                                                                Hello Vietnam!

                                                                  Where there is a grass, there is an elephant.

                                                                                         A Vietnamese national saying.

 Asia is immense and diverse but still not very well known to the most of us. Nevertheless, the name of Vietnam is familiar to our ear. For thirteen years (from 1962 till 1975) it occupied first pages of newspapers. But even nowadays I see the face of a small Vietnamese in a traditional triangle hat raising his eyes full of horror into the bomber F 16 cutting the skies. Afterwards Vietnam, being an Asian socialist country, was like on a show-stand, probably in the same way as VDR was in Europe. Vietnam cannot be equated with the well-explored countries due to the unwillingness of the travel agents to experiment and take risk. They rather prefer to follow the old trampled tracks of Thailand. Of course I am in no way want to decrease Thailand’s achievements in a travel business. There live the most friendly people in the world, for having never occupied  any of the foreign countries. But for those not finding holidays in Palanga amazing I would strongly advice not to pack your bags for the trip to the “land of smiles”, as their beaches are tenfold our amber-land.  Tenfold worse. It goes without questions that being there we had our strong side, called sex. Yes, the sex industry there has reached its proficiency level but Vietnam has a lot to be proud of too. Vietnamese girls are very charming, especially those from the South.

                                                        In the shades of the red banners.

The flight from Honk-Kong to Hanoi lasted for two hours. Having arrived to the communist country without visas we felt a little bit nervous. But everything was just excellent. We were met by a lad from the “Dragon” travel agency and our passports were adorned with a golden star, the same as on the flag of Vitnam. These flags were leading us everywhere, all twelve days and 3000 kilometers which we traveled all through land earlier spoiled with and where now again rice is being grown.

“Chuc mung nam moi!” (Happy New Year!) That is probably the only phrase we managed to learn in that incredibly difficult language.

Tet or New Year according to the Moon Calendar is the most important festival in Vietnam. It really means more than New Year celebrated with accordance to the                Calendar. Tet is a family holiday. People believe in good luck and that only good spirits will be visiting their home. Tet is also a Birthday as everyone becomes one more year older.

The time of celebration depends on the position of the Sun and the Moon and usually takes place between the 19th of January and the 20th of February. The first three Tet days are non-working but the majority of people do not go to work all the week doing their best to make as much noise as they can.

Seven days before Tet there starts a period when three souls of health are coming into every single family. During these days people are going to cemeteries to visit their dead relatives and to invite their souls to the celebration, cleaning their flats and returning all the debts. Flats are decorated with trees and in some places with kumguat tree branches, in other with blossoming apricot ones. Before New Year a lot of time and money is spent on food and decorations. Children get red envelopes with “happy” money.

Food is of great importance as well. Special square banh chung is cooked of  pork and beans laid with rice and wrapped into bamboo leafs. It is usually served with mang, a dish made of boiled bamboos and marinated pork. All these dishes are symbolic and at the same time are made of simple products with accordance to the old recipes. Sweet dishes have fruit inside. “The Dragon” fruit and  water-melon are among the favorite sweet dishes.

On the first day of Tet guests are highly expected to come, especially men with children. Foreigners are not equally welcomed at all the places, thus, it is better to agree beforehand. Work colleagues and single women are not waited to come, it is meant to be a bag sign.

During Tet time Vietnam war was always stopped, just in the same way as at the time of Olimpic games in Greece all the fights were. Shots and bombings were ceasing, all the soldiers, both American and Vietnamese were returning back to the headquarters or home. But in 1968 Tet was different- “ uncle “HO” broke traditions and cheated on “uncle Sam”. Vietnam appeared in the shade of the red flags.

                                                                      The puppet-show

Hanoi is the capital of Vietnam and the second biggest town after Saigon. Four million people inhabit it and probably the same number of bicycle and motor-cycle run on its streets. A thousand years ago the first town called Thang Loang appeared here. In 1831 it was recalled Hanoi which in the Chinese language means “ a dragon revolving into the sky. The oldest constructions  left here are dated back to the 11 century. They are the pagoda with one tower and the temple of Literature- the first Vietnamese university. Hanoi, the same as the majority of the Southeast Asian towns, have a French spirit: shady avenues, buildings in French colonial style. The symbol of peace and quiet in Hanoi is a lake with a small island in the center. This place is very much liked by those in love. They come here with bicycles, sit  round the lake and watch a smooth mirror-like surface where their thoughts and the temple of cancer are reflected. When the dusk falls the lighted pagoda turns into a romantic fairy tale decoration. The sounds of Vietnamese popular music is heard from  the near-by park arbor.

