle.”[10] On March 31, in an unusual act, the turtle went to the shore to bask in the sun.[12] Finally, on April 3, 2011, the giant turtle was netted in an operation that involved members of the Vietnamese military. The captured creature was put into an enclosure constructed on an island in the middle of the lake, for study and treatment.[11]

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoan_Kiem_turtle" \l "cite_note-13" [13] According to the scientists involved, the turtle was determined to be female, and genetic research suggested it was distinct from the R. swinhoei turtles in China, and Đồng Mô in Vietnam. [14]
Some witnesses believe there are at least two or three turtles living in Hoàn Kiếm Lake and that the “smaller” one appears more regularly. Đức is critical of these suggestions.[15]
Conservation concerns

Despite eyewitness sightings of two or more turtles, Professor Đức believes that there is only one specimen left in Hoàn Kiếm Lake.[6] Peter Pritchard, a renowned turtle biologist, believes that there are no more than five specimens left.[16]
The lake itself is both small and shallow, measuring 200 metres wide, 600 metres long, and only two meters deep. It is also badly polluted, although the turtles could conceivably live underwater indefinitely, coming to the surface only for an occasional gulp of air or a bit of sun. According to Pritchard, the turtles are threatened by municipal “improvements” around the lake. The banks have been almost entirely cemented over, leaving only a few yards of rocky beach where a turtle might find a place to bury her clutches of 100 or more eggs.[16]
Plans are underway to clean the lake of pollution, and the construction of an artificial beach has been proposed to facilitate breeding.[7] Dredging the lake, to clean up its bottom, was carried out in February and March 2011.[10]
Professor Đức is currently organizing people to protect this animal and is quoted as saying, “We hope that we will find a partner for the turtle in Ho Guom, so that our legendary animal could avoid extinction.” Believing the turtle to be different from R. swinhoei, he is against the idea of crossbreeding turtles of the two kinds.[6] Some view the idea that the species are distinct as being politically and culturally motivated by anti-Chinese sentiment.
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Description 

The Yangtze giant softshell turtle is noted for its deep head with pig-like snout and eyes dorsally placed. This critically endangered species holds the title of being the largest freshwater turtle in the world.[3] It measures over 100 cm (39 in) in length and 70 cm (28 in) in width, and weighs about 70–100 kg (150–220 lb).[citation needed] The specimen caught from Vietnam weighed over 200 kg (440 lb). Its carapace, or shell, can grow larger than 50 cm (20 in) in length and width. Its head can measure over 20 cm (7.9 in) in length and 10 cm (3.9 in) in width. The male is generally smaller than the female and has a longer, larger tail.[4]
Distribution 

The Yangtze giant softshell turtle has been known to inhabit the Yangtze River and Lake Taihu, situated on the border of Jiangsu and Zhejiang Provinces, in eastern China, and Gejiu, Yuanyang, Jianshui and Honghe in Yunnan Province in southern China.

The last known specimen caught in the wild in China was in 1998 in the Red River between Yuanyang and Jianshui; it was then released. Only four specimens are known to live in Vietnam and China, one each at Hoan Kiem Lake (taxonomy questioned) and Dong Mo Lake Son Tay in Hanoi, Vietnam, and two in Suzhou zoo in China.

A specimen at the Beijing Zoo died in 2005, and another one at the Shanghai Zoo died in 2006; both of them were caught at Gejiu in the 1970s.[5]
In 1999, 2000, and 2005, turtles have re-emerged from Hoan Kiem Lake on special occasions, when it was seen by a large audience and caught on film. Only a single turtle is believed to be left in the lake.[6] In April 2011, it was captured because it had open sores that needed to be treated.[7]
Ecology and behaviour 

Diet 

It eats fish, crabs, snails, water hyacinth, frogs, and leaves.

Reproduction 

The Yangtze giant softshell turtle may lay from 60 to more than 100 eggs. It nests at night and during the morning.[4]
	


	This article is outdated. Please update this article to reflect recent events or newly available information. (March 2013) 


A fertile female from Changsha Zoo was introduced to the only known male in China, a 100-year-old individual in Suzhou Zoo, in 2008. The female, who is over 80 years old, was said to settle in well after her 600-mile move, and biologists were optimistic for breeding success. The move was coordinated by the Wildlife Conservation Society and the Turtle Survival Alliance.[8]
Relationship with humans 

Scientific description and systematics 







Gray's picture of the turtle

The species became known to the Western science in 1873, when John Edward Gray, the turtle expert at the British Museum, described the specimen sent to him from Shanghai by Robert Swinhoe. He named the species Oscaria swinhoei, and described it as "the most beautiful species of Trionychidae that has yet occurred."[9]
In 1880, the Shanghai-based French Jesuit Pierre Marie Heude obtained several specimens of this turtle, from the Huangpu River (near Shanghai) and Lake Taihu (near Suzhou). He thought them sufficiently different from each other to describe them as five distinct species: Yuen leprosus, Yuen maculatus, Yuen elegans, Yuen viridis, and Yuen pallens.[10] The genus name, Yuen, presumably comes from the Chinese 鼋 (transcribed yüen in the Wade-Giles system, or yuan in the modern Hanyu Pinyin), which means a large turtle.

Later zoologists classified these turtles as belonging to the Trionyx, Pelodiscus, and Pelochelys genera; in 1987, Meylan categorized this species under the Rafetus genus.[10]
The placement of the related or conspecific Hoan Kiem turtle, Rafetus leloii, remains poorly known and controversial. Through work by Farkas et al., it is generally accepted that R. leloii is a junior synonym of the Yangtze giant softshell turtle,[11] though some Vietnamese biologists, such as Ha Dinh Duc, who first described R. leloii, and Le Tran Binh, insist the two turtles are not the same species. Le points out genetic differences, as well as differences in morphology.[12] However, Farkas et al. repeated their 2003 conclusion in 2011, citing the differences between specimens may be due to age and the genetic sequences used were never sent to GenBank. They also criticized the fact that Le et al. violated ICZN Code by renaming the species from R. leloii to R. vietnamensis on the grounds of "appropriateness".[13]
Key threats 

