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​Introduction
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I love Hanoi. I really do. We Saigonese people make a parlor game of hating Hanoi, but I’m no longer playing. Hanoi’s serene lakes, chilly breezes, walkable streets, layers upon layers of history, side-eyeing natives, and essential Vietnamese-ness have drawn me in. I’m still a Saigon girl, but I love spending time in Hanoi. You’ll love it too.

But Hanoi is scary. It’s such a challenge of a city. Hanoi was built long before Google Maps and Tripadvisor, and it’s still not BFFs with them. Deep in the city’s labyrinths, the GPS signal drops, there are no Tripadvisor reviews, and you’re left to your own wits. You can do it, though — with the help of this book, of course.[image: image49.png]
Hanoi isn’t Saigon. Not only is the weather chillier, but so are the people. That’s not an insult or even a criticism; Hanoians always say that we Saigonese people are way too trusting and friendly. Hanoi, like Hanoians, is tough to figure out.

That’s what this book is for. Happy in Hanoi will make your trip to Hanoi as smooth as a glass of cafe cot dua da, Hanoi-style iced coconut coffee. 

It took me years of work to get to know Hanoi, learn to like it, and allow myself to trust it. I will give you the same education within the space of one book.

Hanoi’s warrens of tiny alleys, the restaurants that look like caves, the stoic Hanoians, the salty pho: these Hanoi bulwarks are all terrifying to a Saigon girl like me. I’m more accustomed to Saigon’s wide-open boulevards, chatty strangers, and sugary cuisine. But I’ve come to love Hanoi. For reals. It’s more uniquely Vietnamese — and much less cosmopolitan — than Saigon. That also means it’s a lot less foreigner-friendly. In fact, it’s much less friendly to any outsider.

More so than any other Vietnamese city, Hanoi is not self-explanatory. It’s kind of inscrutable, even for us Vietnamese people. You really need to know what you’re doing. And that’s why I’m here, writing this guidebook.

I’ll show you the hidden-away alleys in quiet neighborhoods, the hipster haunts, the weird little coffee shops, and all the other good stuff you’d expect from a local guide.

Let’s go!
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​Love Hanoi, hate Hanoi
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Hanoi has a pretty bad reputation in Saigon, especially among older Saigonese folks, who equate Hanoi with The Regime / The Enemy. Among younger Saigonese people, especially those born after the war, the attitude is milder. Most of us think of Hanoi as a quaint and fun-to-visit outpost of a form of Vietnamese culture that’s so different from our Saigonese culture. Even those of us who aren’t fond of Some People are able to separate that from the city of Hanoi.[image: image39.png]
The simplest, most obvious difference between Hanoi and Saigon is the weather. That’s the one difference even the most oblivious tourists will notice. Hanoi has four real seasons, including something of a winter. Fall is the most popular time for Vietnamese people to visit Hanoi, because you can see autumn colors, “just like in Korean dramas.” Hanoi’s tree-lined boulevards are pretty sexy when the leaves are turning colors. I know that Korean dramas didn’t invent deciduous foliage, but I also love seeing the turning leaves and sparkling autumn colors in Hanoi in October and November. 

In the autumn, besides the trees turning colors, there’s a special smell in the streets of Hanoi: the milkflower trees. It’s a famous fall-in-Hanoi smell that’s deeply embedded and romanticized in Vietnamese culture. You can see the small white flowers blooming. In the West, blooming flowers are a symbol of a hopeful spring. In Hanoi, they are a symbol of a hopeful autumn: a good harvest and a respite from the heat of summer.

We Saigonese folks think of Hanoians as always wearing big puffy jackets — which they do wear in December through February, because yes, Hanoi does get cold in winter. Not nearly cold enough to see even fleeting snow, and warmer now than when I was a kid (thx, global warming) — but still, freezing cold compared to Saigon. Even in the middle of the coldest Hanoi night, don’t expect it to get below 10C or 50F. Not too cold for most people, and you might think it’s silly to wear a big puffy fake Canada Goose jacket in 50F weather. But it’s cold for Hanoians, and it’s downright Antarctic cold for us Saigonese weaklings.

That cooler weather makes it much easier to walk around the city without arriving at your destination with your clothes and hair soaked in sweat. Even in the middle of the day, most of the time it’s pretty reasonably ok to walk around Hanoi without fear of heat stroke. Can’t do that in Saigon.

And Hanoi, especially the central area around the Old Quarter and French Quarter, is entirely walkable. I love that. You can get most anywhere in central Hanoi on your own two feet, and there is usually enough room on the sidewalks despite parked motorcycles and street vendors and makeshift metalworking shops, and not too many motorcycles racing down the sidewalks and running over pedestrians. Keep your expectations in check: it’s still Vietnam. 

In Hanoi, I get in my ten thousand steps a day without even trying to exercise. That would be impossible in Saigon without going to walk in a park, or getting run over by a motorcycle, repeatedly.

