
120    JetWings    May 2017

CITY IN FOCUS

TEXT ANANYA BAHL

Vietnam’s largest city not only races ahead with 
bright lights, high-fashion and a fast-paced atmosphere, 

but also oozes an air of nostalgia ensuring visitors 
get the best of both worlds.

Ispent my very first evening in Ho Chi Minh City 
strolling on Bui Vien Street in the bustling District 1. 
I remember being taken aback by the sea of scooters 

– in large numbers and in almost every colour! – waiting 
at traffic lights, parked at corners, gliding through busy 
streets, and even looking like little ants from the terrace of 
a high-rise!  
   I stopped by a street stall to buy some knick-knacks 
when a young lady parked her scooter beside me. I fancied 
her shoes and when I enquired about where I could buy 
myself a pair, she quickly showed me a shopping app and 
gave me a fair idea about the price before swiftly whizzing 
off on her dainty two-wheeler.

A RENDEZVOUS WITH

HO CHI MINH CITY
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Formerly known as Saigon, Ho Chi Minh City offers a wonderful blend of old and new.
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Historic phone booths inside the Central Post 
Office offer a glimpse into the past.

 The Saigon Notre-Dame Cathedral Basilica is as captivating as its 
Parisian counterpart.

CITY IN FOCUS
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That encounter set a precedent for 
my Ho Chi Minh City experience – a 
metropolis whose people, though always 
on the move, can be very generous with 
their time and help. 

MIXED SIGNALS
Formerly called Saigon – a name that 
is still preferred by the locals – the city 
exudes a mix of French and American 
influences. I visited the Saigon Central 
Post Office which is one of the oldest 
buildings in the city. Designed by 
renowned French architect, Gustave 
Eiffel, its architecture is a combination of 
Gothic, Renaissance, and French styles. 
Its facade is doused in a stunning yellow 
hue. Inside, it retains its magnificence 
with a vaulted ceiling, 19th-century 
maps of the city, mosaic-tiled flooring, 
and lovely wooden booths where I 
couldn’t resist the temptation to send 
some postcards to friends and family 
back home! Opposite the street is the 
Saigon Notre-Dame Cathedral Basilica, 
also built by French colonists. Its red-
brick facade is in stark contrast to the 
post office’s yellow one, and it flaunts 
neo-Romanesque elements. It’s not 
uncommon to see couples getting their 
wedding photo shoots done here. Both 

these structures are located in the aptly named 
Paris Square. While clicking a picture of the 
Virgin Mary statue that stands in front of the 
Cathedral, my eyes caught the glint from the 
glass exterior of the Diamond Plaza shopping 
centre standing in the background. Not far 
from here are the AB Tower and Bitexco 
Financial Tower, skyscrapers that shimmer in 
the city’s skyline. The former is home to luxe 
eateries offering world cuisine and Chill Skybar, 
a fashionable rooftop restopub, while the latter 
is home to the Saigon Skydeck on its 49th floor 
which gives visitors 360-degree views of the 
city. The juxtaposition of these glitzy buildings 
against historical structures gives visitors an 
interesting perspective of Ho Chi Minh City.
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A short walk from here took me to the 
sprawling gardens of the Reunification 
Palace (formerly known as Independence 
Palace), which was the home and office of 
the President of South Vietnam during the 
Vietnam War. Considered to be an American 
stronghold, this place is significant because 
it was here, in 1975, where the Vietnam War 
ended. A walk through the complex reveals 
opulent chambers of the President along 
with an interesting underground war room 
that was used for spying and shelter during 
coups. I ended my exploration for the day at 
the poignant War Remnants Museum which 
has multiple floors, each dedicated to the 
devastation caused by the Vietnam War. The 
Agent Orange room that depicts the damage 
caused by chemical warfare and the Requiem 
section that showcases the various members 
of the media who perished while covering 
the war tugged at my heartstrings.
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SOMETHING FOR EVERYONE 
Whether you’d like to splurge or work within 
a budget, rest assured that Ho Chi Minh City 
has something for you. Pham Ngu Lao, the 
backpackers’ street, was an absolute delight. 
I did all my souvenir and gift shopping 
there because it abounds with stores 
selling handicrafts, inexpensive art, vintage 
propaganda posters, bohemian clothing, and 
all sorts of trinkets. The district is home to 
boulangeries, cafes (with fabulous outdoor 
seating where you can watch the bustling 
activity on the street), and street stalls selling 
banh mi sandwiches, soupy pho broths, and 
noodles that are to be enjoyed while sitting 
on their traditional low stools. Another great 
place to shop is the sprawling, all-purpose 
indoor Ben Thanh Market whose bespoke 
tailors can stitch a suit or Vietnamese áo dài 
– the national costume – overnight! I made 
it a point to eat at Pham Ngu Lao’s stalls and 
finished off with a fruity Chè Thái dessert at 