The Yangtze giant softshell turtle is on the brink of extinction due to habitat loss, hunting for subsistence and local consumption, and the use of the carapace and bones in medicine. Skulls are often kept as trophies.[4] A recent plan to build hydropower cascade of 12 dams on the Red River in China may flood all of its habitat and change the ecosystem of lower Vietnam.[14]
Conservation efforts 

Conservation efforts are concentrated on breeding captive turtles in China and searching for live specimens in the wild. An agreement was made to transfer the only known remaining female specimen located at the Changsha Zoo to the Suzhou Zoo to breed with the male specimen there. Also, efforts are being made to improve conditions for breeding at both the Suzhou Zoo and Western Temple in Suzhou. A workshop on the Rafetus Conservation at Yunnan was held by CI-Shanshui. Local Chinese scientists are searching for the last existent individuals.[15] The two specimens were able to produce two clutches of eggs, with over half of them being fertile, though unfortunately all of them perished before hatching.[16] The Turtle Survival Alliance released a statement saying, "A number of the eggs had very thin shells, suggesting that the diet of the animals prior to breeding was not optimal.".[17] The two turtle are now being prepared for another round of mating, while being fed a high-calcium diet in an effort to strengthen the eggs. Liu Jinde, the director of the zoo said, "We've worked very hard on this, We ought to succeed. The turtles are very healthy."

The scientists began preparing to mate the two once again in May 2009, which fell within this species' breeding season,[18] but in the fall of 2009, the zoo announced that despite laying 188 eggs, the eggs were infertile and would not hatch.[19] The Turtle Survival Alliance issued a statement explaining the infertility was due in part to the turtle's poor diet and the group expressed concern that the zoo's patrons had thrown trash into the turtle's enclosure that, if eaten, could endanger the health of the turtles.[19] On June 15, 2010, the female laid a total of 63 eggs. Half of the eggs were left in the sand to incubate naturally, while the other half were moved incubate at varying temperatures and humidities. Once again, they were infertile.

The legend of Kim Qui 







Depiction of Kim Qui receive the Heaven's Will Sword (Hoan Kiem)

Main article: Hoan Kiem turtle
The specimen (which may be a distinct species R. leloii) located in Hoan Kiem Lake, in Hanoi is thought to be the legendary Kim Qui (金

 HYPERLINK "http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E9%BE%9C" \o "wikt:龜" 龜), or Golden Turtle God, who has appeared at opportune moments throughout Vietnamese history. The golden turtle first appeared during the reign of King An Dương Vương (257-207 BC) and assisted the king in the construction of defenses for the ancient capital of Co Loa. When Co Loa was attacked, Kim Qui assisted the king in making a magical cross-bow that massively rained arrows upon the invaders in only a single shot. When the King's daughter conspired against her father, Kim Qui emerged again to inform An Duong Vuong of the betrayal; the king consequently killed his daughter and drowned himself in the sea.[6]
In the 15th century, a peasant named Lê Lợi obtained a magical sword named Heaven's Will that a fisherman had pulled out of the lake. Lê Lợi used this sword to lead a rebellion against the Chinese armies that were in occupation of Vietnam. After overthrowing the Chinese rule and establishing the Lê Dynasty, the now-emperor Lê Lợi returned to the lake and Kim Qui emerged, then asked Lê Lợi to return the sword. The King drew the sword and hurled it toward Kim Qui. Kim Qui quickly caught the sword by his teeth, then submerged. Lê Lợi afterwards named the lake 'Lake of Returning Sword', or Hoan Kiem.[6]
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Retracing An Older Vietnam

By: Vu Duc Vuong, Aug 28, 2008   -   ASIAN WEEK

A glimpse into the country's evolution
HO CHI MINH CITY, Vietnam — While Democrats gather this week in Denver to usher in a new era in American politics and society, here in Vietnam, a small group of American students are gaining a glimpse into some of the fundamental evolution of this country's history.

With students from De Anza College, I've rediscovered both an old Vietnam in Yen Tu and Bach Dang and an even older Vietnam at My Son.

On the way to the picturesque Ha Long Bay, we stopped at Yen Tu Mountain, an assortment of shrines, temples and pagodas built over the centuries by Buddhist kings. Legend has it that Yen Ky Sinh, an early adherent to Buddhism, lived in this mountain as a recluse and reached nirvana more than 2,000 years ago. As he transformed himself into a Buddha, his soul inhabited an 11-foot tall rock resembling a monk that still stands on top of the mountain, at some 3,200 feet.

By the 13th Century, as Genghis Khan's armies raged across Asia and Eastern Europe, King Tran Nhan Tong, who reigned from 1279 to 1293 and twice defeated the Mongol invasion with the help from his superb general Tran Hung Dao, decided to give up his throne and retreated to Yen Tu Mountain. He had pine trees planted there in order to connect the various temples; today, these seven-centuries-old trees form a pilgrimage route for visitors. He also founded the Truc Lam Zen Meditation branch of Buddhism, still practiced today in Vietnam and overseas.

Within view from the top of Yen Tu runs the Bach Dang River, the site of two major naval victories using the same strategy: One by Ngo Quyen in 936 that regained independence for Vietnam and the other by Tran Hung Dao in 1285 that repelled the Mongol invasion. The strategy was a simple deception. Warriors buried bronze-tipped stakes in the river and lured the enemy's flotilla upstream during high tide; then as the tide receded, the warriors chased them downstream thereby impaling and sinking the enemy and its boats. Some of these stakes are preserved in a nearby museum today.

The second historic stop dates from an even older Vietnam: About 40 miles from Da Nang is the Holy Land My Son, or the ancient religious capital of Amaravati, the greatest of the Champa states.

The Champa Kingdom was established around the 2nd century, C.E., and flourished for about 1,000 years, roughly from the 5th to the 15th centuries in what today is Central Vietnam. Free from the Chinese occupation and through commercial contacts with India, Champa adopted both Hinduism and its culture. As Vietnam gained independence in the 10th century, it began to push south and by the 15th Century, much of the Kingdom of Champa was conquered. Vietnamese continued the southward path, encroaching into the Khmer Kingdom, occupying Prey Nokor, which was renamed Saigon, and since 1976 renamed once again as Ho Chi Minh City.

