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Welcome to Vietnam, homo-sapiens!
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Vietnam is the hot emerging hub of gay life in Southeast Asia. This S-shaped country is gay-friendlier than almost any other place in the Pacific Rim. There’s more than just hot, salty pho here!

You’ll find gay cafes and bars, cute shops, cruisy gyms, love hotels on every corner, and of course the gigabytes of men on the apps. That’s in addition to all the amazing scenery, culture, and food in Vietnam that even the straights can enjoy! 

Vietnam is no less gay-friendly than Thailand, and is definitely, definitely much more gay-accepting than its bullying big brother, China. There are open gay pride parades in Vietnam and openly gay people in state-produced movies and TV in Vietnam. The central government openly discusses legalizing gay marriage, and has granted spouse visas to foreign diplomats’ same-sex spouses. That could never, ever happen in China. It couldn’t even happen in Singapore.

Stroll down Saigon’s Nguyen Hue main pedestrian drag (not any kind of special gay area, just the central downtown walking strip) in Saigon, and you’ll see comely twinks holding hands, swapping kisses, maybe doing a bit of ass-grab. Nobody minds. In Bangkok, if these twinks were holding hands or ass-grabbing outside of a gay ghetto, they’d get beaten up. 

Let me explain what matters in Vietnam: Money. That’s it. Unlike Thailand, Vietnamese people — especially the government — are not into pretending to follow Buddhist ideology. Unlike China, they’re not into crazy Nazi racial destiny stuff. It’s just money that Vietnam cares about. They do give some mild lip service to traditional Chinese folk beliefs, but that’s really just for good luck to score more — you guessed it, money.

In Saigon — by far Vietnam’s biggest, thickest, meatiest, and most important city — being gay is cool with pretty much everybody. In the rest of Vietnam, being gay is cool maybe only with the younger, hipper set, but it’s not seen negatively either. It’s just — whatever, fuck whoever you like, just let me make money. 

That is also the attitude of the Vietnamese government. There have been serious proposals to create legalized gay marriage, sometimes gay marriage only for foreigners — and the explicitly given rationale was always statistics about us homos being higher-income, higher-wealth, and higher-spending than the average hetero bear. That’s what matters in Vietnam. 

[image: image]
For now, gay marriage is in a legal gray area in Vietnam. On January 1, 2015, Vietnan repealed the law that banned legalizing gay marriage, but then they didn’t actually go ahead and legalize gay marriage. A lot of that also has to do with the internal politics of the government here, and the bribery competition constantly running between the US and China. Word on the street is that if you really want to get gay-married in Vietnam, you can, if you can afford the bribe. 

Enough with the social anthropology! What about the men?!

Genetically, Vietnamese people are a mix of Southern Chinese and Southeast Asian. You’ll find some Vietnamese people who could totally pass for Chinese, while others look like dark-skinned Cambodians or Issan Thais. Most are a mix between the two.

For the most part, Vietnamese dudes are very, very slim. In fact, Vietnam has the world’s lowest average body weight for men. But that’s not everybody. A lot of Viet dudes work out, and quite a lot are tall and muscular, with strong glutes that can send you to the outer reaches of the universe— 

Did you know that a lot of the male sex workers in Bangkok are actually “tourists” from Vietnam? Like Lindsey Graham, it’s a semi-open secret. Of course, I would never, ever go to Bangkok’s male nudie bars, but if I did, I would always hear Vietnamese spoken among the dancers!

Maybe gay life isn’t as in-your-face in Vietnam as it is in Thailand. Maybe, and only maybe. But recently, there was an uproar on social media when a love hotel posted a sign that they don’t rent rooms to gay couples. And both Saigon and Hanoi have multiple pride marches and festivals — try that in China! (You’d wind up in prison.) I’m not sure if you could even openly have a gay pride march for Thai people (not foreigners) in Thailand.

But this curved, undulating S-shaped wonderland is no place for the uninitiated. Everything in Vietnam, not just the gay action, tends to be a bit hidden, subtle, and not obvious at the surface. 

I’m here bringing you the gay tourism deets to make sure you have a gay old time in Vietnam, but not all of your vacation will be spent chasing cock and ass. At least that’s what we’ll both tell ourselves. 

In addition to this book, I suggest you get a good general-purpose guidebook for the non-specifically-gay stuff. For a whole-country overview, I think Lonely Planet has lost its way (it’s now basically a printed Instagram account), but Fodor’s Essential Vietnam is still a good product. For city-specific details, the Elly Thuy Nguyen books are wonderful, though sometimes get bogged down in trivia. Avoid the dozens of recently published “guidebooks” sold on Amazon that are clearly written by AI bots.