But the main thing making Hanoi distinct is the puppet-show. Performances are held every evening and cost only 2 dollars. Incredible. Life Vietnamese music and unique performance! It is difficult even to imagine how all these wooden fish, birds, dragons and even people manage to swim and walk like alive in such a huge pool. The ancient puppet theatre exists for 1000 years now. It was created by the rice growers who were spending a lot of time in the flooded rice fields and watching the strength of the floods. 

Farmers were carving dolls out of water-resistant  fig- tree. The dolls were representing people, animals and myth creatures (dragons). Performances were taking place right on the lake or pond shore or even on the flooded rice field. Some village performances were so famous that they managed to reach the popularity of those in Hanoi. Special water reservoirs and mechanisms moving the dolls were used. The dolls are about 50 cm, weighing 15 kg and dyed  only with natural colors. Normally eleven puppet show actors participate in each performance after being trained for 3 years.

                                                                 A tiger on the bicycle 

It is the name given to the economic “miracle” which took place in Vietnam after the reform in 1986. After the 13 years lasted war the life in Vietnam was troublesome. People were trying to escape from the country in search of a better life, job or just to run away from persecutors. They were setting out to Honk-Kong, Malaisia, Singapore. Half a million of people left the country in 1980.

From 1986 the life started to change for the better due to new regulations concerning private property. Some emigrants were returning back home bringing money earned in “Americas”. Suddenly the private property prices went up (a square meter of land in the suburbs near the high-way costs 20 $, compared with Hanoi and Saigon where you will have to pay not less than 2500-3000 $). The average monthly salary hardly reaches 30-50 $. So Lithuania is not the only “country of miracles”. With the only difference that our cars are almost useless there. For poor rice grower will have to pay 200% of  VAT for his new car.  The old ones are expensive as well, as if they were “old family relics”. Even old “Lada” or  “Volga” would cost 2000 $. Our guide Hugh has Ford “Falkon”, my coeval. When we attended its 40th anniversary it looked rather well and actually  cost the same amount of money we paid for our Vilnius-Hanoi flight-700$. For that reason Vietnamese still tread pedals or buzz on the motor-bikes. The latter is now pushing away the traditional Vietnamese cycle. Bicycles and motor-bikes are considered to be the main treasure. Usually they are kept near beds and follow their owners everywhere they travel. Thus, the roofs of all the long-distance running buses are always overloaded with them.

By nature Vietnamese are extremely diligent and tedious people. We were completely convinced after traveling through the country for more than 1000 kilometers. Whenever you see a rice field there appear women and children in triangle hats, working both in an incredible heat and in a pouring rain. Starvation no longer exists here. Vietnam is the second biggest rice exporter after Thailand. 

Vietnamese cuisine is wonderful. It is not so spicy as Thai and is not hundred percent based on rice as the most of the Asian dishes, which were making our eyes “Chinese”. I think now the reader will start dribbling when he hears that except for rice there is a wide choice of macaroni, enormous quantities of vegetables and pork, served instead of the customary chicken. Not even mentioning that every single town is brewing beer, not very bad I should say. If it happens so that the fate will bring you to this land do not miss an opportunity to try such dishes as: Phau soup, Bun Bo Hue (vermicelli, pork, beef, onions, soy seeds, chili), Chiau Lau (pork, soy seeds, mint leafs, rice leafs, vermicelli). Daintiness! Absolute truth! But when having finished eating be sure you did not leave small stick stuck in vertically- it is the sign of death. An absolute truth as well. 

                                                                  Dragon comes down to the sea

The dragon and his deeds are everywhere around in Vietnam. The only luck is that in the East  dragon is a good sign and his doings bring no malice. A Vietnamese legend tells a story of a huge dragon who crushed a limestone shore into thousand small islands. Presumably, that was exactly the same dragon who  gave name to Hanoi. He rose in Hanoi and slumped 30 km further away. Nowadays the name Halong Bay means the place where the dragon comes down to the sea and is the place reminding Lithuanians of Chinese engravings on which mountains plunge out of clear and bright water like hummocks. Being in Vietnam it is obligatory to visit this 3000 islands miracle of nature, inspiring poets and painters.

The way of ten kilometers which in Lithuania lasts some thirty minutes took us half a day.