Vu-Duc Vuong is a teacher and writer in the Bay Area. (vuduc.vuong@gmail.com) 
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A Tiny Village Where Women Chose to Be Single Mothers
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Justin Mott for the International Herald Tribune

Nguyen Thi Nhan at home with her grandson, Thao, 2. Abandoned by her husband after the war, she asked another man to impregnate her. More Photos »
By JULIE COHN

Published: February 14, 2013 

LOI, Vietnam — They had no plan to break barriers or cause trouble. But 30 years ago in this bucolic village in northern Vietnam, the fierce determination of one group of women to become mothers upended centuries-old gender rules and may have helped open the door for a nation to redefine parenthood. 
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Vietnamese Women in One Village Redefine Parenthood
Enlarge This Image

[image: image39.jpg]



Justin Mott for the International Herald Tribune

Nguyen Thi Luu walked through Loi, Vietnam. More Photos » 

One recent morning in Loi, as farmers in conical straw hats waded quietly through rice paddies, a small group of women played with their grandchildren near a stream. Their husbands were nowhere to be found, not because they perished in the war, but because the women decided to have children without husbands. 

The women’s story began during the American War, as it is called here, when many put the revolution before their families. As peace settled more than a decade later, it became clear that they — like so many of their generation — had sacrificed their marriageable years to the war. 

At that time Vietnamese women traditionally married around 16, and those still single at 20 would often be considered “qua lua,” or “past the marriageable age.” When single men who survived the war returned home, they often preferred younger brides, exacerbating the effects of a sex ratio already skewed by male mortality in the war. According to the Vietnam Population and Housing Census of 2009, after reunification in 1979 there were on average only about 88 men for every 100 women between 20 and 44. 

Unlike previous generations of unwanted Vietnamese women who dutifully accepted the “so,” or “destiny,” of living a solitary life, a group of women in Loi decided to take motherhood into their own hands. They had endured the war, developed a new strength and were determined not to die alone. 

One by one they asked men — whom they would never interact with afterward — to help them conceive a child. The practice became known as “xin con,” or “asking for a child,” and it meant breaking with tradition, facing discrimination and enduring the hardships of raising a child alone. 

“It was unusual, and quite remarkable,” said Harriet Phinney, an assistant professor of anthropology at Seattle University who is writing a book on the practice of xin con in Vietnam. Purposely conceiving a child out of wedlock, she said, “was unheard-of” before the revolutionary era. 

It was a product of the mothers’ bravery, said Ms. Phinney, but also of a postwar society that acknowledged the unique situation of women across Vietnam, including thousands of widows, who were raising children alone. 

Some of the women in Loi were willing to share their stories, though they always kept the names of the fathers a tightly held secret. One of the first women in Loi to ask for a child was Nguyen Thi Nhan, now 58. 

Ms. Nhan had led a platoon of women during the war, and though she never saw battle, was awarded a medal for her exemplary leadership. Her husband, with whom she had a daughter, abandoned her after the war. Ms. Nhan moved to the cheapest land she could find, a field near the stream on the outskirts of Loi, where a few refugees from bombing nearby still lived. She then asked for a second child, ending up with the son she wished for. 

Her first several years were hard. Despite her best efforts, food and money were scarce. The villagers eventually set aside prejudices and accepted her choice, offering to share the little food they could spare. Eventually, Ms. Nhan was joined by more than a dozen other women. Among them was Nguyen Thi Luu, 63. She had fallen in love with a soldier who was killed in battle in 1972. 

“I was 26 when the war ended,” Ms. Luu said. “That was considered too old for marriage, in those times. I did not want to marry a bad, older man, and no single men came to me.” 

But Ms. Luu wanted to become a mother, not least so she would have support in her old age. In Vietnam, nursing homes are scarce, and care for the elderly is considered a filial duty. 

“I was afraid to die alone,” Ms. Luu said. “I wanted someone to lean on in my old age. I wanted a child of my own.” 

Although her decision at first angered her parents and brother, they soon accepted it and embraced her two daughters. Her parents bought her a plot of the only land they could afford — here in Loi, in what had by then become known as the community of single women. 

“It was comforting to be in a group with other women in a similar situation,” she said. 

Outside of Loi, many women across Vietnam had made the same decision. The growing number of single mothers, especially those who had fought for the revolution, at length caught the attention of the Women’s Union, the government agency that oversees programs for women. 

“Many women gave everything in the war, and it was important to recognize their sacrifice,” said Tran Thi Ngoi, head of the Women’s Union in the Soc Son district of Hanoi. 

Although the plight of the war generation single mothers was only one factor, in 1986 the government passed the Marriage and Family Law, which for the first time recognized single mothers and their children as legally legitimate. It was a victory for the mothers in Loi, and for others like them. 

“Every woman has the right to be a wife and a mother, and if she cannot find a husband, she should still have the right to her own child,” Ms. Ngoi said. 

Since then, the government, working with international organizations, has continued to push for equal rights for women and to improve their health and education. Today single mothers in the countryside still face hardship, discrimination and shame, but benefit from government initiatives that started with the older generation. 

In Loi only four of the 17 women who founded the community are left. Three have died, some have gone to live with their children in other villages and others married men who were widowers later in their lives. 

Those who remain have upgraded their huts to real homes, with small gardens. Their children, now grown, send a portion of their small salaries to support their mothers. None of the women see themselves as pioneers, nor do they dwell on the impact of the choices they made. 

“I don’t know if I ever served as inspiration,” said one, who did not want to be identified to preserve her privacy and that of her son. “I just worked on my own decisions. I just wanted to be a mother. No one could change my mind.” 

A version of this article appeared in print on February 15, 2013

http://english.vietnamnet.vn/travel/201007/Hanoi%E2%80%99s-Old-Quarter-as-interpreted-by-CNN-921057/

Hanoi’s Old Quarter as interpreted by CNN

Thursday, 08/07/2010 

,

VietNamNet Bridge – In the eyes of Chris Anderson, a journalist of CNNGO, a CNN program on Asian tourism, Hanoi’s Old Quarter is hectic, noisy, chaotic and funny.
 
 
Anderson offered this view of the old streets: “Describing Hanoi’s oldest district is somewhat of a waste of breath. No need to ramble on about where exactly to go in the Old Quarter, as the weaving and winding streets are best explored by aimless wandering. No destination. No pre-planned route. Just left, right, or straight ahead.” 
 