Not only are Hanoi’s sidewalks more amenable to walking than Saigon’s, but so is the speed of traffic. Everything moves slower in Hanoi than in Saigon, including the vehicles on the road. And those vehicles? There are actual old people pedaling along on old rickety bicycles in Hanoi. We haven’t seen that in Saigon for maybe twenty years. The only bicyclists one sees in Saigon are Vietnamese hipsters in neon lycra on carbon-fiber racing bikes, or white hipsters in flannel on fixies.

Maybe I’m romanticizing poverty. But the sight of someone unironically riding a rickety bicycle down a major road in the year 2023 is a wonder to a Saigonese person. Saigon’s former bicyclists got motorcycles decades ago, just as Saigon’s former motorcyclists got cars. Hanoi isn’t there yet. Call it quaint or romantic or just call it delayed economic development. It’s still interesting.

Experiencing the city on foot, rather than from a vehicle, matches Hanoi’s topography: narrow streets either built before cars and motorcycles were popular, or never cared about cars or motorcycles in the first place. In Saigon, walking through warrens of alleys can be dangerous, because a speeding motorcycle can pop out from behind a corner at any time. In Hanoi, many alleys are too narrow for motorcycles, even ones driven by daredevil rural teenagers. Round a blind alley corner in Hanoi, and you might only get a startled grandma in flip-flops. 

Exploring those alleys, you might also find cavern-like entrances, and Alpine-grade concrete stairs. That’s cool and enjoyable for me because I’m physically capable of managing that strenuous and downright dangerous infrastructure: I can climb up and down the almost vertical stairs, lean down through the caverns, and step over the sudden holes in the floor. 

But it’s also a negative, because if you’re not very physically fit, or older, or heavier, or have a physical disability, a lot of those places will be off-limits to you. Also, the air in Hanoi is much worse than that in Saigon. Asthma sufferers beware. 

You can still have a great time in Hanoi, of course, no matter who you are. But Hanoi is a lot less accessible to people with any mobility impairments than Saigon is. You will have to do a lot of worrying about what places you can and can’t access. I’m sorry. That’s one of the reasons in Hanoi you generally don’t see people who are older or have mobility impairments out and about in public. 

Hanoians are much less accommodating and accepting toward people’s differences than we Saigonese are. No, you won’t be chased out of town for being a foreigner. But you often won’t be welcomed with the same degree of warmth and curiosity you’d find in Saigon. That goes for ethnic differences, religious differences, and yes, LGBT type differences. 

Gay people in Hanoi still have it better than gay people in other authoritarian dictatorships — um, er, I mean true people’s democracies — but that’s not a high bar. Most gay Hanoians decamp for Saigon, or a first-world country, at the first chance they get. The very large gay population in Saigon — trust me, way more than ten percent — is in large part due to LGBT Northerners running to Saigon as soon as they can, often even before adulthood.

Hanoi is changing, progressing, although much more slowly than Saigon. Hanoian customer service isn't as comically hostile as it used to be. Some restaurants even charge Northerners and Southerners the same prices, and some Grab drivers even crack a smile sometimes. This would’ve been headline news ten or twenty years ago.

Changes, both social and physical, that would take months in Saigon take decades in Hanoi. That also makes Hanoi so interesting: a time capsule of narrow streets, unrenovated buildings, and stern, silent elders. 

I wouldn’t want to live in Hanoi. I prefer Saigon’s warm weather, wide-open boulevards, smiling strangers, and open acceptance of everybody and everything. 

But Hanoi is an amazing place to visit. Let me show you.
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​Vietnam visas
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Visitors of most nationalities, including the US, need visas to visit Vietnam (say that quickly three times). 

There is visa-free entry to Vietnam for citizens of delightful countries such as Myanmar, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan, and, of course, Russia. There’s also visa-free entry for some actually delightful countries, such as the UK, Japan, and most of Western Europe. Usually visa-free entry is for 45 days, but the exact rules change often, so look them up on Wikipedia:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visa_policy_of_Vietnam 

[image: image]

Most important is securing your visa well before your outgoing flight. Your airline will not let you board your flight to Vietnam if you don’t have a printed visa to show. This is not a visa-on-arrival thing. 

Get your visa online, using the official Vietnam government website:

https://immigration.gov.vn/en_US/web/guest/khai-thi-thuc-dien-tu/cap-thi-thuc-dien-tu 

or just https://immigration.gov.vn 

[image: image]

The application is purely online. You’ll need to upload a photo of your face (no eyeglasses), and a photo of your passport personal info page. Each photo has to be less than 1 MB in file size. Despite the visas being “e-visas,” you will need to print out a hardcopy of the visa and bring it with you to Vietnam. 

Visas are good for stays of up to 90 days. You can have single- or multiple- entry. The “up to” means that the visa office will set your visa to expire on whatever day you said in your application you will depart Vietnam, even if it’s fewer than 90 days from your intended entry date. So I’d recommend adding some extra days in your requested stay time, just in case, as long as your total requested stay period is not more than 90 days. The visa’s expiration date doesn’t change if you enter Vietnam later than planned. 