Considering how many dudes in Vietnam’s travel industry are gay, and how visible gay men are in all parts of Vietnamese life, I think you’ll bump into gay life even when you’re not specifically looking for it. Isn’t that the best? I’ll understand if on your first few days in Vietnam, you’re a hound in heat, but after you get your jollies, you might want to do some more general tourist stuff — and let the men come to you, or on you.

I’ve been to Vietnam inside and out, and have friends in high and low places there. While I can’t say I speak Vietnamese, I do know enough phrases to buy coffee, order fresh sausage when I’m in the mood, be a pottymouth when needed, or to understand when the two masseurs are talking about my willy. And I know enough local guys to help me with on-the-ground, in-the-hole info when needed.

Facebook is the defacto communication network of Vietnam, so for all businesses, I’ve provided Facebook links when possible. There’s no Yellow Pages in Vietnam, and most businesses don’t answer their phone or email — it’s all on Facebook. So even if you’re not on Facebook, I suggest you make an account for communication. 

For Facebook links, I provide QR codes when typing the web address might be too taxing on your precious little butthole-seeking fingers.  

For making the rounds, download the Grab app. Vietnamese taxis suck, and not in a pleasant way.

One good thing about Vietnam is that unlike the case in Thailand, (almost) all Vietnamese streets have names and (almost) all buildings have addresses. So in most cases all you need to do to visit a place is pop the street address into Google Maps (travel by prancing, mincing, or unicycle) or the Grab app (travel by car). 

Let’s go gaily forth. 
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Vietnam fact sheet
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National currency

Dong

Converting

1 American buck gets 25,000 Vietnamese dongs

Manpower

40 million men

Chances the male flight attendant is a cock pilot

VietJet: 69%

Vietnam Airlines: 100%

Chances the male hotel clerk is a full-service homosexual

Multiply the hotel’s star rating by 20%.

Chances a Vietnamese man is uncut

99.8% (Morris, et al. “Estimation of country-specific and global prevalence of male circumcision.” Population Health Metrics, April 2016.)

Legal and social acceptance of homosexuality

Good. Better than any other nominally communist country. Better than almost all other countries in Asia, save Taiwan. Vietnam may become the second country in Asia (after Taiwan) to legalize same-sex marriage.

Age of consent

18

Gay marriage legality

Big ole gray area. Vietnam abolished the law banning gay marriage, but hasn’t instituted a law to allow it. In practice, if you’re dead-set on getting gay-married in Vietnam, you can get it done with a bribe. But most Vietnamese gay couples go to Taiwan or the US to get married.

HIV testing and PrEP

Widely available. Simple HIV antibody self-tests sold for around $10 at the pharmacies around any city, wide variety of more advanced tests available at cheap local clinics for around $20-$50 as well as fancy international hospitals for around $100. Local generic version of PrEP costs around $1 per day and is easily available without a prescription.  

Famous Vietnamese cocksmokers

Le Van Duyet (military hero), Xuan Dieu (poet), Ocean Vuong (poet), Truc Nhan (pop star), Hung Huynh (celebrity chef), Ho Chi Minh (just kidding)
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Orientation: what’s gay in Vietnam
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The biggest city in Vietnam is Saigon, officially called Ho Chi Minh City — but only the government calls it Ho Chi Minh City. Like anywhere in the world, gay acceptance is a size queen, and being Vietnam’s biggest city makes Saigon also its gay-friendliest city.  

The official population of Saigon is 10 million. That’s already bigger than NYC. But that only includes people who have official Saigon ID cards, which are about as easy to obtain as Tim Scott’s Grindr logs. The real population of Saigon, including “illegal immigrants” (from other places in Vietnam, as well as Cambodia and Laos), is more like 15-18 million.  

It’s not just size, though. Through its history, Saigon has prided itself on openness and diversity. And before 1975, while Hanoians were wearing Mao jackets and marching to Soviet propaganda, Saigon was full-on sexual revolution, mutton chops, and rock ‘n roll. 

And still, today, Saigon is very much the center of gay Vietnam.

Hanoi, meanwhile, used to be stridently anti-gay until ten or twenty years ago. A snickering homophobic slur on the street used to be common in Hanoi even ten years ago, but now is out of fashion. It might still happen today in Hanoi, just as it might happen in San Francisco today, but it’s no longer common and no longer socially acceptable. 

In Saigon, that sort of aggressive homophobia is pretty difficult to imagine. I might even dare to say that I’d imagine an anti-gay slur being yelled
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