He went on to say, “There is no road "less traveled" in this part of town. They’re all loaded with scooters, cars, bikes and people so the main bit of advice we’d give is to watch your step, but be assertive when crossing the road. Don’t second guess your moves, look both ways, and enjoy the fact that yes, you are standing in the middle of the road with dozens of scooters whizzing by on both sides.” 
 
Additionally, the reporter noted that “Hanoi is hot in the summer time. We’re talking 30 to 35 degrees Celsius with very, very high humidity, so for a walking tour, take lots of water and expect to sweat. The sweating is worth it, as the view of street life you get by covering the district on foot is fantastic. The neighborhood has over 1,000 years of history coursing through its meandering street veins, pumping with life representing both the past and present.”
 
Anderson concluded his survey of the Old Quarter by recommending, “For those able to stand the heat, one full day exploring should do it. For those with less heat tolerance, taking two days at around four hours each day is recommended. Or simply visit during the cooler Fall or Spring months.”
 
Some pictures of Hanoi’s Old Quarter captured by Anderson on CNNGO:
 
	



	Electric wires are strung along many streets in haphazard fashion. Much of the infrastructure looks like it is being held together by duct tape. 


 
	



	Old buildings line Hang Dao road, just north of Hoan Kiem Lake.
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	Rush hour in Hanoi’s Old Quarter is an experience. You must be on your toes at all times as the streets fill with scooters, bikes, cars, and people. The rules of the road are "pay attention and whoever flinches first loses the right of way."


 
	



	The sidewalks can be just as chaotic as the middle of the street. Locals stake out their spots with small plastic stools and the wares of whatever trade they’re plying. The ever-present scooters are parked at all angles. Small dogs skitter about. People bargain and negotiate for goods and food, and fans sprout from everywhere.


 
	



	A family sits and chats in the hot Hanoi summer heat in front of their tombstone business.
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	Hoan Kiem lake park is a green, shady spot locals used to escape Hanoi’s seemingly ever-present frenetic energy. The northern tip of the small lake borders the Old Quarter on Dinh Tien Hoang road.


 
	



	One of the Old Quarter’s street markets. 


 
	



	A woman relaxes in the market. Expending as little energy as possible is a common strategy for fighting the heat.


 
	



	Vendors in the market are mainly women.


 
	



	A woman barbecues on the sidewalk in 32 degree Celsius heat. Hanoi has a rich street food culture, worthy of an entire book, let alone another article.


 
	



	Crabs and sea snails ready to be bought.


 
	



	Residents eating a quick meal of noodles.


 
	



	Various animals roam freely in some parts of the Old Quarter. This scrawny little chicken looked too sad even for a bowl of soup.


 
	



	Guard-cat watching over the goods.


 
	



	An old stuffed deer sneers in a rigor mortis death grimace from a shop window. Similar random sightings can be expected when least expected. 


 
	



	The Old Quarter has many streets dedicated to specific trades. This is toy street and others include streets dedicated to shoes, clothing, tombstones, antiques, and scooter repairs.


 
	



	These tourists opted for a more comfortable whirl around the Old Quarter. Though it is good when weary, these rides are often overpriced.


 
 
Source: CNNGO 
SECOND  WEEK   :  CENTRAL  VIET  NAM
The Past Lingers in Changing Vietnam 
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Chau Doan/OnAsia

The Citadel in Hue was modeled on the Forbidden City in Beijing.

By AMANDA HESSER
Published: August 28, 2005  (NYT)

BREAKFAST at the Morin Hotel in Hue was a game of Russian roulette. As my husband, Tad, and I sat sipping Vietnamese coffee in the courtyard, nuts from the bang trees above us dropped like bombs onto the stone patio. I asked our waiter, Dinh, a slender young man, if they ever hit people. "Yes," he said, pointing to his forearm and shoulder with a shrug. "One broke a table."
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Chau Doan/OnAsia

In Hoi An, Vietnamese women still cross the Thu Bon River the old-fashioned way. 

If you're not left unconscious, the Morin's terrace can be quite pleasant, a refuge from the choking summer heat and the buzz of motor scooters in central Hue. Small birds with bright yellow beaks - called chim sao - hop around, scavenging food from your table. 

"They follow the farmers," Dinh told us. "We used to have 10. Now there are only four or five."

"Maybe they went to another hotel," Tad said.

"No," Dinh replied, taking him seriously, "no better place than here."

At the moment, that's true. But the Morin, a landmark since 1901, is a four-star hotel, and the tourism boom here has led to the construction of five-star hotels all around the city. A 12-story one was rising next door to the Morin. I asked Dinh if he was concerned about the impending competition. 

"No," he said, puzzled. "Why would you want to stay up high like that?" 

For nearly two decades, Vietnam's two big metropolises, Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon), have embraced capitalism and the modern world. But here in the center of the country, a belt of land only 40 or so miles wide that acts as a divider between the north and the south - and that consequently saw some of the Vietnam War's fiercest battles - the mood is often less aggressive. As we saw in Hue when we went there last summer, and later when we drove down Route 1 through Da Nang to the old fishing town of Hoi An, change is met with a mixture of desire and reluctance. 

Small vendors continue to sell bunches of temple incense gathered like colored brooms. Grooming is still done right on the street, with sidewalk salons for ear cleaning and facials that are conducted by running a thread over a customer's face in tiny strokes. And although motor scooters have taken over even in the villages, water buffaloes are never far from view.

But for every contented Dinh, we discovered, there is an entrepreneur who won't rest until you buy his wares. The night we arrived, we dined at Lac Thanh, a restaurant that we had heard good things about. The moment our pedicabs - cyclos, as they are called - pulled up out front, we were surrounded by waiters from Lac Thanh, as well as two neighboring restaurants, all of them tugging at our arms and imploring us, "Here! Here!" We stuck to our original plan and were whisked upstairs to a balcony with three tables. The walls were painted a swimming pool green and cluttered with the scribblings of bygone diners. 

A very short man approached our table holding out a handful of coins. "Hello, where are you from?" he said. 

His voice was quick and boyish and he looked remarkably like Linda Hunt in "The Year of Living Dangerously." "I have nice coins from Vietnam," he continued, adding that his name was Mr. Coin. 

"This is Miss Scarlet, and I am Colonel Mustard," Tad said. 