Vietnam is a densely populated country. Being the size of Italy it inhabits more than 80 mln dwellers. And rice is everywhere. Even cemeteries stand on  rice fields. They look like family mausoleums. After death all people are buried in one grave and only after a year their bones are reburied into family mausoleums. We did not manage to face any funeral but spotted coffin sellers in every single tiny village. A very impressive “houses” for an internal life are abundantly decorated with golden dragons. There is an impression that even the poor become at least imperators. We slowed our pace near one of the rice fields to take pictures and work. That is not an easy job to do and very damp too. The next stop is in the village of pans where we bought water pipes. But what we saw at the sewing factory had surpassed all my expectations concerning work. Here local masters embroider with silk threads portraits of incredible beauty in a way that is almost impossible to tell them from pictures. They are real wonder workers, knowing how to use the right colors, shades and halftones. Later on, having arrived to Dalat we were happy to face how a needlework master was embroidering a huge portrait from the picture. The 98 % familiarity with the original is achieved by three months of hard and thorough work. Good enough to be glued into passport. 

At last we reached Halong Bay. In a distance of some hundred meters off the shore we saw our ship having not suitable, obviously too high-flown name. “The golden Dragon” will be our home and shelter for this night and the following day. The only problem was that somehow we had to reach this home. “You should have seen our faces when we understood in what way we will be delivered to the boat: in the rough waters there was a 200 year old woman unsteadily rowing a weave boat…the most difficult step to make is to get into the boat.”(an extract from Edvin’s diary). At last all nine of us successfully reached the ship. The red Sun descending into the sea was tenderly touching islands and rocks, wrapping the mast with magnificent light, creating an unimaginable atmosphere of light and ease. 

The night flew like one minute. We woke up in a dense fog. They are rather common here. But it is a bad excuse for those willing to take pictures. We could see neither rocks and emerald water nor the top of the mast. Only by making a great effort we could imagine what a beauty can be seen on a sunny day. Sitting on the foredeck with gloomy faces and holding golden dragon in our hands we imagined that we were not sailing but flying in the skies. From time to time there appeared a breath-taking contour of rocks but was disappearing again in the depths like a fin of a huge dragon. It appeared that even here people believe in existence of the prehistoric creature. Now we have already visited four places like this: Loch Ness lake in England, Randzian cathedral on the Lomboko lake in Indonesia, Selior lake in Norway and here in Vietnam, Halong Bay. But it is more difficult to find a monster here because of thousands of islands covering 1500 square kilometers and not less than that number of caves. Some of them are unbelievably huge and beautiful. They are real underground churches, decorated with unlooked colors of stalagmites and stalactites. The most famous of all is Hang Dau Go ( The grating of wooden pillar) or the cave of miracles. It is an enormous cave consisting of three mansions to which lead 90 steps. Bo Hau bar is more than 2 meters long and in the center there is a small lake where local people are diving in order to find oysters. 

                                                           The lucky number nine.

If Halong Bay is a miracle created by nature then Hue is a miraculous architecture’s creation, included into UNESCO heritage list. Hue was founded in 1687 on the Odorous riverside, to become the town of Kings. During 1802- 1945 being the residence of the last 13 Nguyenu imperators, also was the cultural, religious, educational and political center of Vietnam. One of them was the real adorer of the Royal lifestyle- he was officially married to 104 women, had five times more lovers and no children, poor thing had probably had smallpox once which proved to be not of great use. This tiny town is famous not only for having unique architecture, citadels, palaces, Royal cemeteries, pagodas but also rainy weather. 

The best way to reach Hue from Hanoi is to take the night express train. The 14 hours trip in a sleeping car including breakfast costs 30$. The express has the symbolic name- Reunification as a quarter of a century ago it connected North and South of Vietnam. Till that time this 688 kilometers journey could last for ages and cost you life while crossing a famous Maknamara line. It was erected in 1954-1960 in the most narrow part of Vietnam with accordance to the plan of the general Maknamara and was meant to separate the two Vietnams. It was like Berlin wall with the only difference though, that it was 60 kilometers long and the cost of 1 billion dollars. 

On a beautiful February morning in a town having a girl’s name Hue, we were met by Hugh, our guide. We noticed that he had a mole with several hairs on it, according to the ancient Vietnamese belief  this is a symbol of happiness. The bus he came to meet us by had a lucky number nine. He was also immensely happy to see nine of us. Good fortune for a person strongly believing in the magic power of numerals. In the same way we were hoping for the best luck to lead us all 9 days and 1209 km long till Kambodza frontier. Nevertheless, we had in mind the saying of a Vietnamese man of sense that “happiness is relative, the same as the temperature of boiling water”. In spite of that we were peacefully sailing down the Odorous river and did not even dare to curse the leading us luck. The first thing we saw was the architectural masterpiece of Hue: a six-store Thien Mu pagoda looking like a silk engraving. Dated back to 1601 building was all surrounded by bonsai trees and orchids. The real oasis of peace and quiet. In the depth of the park right on the bank of the pond full of goldfish and lotuses stands a small log house for meditations. Another place of interest is a 19th century citadel. After managing to pass three defense walls of 2 and 3 kilometers long (external one reaching 10 km) we spotted a “forbidden purple Royal town” inside it. That was probably the largest fortress I have ever seen in my entire life.