Get ready for some weird questions on your visa application: the names of your Vietnamese relatives, how much you paid for your trip and by what means you paid, what health insurance you have, and what your religion is. Be smart and know that the immigration office wants to attract high-spending foreigners who won’t get involved in Vietnamese politics, won’t try to change Vietnam’s society and power structure, and won’t be begging on the street. Answer the questions with that in mind.

A single-entry visa costs $26 USD. A multiple-entry visa costs $52 USD. You pay with your credit card online: Visa, Mastercard, or Amex. 

Be careful entering your credit card info, because if the card is declined, you will have to redo your application from the very beginning. You have just downloaded the Life In Vietnam Simulator.

After you apply, you will be given two confirmation codes. Save them. This is confusing: one code is to look up the status of your application, while the other one is if you want to edit your application. 

Once the stars align, the immigration department will email you a PDF of your visa — despite their webpage specifically saying that they won’t email you a PDF of your visa. (Shrug emoji here.)

How long will it take for those stars to align? The Vietnam Immigration website claims three working days. Don’t believe the hype. It seldom takes less than a week, and can sometimes take two weeks. And some people never hear back. So please don’t risk your entire trip to Vietnam on counting on a three-day visa turnaround, because it most likely won’t happen — neither the three-day turnaround, nor your trip. The only turnaround will be you going back home from the airport check-in counter when you’re turned away for your flight. (Good pun, right?) I suggest you allow at least two weeks, ideally a month, to receive your visa.

And if the time is getting down to the wire and you don’t have your visa yet, some private companies can get you a visa in as fast as one hour. Yes, they can do that, or at least some of them can. No, it won’t be cheap: a few hundred dollars for a rush visa. Various companies online offer such a service, and some of them are scams. A trustworthy private visa company I recommend is Vietnam Visa Pro, at http://vietnamvisapro.net/ . Vietnam Visa Pro is much more expensive than the regular government visa portal, so use it only if you’re either in a rush or want to pay extra for convenience. They have actual customer service and will walk you through the process, unlike the Vietnamese government. But you’ll pay more for the privilege. And they’re not the only honest private visa company, but they’re the one I know and recommend.

[image: image]

Bring a paper hardcopy of your visa with you to your airline check-in, and have it handy for the passport-checkers at the Hanoi airport. You may also be asked — by the airline or by the immigration officers — for your hotel reservation details and proof of a return flight. And since it’s Vietnam, you may be asked at the immigration counter for some “coffee money,” especially if you have Asian ancestry. You can turn down that money request, and I think nothing bad will happen to you. I think. But I’m not going to bail you out if it does.

They’ll hand your visa printout back to you after they stamp you in. Officially speaking, you’re supposed to keep that visa printout with you and present it again when you leave Vietnam, but this part isn’t enforced. You will, however, need that visa printout again (doesn’t need to be physically the same piece of paper you showed the first time) if you want to re-enter Vietnam on the same multiple-entry visa.

Note that Vietnam no longer requires a health declaration form nor Covid vaccine documentation. I am not aware of any business or site in Vietnam that requires any Covid testing or vaccine certification. You may find some outdated information online about needing vaccine certifications and health records to enter Vietnam. That information is outdated. 

On the other hand, if you do have your vaccine card, bring it, in case your airline is also running on outdated information, especially if your airline and origin city don’t often see travelers to Vietnam. I’ve heard of some airline check-in staff still asking for covid vaccination cards for travelers to Vietnam, even though Vietnam no longer requires that.
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​Flying in

[image: ]


Hanoi’s airport is called Noi Bai. It’s the name of the village where the airport was built. Noi Bai roughly translates to “open field.” 

Fun fact: in Vietnamese, noi bay (with slightly different diacritics and vowel sounds from the airport’s name) is a slang term for talking nonsense, tall tales, or profanity.  Yes, we Vietnamese people joke about that. This is a local guide, so I thought you might like to know.

Flights to Hanoi are not as competitive as those to Saigon. If you’re flying in from abroad, you may save money by flying in to Saigon, then taking a separate domestic flight to Hanoi (maybe after a few days enjoying my hometown?). You may even want to check out international flights to Danang, DAD, which are sometimes very cheap because of the competition from low-cost carriers.

One important tip in Vietnam: Avoid taking low-cost carriers, such as VietJet (LateJet) or Bamboo (Bamboozle). Vietnam lacks consumer protections, and Vietnam’s low-cost carriers will do stuff like suddenly rescheduling your flight to a different day without any apology or compensation. That can ruin your vacation. 

The low-cost carriers are late most of the time, cancel any flights that aren’t full, and have questionable safety standards. Vietnam Airlines isn’t perfect, but at least it’s a lot better than the low-cost carriers. And a round-trip flight between Hanoi and Saigon on Vietnam Airlines won’t cost you more than $200 USD, often much less. 

Buy directly
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