Sensing that there would be no sale, he shuffled off. Next came our waiter, who took our order and then returned - not with the beers we had ordered but with a water buffalo painting he wanted us to buy.

Vietnam thrives on this sort of jack-in-the-box capitalism. The Morin's lobby doubled as a cluttered knick-knack shop where you could buy paintings, T-shirts and jewelry. And in downtown Hue, what appeared to be a women's hair salon turned out to provide full-service massages on the side.

(I discovered this when I stepped inside to ask directions and found myself interrupting a male client's special moment. But he very politely gave us a great restaurant recommendation: Chi Teo on Hai Ba Trung street.) 

Once we finally got our beers at Lac Thanh, we began to enjoy the circus. When a large table of Australians arrived, Mr. Lac, the owner, swung into action. 

He arranged five beers in a small semi-circle on their table, and attached one of his homemade bottle openers - a slat of wood with a screw protruding from one end - to each. He clapped to command the diners' attention, and then with a karate chop, he whacked the line of bottle openers. All the bottle caps popped off in unison. The Australians whooped and applauded, and Mr. Lac handed everyone a free bottle opener.

Our guide for several days was Do Ba Dat, a reticent man with dark still eyes and cheekbones like hamburger buns. On our first morning together, we headed toward the Perfume River - some say its name, Huong Giang, should translate as Fragrant River - to board a narrow old wooden motorboat. Bamboo fishing boats crowded the riverbank across from us. Children were jumping into the water from a nearby island. 

[image: image59.jpg]



Chau Doan/OnAsia

Nguyyen Thi Nuo makes traditional hats at her shop near the Tu Duc tomb in Hue. 
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Chau Doan/OnAsia

A little girl wears traditional clothing on a stroll by the Perfumed River in Hue. 

Gia Long, the first emperor of the Nguyen dynasty, ordered the planting of fragrant trees along the river in the early 1800's, and much of the riverfront remains grassy and untouched. As we headed west, Dat said little, except to point out an imposing modern tower on the riverbank. "This is a water purification tower," he said, proudly. (Meanwhile, the first mate pulled out her buffalo woodcarvings and offered them for sale.)

Just as the temperature reached 103, we docked upriver and walked into the old Thien Mu pagoda and monastery. 

In 1963, an elderly monk from Thien Mu, Thich Quang Duc, set himself on fire to protest President Ngo Dinh Diem's policies of discrimination against Buddhists. The baby blue Austin in which the monk made his fatal trip to Saigon is kept in an open building, where it rusts slowly in the room next to where the monks eat their meals. Atop the car is a grim photo of Quang Duc sitting in the lotus position, his body consumed by flames. A fire extinguisher sits nearby.

"The Green Berets were stationed 45 miles from here," Dat said, in one of his many sudden, oblique references to the Vietnam War (which the Vietnamese refer to as "the American War"). Dat had the manner of a schoolteacher with a love of facts and figures, and he spoke English well, with a command of odd words like "magnolia" and "ornamentation." But he was guarded, almost defiantly so, and deaf to humor.

He grew up in Hue. When he was 15, he saw Robert S. McNamara, the Secretary of Defense, pass through the city in a motorcade. Recalling the moment, he said: "People always wondered whether or not he can shoot. Because he's dressed very civilian. He comes from Ford, so we don't know if he can be any good. The Vietnamese think someone from West Point is maybe better."

The war was never far from view (at the Citadel, which once contained the royal palace - a small-scale version of Beijing's Forbidden City - the walls are still peppered with bullet holes from the Tet offensive, and some of Hue's nightclubs have names like "Apocalypse New"). But while no one expressed resentment about our involvement in their country's affairs, no one wanted to talk about it much, either.

Surrounding Hue are a number of emperors' tombs, many built as summer retreats and eventual burial sights. We arrived at the tomb of Tu Duc, the 19th-century emperor who had the longest reign - 35 years- of the Nguyen dynasty, at noon, when the temperature had soared to a level that I never wish to repeat. Tu Duc spent summers in Hue and the pondside pavilion where he would write poetry and relax with his concubines - "a boring job," Dat said - still stands among frangipani trees. 

Tu Duc is one of the few emperors who left a postmortem of his job performance. On a large stone table near his tomb, Tu Duc criticizes himself for losing to the French and for lacking a direction. He did build a lovely tomb, though.

Afterward, we stopped at one of the outdoor cafes along the Dong Ba canal; they are packed together so tightly it's hard to know which one you're in. We drank Huda beer served over giant ice cubes and ordered a bowl of chao, a rice porridge with shrimp, and watched as the cooks washed their dishes in buckets, dumping the water into the canal.

After three days in Hue, we left early for a daylong drive through Da Nang to Hoi An, following Route 1 - sometimes referred to as the "route of the mandarins" - which runs like a vein through Vietnam from Hanoi to Ho Chi Minh City. The route took us on a high-speed trip through the tiny theaters of Vietnamese daily life.

As our car weaved around motor scooters and bicycles, we passed a woman on her haunches wearing a non (the conical peasant hat) and splitting wood; women carrying babies; computer stores and coffin shops; rice fields; haystacks for cooking fuel; bungalows and new McMansions trapped behind iron fences. The villages are small and pass by in a breath.

After about two hours on the road, we began climbing Cloudy Pass, a harrowing 13-mile stretch that marks the country's climate divide, separating the wet north from the dry, hot south. At the top, Dat pointed out Red Beach 1 and Red Beach 2, where the first regular American ground troops landed in March 1965. To the east was Monkey Mountain, a spit of land, and to the south, Da Nang, nestled by mountains, hung under a band of haze. During the war, Da Nang was called "shelled city," because the Communist forces attacked it from all angles.

We stopped in Da Nang for the only reason anyone stops in Da Nang: to see the Cham Museum, at the south end of town (2 Tieu La; phone 84-511 821-951). The open-air galleries are jammed with Cham sculpture, mostly from the 9th to the 11th centuries, which was a great moment for free expression.

Stone apsaras bend seductively. Breasts wrap around pedestals. Lions strike burlesque poses, and giants shake their fists. Many of the works were gathered in the early 20th century by a Frenchman, Henri Parmentier, and they are kept, trustingly, behind a fence that could be scaled by a child. 