Wars and the years of the communist regime had blown away all the formalities concerning religion. Thus, both pagodas and citadels are treated like simple museums, treasures without a soul. Not bearing in mind sleepy tourists. The little miracles of a contemporary Hue impressed us the most. Here the secrets of the traditional Vietnamese cuisine were revealed to us. All the secrets can be granted with one word- “very”. It was very delicious, very cheap, very peculiar. Our  guide Hugh happened to be a real “lion of castles and restaurants”. Here he was incredibly zealous and assiduous. It  was only with his help that we managed to eat to satiety in a tiny family restaurant having paid a bill of 1 $. At the first glimpse we did not manage to see anything special in the interior of this place until we peered into walls all decorated with pictures. There were pictures of a girl. A beautiful girl, very beautiful girl! Unexpectedly the girl came down from the picture and entered the room. She was as plain as their life and as charming as lotus blossom. Everyone rushed to take pictures. “Vietnamese women really leave an unforgettable impression, so beautiful and fragile, delicate and lively, in other words, I cannot stop looking at them.” ( an extract from the diary).

We had dinner in a small restaurant called “Lac Thien”. The bar was not very attractive, even unpleasant I should say. To tell you the truth, we would not have dared to go there on our own. The owner of the place called Thuang is a deaf-mute, immensely honest, full of energy and wit person. He explained all his family-tree, painted his great-grand parents and children on the scrap of paper. But the most fascinating thing in the bar was an interesting collection of beer bottles opener, which were made out of narrow board and bolt right there.  Everything simple is genius. This souvenir was given to every guest. We were shown the pictures sent from different corners of the world. In all of them people were holding their openers. Pictures of this untraditional tool were taken in various untraditional places, like near the Eifel tower. We were also greatly happy to perpetuate our names on the bar walls-they all were profoundly decorated with customers’ signatures. The girls had to climb up men’s shoulders in order to find an unmarked spot on the wall.

                                      On the way to Faifo, or the place of no wars.

 We are again on the road. As every day, though. New places, new faces. Vietnam is, kind of, created by millions of tiny narrow streets where a busy life is boiling. Everything reminds of India but with less poverty and rubbish on the streets. There is a feeling that somebody was trying to tame this Asian chaos. People here more tend to believe that they have got a power to rule their future- old beliefs of soul reincarnation and the traps of carma were pushed away from the lifestyle- that is why there are more European problems occupying the Vietnamese. But life takes its normal course. In 1986 the Communist Party understood that the diligent nation of Vietnam would either die of hunger or emigrate. Thus, private property was legalized. Again there appeared enormous number of places where people  were cutting hair, cooking macaroni, chopping meat, repairing bicycles, sewing clothes, selling motor cars, peeling coco nuts, selling rather new antique things, we even saw a place where everybody willing can have their ears cleaned. And all this is closely connected with the hustle and bustle of streets, with the passers by, heat, dust, buzz of motor cycles, sleeping dogs, strange smells creating an incredible Asian mixture which can only be tasted here- it can not be exported. The food is very delicious even this sold on the road. In the evening people standing on the road are selling full baskets of  boiled eggs which somehow manage to remain fresh all day long. One can taste a kind of local brandy. Cobras and other types of snakes are reared for food and brandy in Mekongo delta farms. True, cobra brandy is the best souvenir from Vietnam. 

The best way to explore the country is to travel it through by car but sometimes the trip like this can be endless. Our common speed is 40 km/h. When the dusk falls all the bicycles and motor cars disappear, there  are only cargo cars and buses left. Nevertheless the speed did not rise to more than 25 km/h. We did not face many car accidents but as far as we know the statistic is awful. Every yeah 40 thousand people die here. 