one of Ben Thanh’s many stalls. You can also hop 
onto a Vespa for an unforgettable tour of Pham Ngu 
Lao and its surrounding areas. 

If you’d like a more fine dining experience, 
head to Nha Hang Ngon on Pasteur Street for a 
charming alfresco meal comprising Vietnamese 
barbecue. There’s also Noir with its ‘dining in the 
dark’ concept that left me wanting more! I visited 
the Khai Silk Boutique to buy traditional Vietnamese 
scarves – shopping here means doing so like royalty 

The War Remnants Museum is dedicated to the costly 20-year 
Vietnam War that began in 1955.

Ben Thanh Market is dotted with stores selling vegetables, 
handicrafts, trinkets, food, clothes, and more.

CITY IN FOCUS
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ACCOMMODATION

The city offers visitors a plethora 
of accommodation options 
ranging from hostels and budget 
guesthouses to luxury and boutique 
hotels. Villa Song Saigon offers 
pristine views of the Saigon River 
while The Reverie Saigon is a new 
high-rise luxury hotel in the city.

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

Visit www.vietnamtourism.gov.vn

 QUICK FACTS

Jet Airways operates daily 
direct flights to Singapore 
from Bengaluru, Mumbai, 
New Delhi and Chennai. 
Fly with codeshare partner 
Jetstar Asia to Ho Chi 
Minh City.

given that the Princess of Thailand is their loyal 
customer. I found the L’usine store on Le Loi 
Street fascinating with its contemporary fashion, 
art gallery, and hip cafe. 

NIGHTBIRDS UNITE
Unlike Vietnam’s capital, Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh 
City is usually awake till dawn. You may choose 
to navigate your way through the neon lights 
of Pham Ngu Lao’s establishments or enjoy the 
coffee shops of a five-star hotel, one thing’s for 
sure: the city doesn’t really sleep. Ho Chi Minh 
City has a live music café at almost every corner. 
Bands usually sing covers of Western and Asian 
pop songs. For me, the Sax n’ Art Jazz Club 
and Acoustic Café were clear winners. Rooftop 
restaurants are very popular. My personal 
picks would be Saigon Saigon at the Caravelle 
Hotel for a classic feel and Level 23 Signature 
at the Sheraton Saigon Hotel for sophisticated 
indulgence. 
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HANDY GUIDE

• The best way to get around Ho 
Chi Minh City would be to hire 
a scooter. If you’d prefer a taxi, 
use safe service providers such 
as Vinasun and Mai Linh. 

• Vietnamese iced coffee is 
world-famous. Do stop by any 
of the Trung Nguyen outlets 
across the city to grab one 
on-the-go.

• You get about 350 Vietnamese 
Dong for every Indian Rupee. 
Thus, most prices have a lot of 
zeros (a street-side bowl of pho 
will cost about 17,000 Dong!). 
So, count the zeros carefully 
while making payments.

• Head to the Saigon River for a 
pleasant dinner cruise or simply 
for a walk at twilight.

• Quick getaways: Make some 
time to head out of the city for 
a bit to the Mekong Delta, Cu 
Chi Tunnels or the highlands of 
Da Lat.

Level 23 Signature at the Sheraton Saigon Hotel & Towers offers spectacular 
views of Ho Chi Minh City along with an array of culinary treats.

CITY IN FOCUS

Explore the vibrant markets and crowded streets of Pham Ngu 
Lao on a two-wheeler.