As we returned to our car, a man crossing the street was nearly hit by a man on a motor scooter. Dat shook his head. "People who cross the street without thinking or looking, we call them 'poets,' " he said.

ONE of the treats of Vietnam is fresh-pressed sugar cane juice. In the late afternoon in Hoi An, about 17 miles south of Da Nang, the cafes along the Thu Bon River fill with people drinking beer, eating rice cakes and drinking gallons of the cane juice, called nuoc mia. It comes out of the press pale green and cloudy with a fluff of foam on top. It's sweet, zesty - due to being pressed with tiny limes - and pleasantly faint. 

As we drank with all the others, we watched boats at the dock loading up with commuters. More than 60 people and 40 bicycles crammed into a rickety 30-foot-long boat before it lurched into the open water. A man with an ice cart pulled up nearby. He began chiseling ice from a large block, then pounded the ice with a stick until it was crushed. Then he hauled the crushed ice from vendor to vendor, filling their coolers.

Hoi An, which means "peaceful life union," is a sleepy place easily traversed on foot. Down an alley off of Phan Boi Chau, we saw a man who stood in the center of the road, tossing bricks up to the second floor where another man caught them. A house was being built, one brick at a time. When we strolled through the central market one afternoon, nearly all the vendors were napping, some lying on bags of rice, others with feet propped up on piles of dried beans, heaps of cucumber.

But the inevitable reorientation to tourists has begun, and it is hard to escape the town's many energetic tailors. More than one woman grabbed me by the arm and tried to drag me to her store.

I was more charmed by Xuan, a tailor on Hoang Dieu, who simply posted a sign in English, which read: "Stop looking, you've found the most honest, friendly, non-pressuring + accurate craftswoman in Hoi An. Surpassed all expectations with her creative flair. Gucci move aside!!!" 

Hoi An's charm is its historic buildings, whose architecture was heavily influenced by immigrants from Japan and China. At Fujian Assembly Hall, a Chinese-style community center, a wooden model of a junk stood near sculptures of the man of the sun and the woman of the moon, two magical Chinese gods. At the back of the hall were altars to deities for beauty, wealth and social position. 

A group of young men wearing T-shirts that said "Netnam" - the Microsoft of Vietnam - crowded in behind us. They were there to pray to Tan Tai Cong, the tycoon deity who determines people's financial future. If an entrepreneur's prayers are granted, he is supposed to return to thank the deity. If he fails to, it is certain death - or, at the very least, social ostracism.

The Netnam group reminded me of Phan Thuan An, an elderly scholar and relic of a vanishing Vietnam, whom we had met earlier in Hue. He would have been pleased to know that these techies were keeping up old traditions, although he would have been scandalized to see T-shirts in the temple. Thuan An is a member of the former royal family, and his painstaking documentation of the palace helped the Imperial City in Hue win status as a World Heritage Site.

When we visited him at his traditional house in Hue, he was wearing an ao trong, the white two-piece tunic and pants, with a pair of wooden clogs. He took us for a tour of the grounds of his home, designed in a feng shui style with a koi pond in the center and a screen of bamboo at the back. Inside, he showed us the altar in his home dedicated to his ancestors. It was piled with mangoes and cake and his grandmother's ivory chopsticks - a time capsule in a time capsule. 

AMANDA HESSER is the food editor of The New York Times Magazine.
http://www.bangkokpost.com/travel/intertrips/219643/hue-s-secret-history

Hue's secret history

How Thai friendship and hospitality helped create a Vietnamese royal treasure 

· Published: 3/02/2011 Newspaper section: Life
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Look at the map and you'll see that Bangkok and Hue, the former capital of Vietnam, aren't so far apart. But if you peep into history, you might find that the two cities were once even closer than the map suggests.
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PHOTOS: PONGPET MEKLOY

In 1785, just three years after King Rama I established Bangkok as the new Thai capital, Nguyen Anh, the dethroned feudal ruler of what is now southern Vietnam was given asylum in the Siamese royal court.

He was fleeing from his political enemies: the Trinh lords of Thang Long (known these days as Hanoi) that controlled the north, and the Tay Son revolution army which was a rising power threatening both Nguyen and the Trinhs.

Like the displaced princes and princesses of Cambodia who also took refuge in Bangkok at the time, Nguyen Anh, known by Thais as "Ong Chiang Sue", and his troops were kindly welcomed by King Rama I.

After spending two years in Siam, Nguyen Anh realised that the Thais were too busy with their wars with Burma to help him regain his power back home. He then saw the opportunity to resume the fight for his goal as the Tay Son army began their expansion to the Trinh-controlled areas in the north, thus leaving behind fewer troops in the south, his former stronghold.

Nguyen Anh returned to Gia Dinh (Saigon, or later Ho Chi Minh City) and sought help from a French missionary Pigneau de Behaine, who managed to gather for him modern firearms and other foreign aid as well as mercenaries and volunteers from France. And thanks to the knowledge in ship-building and naval warfare that these European men brought along, Nguyen Anh's armed forces became more organised and powerful enough to take on with the Tay Son, which by that time had become the dominant power.

To make a long story short, over the next two decades, Nguyen Anh and his troops fought their way to victory and finally in 1802 gained control of the entire of Vietnam.
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The triumphant Nguyen Anh proclaimed himself Emperor Gia Long. The new name is said to be a symbol of the country's unification _ the ''Gia'' from Gia Dinh (Saigon) in the south and the ''Long'' from Thang Long (Hanoi) in the north.

Unlike the previous Vietnamese imperial dynasties, Gia Long did not use Thang Long as the country's capital. Instead, in 1802 he chose Hue, which is located in the central part, as the political centre of his newly founded Nguyen Dynasty.

Not surprisingly, there was a good relationship between the courts of Vietnam and Siam during the times of Gia Long. However, things turned sour after his son Minh Mang took to the throne.

During Minh Mang's reign, which coincided with that of King Rama III , competition in asserting political influ ence over Cambodia resulted in a 14-year war between Siam and Vietnam. The expensive conflict ended in peace talks in which both sides agreed that Siam maintained the right to elect Cambodian kings and that Cambodia must send tribute to Vietnam every three years.

Under the Nguyen Dynasty, the city of Hue prospered both economically and culturally. Elaborate monuments popped up within the palace walls and outside along the Song Houng River (better known as Perfume River) which winds through the capital.

However, Vietnam later fell under the influence of France, one of the colonial powers in this part of the world. And as is already well known, the country has suffered many wars in recent times, both a civil war and with foreign forces, namely those of France, Japan and the United States of America.
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During the notorious Vietnam War (1955-1975), Hue was the scene of one of the war's fiercest battles. Despite heavy damage, the remaining legacy of Nguyen Anh and the dynasty he established has been enough to earn the city's historical areas a place on Unesco's list of World Heritage sites.

These days, Hue welcomes thousands of tourists from around the world each year. The Thai hospitality, which gave Nguyen Anh a crucial timeout until he saw the chance to fight back and make all this happen, remains invisible to visitors to his imperial palace.

But now you know.
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During the notorious Battle of Hue in 1968, this flag tower and the rest of the fortified palace complex were the strategic locations that both sides, the American troops and the Vietnamese communist forces, fought hard to control.
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Want to know what you would look like in a palace costume? Well, they are available for hire for tourists who want a memorable photographic souvenir.
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Fashioned after the Imperial Palace in Beijing, China, this one of the Nguyen Dynasty, the last of its kind in Vietnam, has become a popular symbol of Hue. Seen here is the palace complex's main gate, the Ngo Mon, which is topped with a grand pavilion where in the past the emperor would be seated to preside over important events held at the open ground in front of the gate. It was at this palace, famously known as the Imperial City, that Bao Dai, the country's last emperor, abdicated and handed over the leadership to Ho Chi Minh and his Viet Minh national independence movement in 1945. A number of important buildings within the Imperial City, such as the Hall of Supreme Harmony and the royal library have been restored close to their former glory. Reconstruction of other destroyed structures is still going on.

[image: image69.jpg]T —

m i i it
el e




Simple yet elegant, Vietnam's aodai is one of the most celebrated traditional costumes in this part of the world. Gracious ladies wearing the aodai is a highly popular subject for artists and there is virtually no art gallery in Hue or other Vietnamese cities that doesn't have one such painting on display. However, it's not every day that you'll be lucky enough to run into a real person on the street who looks as well-dressed as those depicted in the paintings.
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While the Thien Mu temple dates back centuries before the advent of the Nguyen Dynasty, this iconic seven-storey, eightsided pagoda was built only in the mid-19th Century by the grandson of Emperor Gia Long. Apart from several monuments and artifacts at this Buddhist temple, you will also find the Austin car which in 1963 took the Buddhist monk Thich Quang Duc from this temple all the way to Saigon, where he burned himself to death on a busy street to protest against the oppression of Buddhists by South Vietnam's Ngo Dinh Diem administration. His extreme act of self-sacrifice was photographed, brought world attention to the issue and finally led to a coup that ousted the government. PHOTOS: PONGPET MEKLOY
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Like other big cities in Vietnam, traffic on the streets of Hue is a nightmare for those who are not residents. Still, bicycles are available for rent and they are a great way to explore the city. You just have to learn to go with the flow. Act like you're part of a big school of fish and, despite the lack of traffic lights, you'll manage to get past all the intersections with relative but a bit thrilling ease.
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For centuries, China had been the most important influence on Vietnamese culture. The prominent presence of the Qilin, a Chinese mystical creature which signifies serenity and prosperity, in the decorative design of the Hue's Imperial City is inevitable.
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The best place to enjoy authentic Vietnamese food is found nowhere else but on the roadside. It's not hard to tell that this restaurant is one of the locals' favourites. Just across the street, there are two more similar eateries. But their businesses don't seem to be as good. Since a large number of Hue people are vegetarian, both full-time and part-time, you can order non-meat versions of several dishes at many restaurants.
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The Dong Ba Market is the largest of its kind in Hue. Here you can find all kinds of goods, from fruits and vegetables to bicycle parts and traditional coneshaped hats. Prices are very good too, if you are blessed with bargaining skills. Motorcycle helmets, for example, can be as cheap as 70 baht. Thai money is generally accepted by most vendors.
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The lavishly decorated tomb of Emperor Khai Dinh is the only one of its kind that features a mix of Western and Vietnamese styles of architecture. Father of Bao Dai, the last emperor, Khai Dinh was hated and ridiculed by Ho Chi Minh's supporters for his extravagant lifestyle and submissiveness to the French occupier. While Khai Dinh's time on the throne lasted nine years, it took 11 years to build his tomb.
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The vast ground between the outer walls of the citadel and the moat that surrounds the Imperial City serves as a recreation area for the city's residents. As in Thailand, football is the most-played sport here.
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The Golden Water Bridge connects the Ngo Mon Gate with the inner part of the Imperial City. The brightly coloured koi give a plausible and vivid explanation of how the bridge got its name.
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These dragon boats serve as a convenient mode of transport for tourists visiting monuments located along the Perfume River. A night cruise is not that exciting, as there is not much to see in the dark, but passengers will be entertained with live traditional music.

THIRD  WEEK :  SOUTHERN  LEG
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/travel/article-1250928/Vietnam-Graham-Greenes-Saigon-city-delight.html

Vietnam: Graham Greene's Saigon is still a city of delight
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By Steve Turner
Last updated at 4:50 PM on 14th February 2010

Tan sidled up to me outside the coral-coloured General Post Office on Cong Xa Paris Square. He was short and dumpy and his front teeth were as dark as storm clouds. 

He wanted to show me Ho Chi Minh City from the back of his motorcycle. 'Where you want to go?' he asked in a vaguely threatening tone. 'You want to see pagoda? You want to see war museum?' 

What I wanted to see was Graham Greene's Saigon. Not pagodas or museums, not temples or tunnels, but the locations of The Quiet American, the 1955 novel in which Fowler, a jaded middle-aged English journalist, competes with the idealistic young American aid worker Pyle for the beautiful teenage Phuong against the backdrop of Vietnam's struggle to throw off its colonial chains. 
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Timeless allure: Communist flags now fly over the inspirational city where Graham Greene set his novel

Tan, the product of a relationship between an American GI and a Vietnamese woman, claimed to own a hardback copy of the novel. He parked his bike and ushered me into the cavernous beauty of the post office, where we sat under the gaze of a portrait of Ho Chi Minh. I showed him my list of must-sees, some of which were already ticked off. 

I'd started the day at the Saigon River end of what Greene knew as Rue Catinat, now Dong Khoi. Almost all the action in The Quiet American takes place on or around this main thoroughfare. Key establishments mentioned by Greene remain, but the rest have either been demolished or improved. 

In place of the apartment of the girl who provided the inspiration for Phuong, there now stands the Sheraton Saigon Hotel and Towers. Today's shoppers are more likely to buy from Gucci or Dolce & Gabbana than from street traders. 

I didn't encounter the fortune-tellers or hairdressers observed by Fowler but fresh-faced girls selling postcards and grizzled old men pushing recent issues of Time magazine.   

The geographical heart of The Quiet American is the Hotel Continental. This is where Fowler first meets Pyle and Pyle meets Phuong. From its terrace, Fowler witnesses the explosion that implicates Pyle in a sinister American-backed plan to create a favourable power vacuum. 

My visit coincided with Liberation Day - the annual celebration of the communist takeover of Saigon on April 30, 1975. The flags were out, as were the images of Uncle Ho. 

In the tree-lined square of Le Loi, opposite the Continental, there was an open-air photographic exhibition showing the history of the country's battle for independence. Here, the political events that inform The Quiet American still feel fresh. What we call the Vietnam War, they remember as the American War. 
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Drama: Michael Redgrave and Audie Murphy in the 1958 film version of The Quiet American

The pictorial history showed how the Vietnamese first got rid of the pesky French and then the Yanks. A photograph of grinning GIs advancing with the Stars and Stripes held high was captioned: 'Since the early months of 1965, the American troops impetuously landed in the south of Vietnam and bombed the north of Vietnam.' 

Built by the French in 1880 as Vietnam's first hotel, the bold, white-walled Continental played its part in these comings and goings. In Greene's time, it hosted the various spooks and 'advisers'. A decade later, it provided a home for US military personnel and international war correspondents. 

Today, after a lavish makeover, it welcomes tourists. Traders on the pavement opposite sell copies of The Quiet American wrapped in polythene bags. The receptionist in the cool, marble-floored lobby knew all about 'Gra-ham Greene'. He used to stay in Room 214, she told me. It was occupied, so I couldn't take a peek, but she gave me the key to the room directly above. 

It was plainly decorated and furnished but had good views. Positioned on the corner of the building, one window looked down over Dong Khoi to Givral's, the patisserie favoured by Phuong, and the other looked out at the neo-classical Opera House, now known as the Municipal Theatre. 

It was a good room for a writer who liked to keep his eye on things. 

Both film adaptations - Joseph Mankiewicz's black-and-white version starring Michael Redgrave as Fowler (1958) and Philip Noyce's colour version starring Michael Caine (2002) - had some exteriors shot in Saigon. 

The concierge proudly showed me a photo album given to him by Noyce's production team. It was full of colour shots of the street outside littered with bloodied bodies and flaming cars. 
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Modern transport: Riding bikes on the busy road could well be taking your life in your hands

Yet, although the actual square had been used, I noticed that what appeared as the Continental was a mock-up using the frontage of the Caravelle Hotel at the other side of the Opera House. Why had the film-makers gone to the expense of shooting in Saigon only to fake a crucial location? 'The Continental was full,' said the concierge with a shrug. 'We couldn't let them disturb the guests.' 

Fowler's daily constitutional would take him up Dong Khoi as far as the Roman Catholic Cathedral of Notre Dame, which stands opposite the Post Office. Built three years after the Continental, the imported red tiles that cover its granite walls are now eroding. 

It was while walking away from the cathedral that I met Tan. I didn't fancy risking a tour on the back of his machine. The roads were newly wet, he had no helmet and motorcyclists swarmed down the streets of Saigon like armour-plated mosquitoes. 

Tan flagged down a taxi and we spent a tense hour cruising the streets looking for sites. I mentioned the House of 500 Girls, a notorious brothel that Greene featured in the novel. Tan assured me he could take me there without any trouble but I knew it had been torn down and replaced by a roller rink and a dance academy. Tan was just too eager to please. 

The clubs and restaurants that Fowler frequented - Le Club, Le Vieux Moulin, Le Chalet, Le Grand Monde with its female impersonators - are long gone. Where would a contemporary Fowler hang out? Tan suggested the Apocalypse Now on Thi Sach street but warned me that the beautiful girls there who hit on tourists are often men in drag. 
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Tending the gardens: The Notre Dame Catherdral that featured in the novel still stands proud today

As we drove along the Saigon River, Tan asked me if I wanted - and here, rather than using words, he began tapping his bicep. I feigned ignorance. He did it again and I looked quizzical. 'You want to try Vietnamese girl? See if you like?' I stared straight ahead. 'I think you scared,' said Tan. 

Tan was more interested in dollars than in Graham Greene or Saigon and I asked to be dropped back at Notre Dame. The rain had returned and a petite postcard girl with bedraggled hair and large brown eyes tried to interest me in some sepia shots. 

I told her I wasn't interested but that I would love to be shown around. 

She left her bag of cards with a friend, pulled her hair back into a pony tail and beckoned me into the streets beyond Dong Khoi, where we investigated the Ben Thanh Market and ate ice cream at a cafe. 

Huong had been selling postcards for six years. With only two years of education behind her, it was all she could do. Her dream was to live in Australia, where she had been told it was possible to make a fortune. 

Meanwhile, she learned how to paint nails at night school and pinned her hopes on being accepted as a manicurist. 'There is no future for me in Vietnam,' she said. 'I need to get lucky.' 

In the evening, I listened to musicians and watched dancers at the Majestic, a hotel at the river end of Dong Khoi that Greene knew well. The entertainment was probably the Vietnamese equivalent of watching a British variety show featuring pennywhistle tunes, clog-dancing and unaccompanied border ballads, but how was I to know? 

Fowler would have delighted in the dancers with their graceful, delicate beauty and their traditional silk costumes. He would have loved the meal of honey-glazed venison, steamed shrimp with coconut milk and sauteed choy sim. As would have Greene. 

In 1951, he wrote to his brother: 'This is the country, not Malaya. The women really look beautiful and sophisticatedly dressed. The situation is fantastic. Good food, good wine and tremendous friendliness.' 

Regimes may come and go, buildings may rise and fall, but some things never change. 