We are passing by Marble mountains. The highest peak is 1143 m. These mountains have only five marble tops, the same as five Buddhist  elements: air, tree, water, fire and earth. The amount of marble is diminishing due to its wide use in the sculpture and souvenir production. Our car is slowly climbing a 964m passing called “skies in the sea” (Hai Van Pas). Actually, this passing is the natural border separating south and north of the country. One part- the North one, has four seasons the same as in Lithuania, In the South- as in tropics, there are only two ones, the dry and the damp. The passing is a very important place judging from the military point of view. There are three dzotai…………. French is the oldest one, was built more than  300 years ago. But American which was built during the war is more than simply  impressive. It was keeping peace and quiet of the American soldiers after a long and weary battles in the jungles. Strange enough, but it is enough to cross the line and to find yourself in Faifo- the place where there were no wars. That is really incredible! Besides, that is the easiest of the Vietnamese names to remember. The only thing you have to pronounce is English numerals 5 and 4. This biggest Asian harbor  was named  by sailors. If translated it means the meeting place of all the sailors of the world. Nowadays,  Faifo or Hai An is one of the most famous and touristy places in Vietnam. It is built in a Chinese style, with tiled roofs houses and narrow streets. Not much of architecture has changed during the last 100 years. The oldest building is the pagoda built in 1454.

                                                    The white house on the seashore.

Indo-Chinese region is very interesting and all its countries are unique. You must believe me that even doing one’s best it is impossible to see Birma, Thailand, Laos and Cambodza in a month’s time. It is just enough time to devote to one country.  But my purpose, being a Lithuanian traveler, was to visit and explore as many countries as I could and only later to return back the places I liked best of all. So, before setting out I had to decide what country to start from. I had a difficult decision to make, to refuse either Birma or Vietnam. That was not an easy step to make. The both countries are attractive for “the new land seeker”. Not a great number of Lithuanians has visited this land so far. I must say that Birma was attracting my attention with its Buddhist buildings but it lacked mountains, jungles, sea. Of  course all the previously mentioned creations of nature do exist there but as since 1988 the country is ruled by the left chunta, a lot of public places are closed for foreigners. Vietnam is different. Not much buildings of historical value are left here but people who saw films about the Vietnam war can clearly imagine the country sinking in dense jungles. All the hesitations can be scattered away just after one glimpse at the map. The seaside is 3500 km! The  image of Vietnam we created in our minds was much more attractive. But imagination is nothing more than the wings of ostrich, in a way that they allow to run not to fly. Now only 30% of Vietnamese land is covered with woods. Real jungles are left only in distant places on the Laos border.  All the rest space was converted into endless rice fields. During the trip we met quite a lot of people visiting the country not for the first time. Like on purpose, they all claimed that the country has changed a lot over the past years. Especially valuable changes have been taking  place during the last 5 years. Thus, if you are one of those fond of minimum of civilization- hurry up.

While traveling through Vietnam you can always see the South Chinese sea in a distance, unfortunately it is not close enough to enjoy the best of it. Nha Tang is definitely the best Vietnamese  place to have a rest near the water. There are hills, mountains, isles and wide white sandy beaches. The best of them are located near Mui Ne. The dunes remind of Neringa. The only difference is that there the Sun shines 250 days a year. The English call this place “sun and fun”. Although the real name of the place is translated like “white house”, which was built by a rich French doctor.

The note hanging at the entrance to our hotel was saying: “Guns and other stinky things should be left in the lobby”. It was the place where we were supposed to spend two days and make our dream to get enough sleep come true. As “judging from the amount of sleep I still don’t feel I am on holidays” ( an extract from Rasa’s diary). However, the dream did not come true again. At half past six a boat was waiting, which took us to the distant isle. A real paradise for “Robinsons”.  Nevertheless, the sea is very dangerous there. Greenish depth was hiding danger. The captain warned us to keep away from the shore stones which are covered with small but very sharp shells. Suddenly one wave threw Rasa onto them. The  water turned red. While looking at her we had a feeling that the poor girl was taken along a huge shredder. Her body was covered with big deeps scars. The sight was tragic and funny at the same time. Rasa, like a horsewoman, was standing on the deck looking at her beautifully tanned body and downwards running blood. The crew was in panic. Tiny Vietnamese started to run in all directions carrying bottles of peroxide. But the “victim” herself was doing well. Probably the local brew was doing its job. 

Scuba-diving is one of the most popular activities there. Two dives and lunch will cost you some 30-40 $. I had an early appointment with an Englishman Jeremy Stein from “rainbow” scuba-diving center who intended to show the beauty of the South Chinese sea-depth.  The advertisement was saying that even though the South Chinese sea was not like the Red one, nevertheless…it was worth trying. Jeremy and his team turned out to be real professionals. They are the pathfinders of scuba-diving in Vietnam. Everyone could try, even those who saw aqualung on TV only. I felt how a slight stress was followed by a flow of emotions! It is true that the experienced scuba-diver will not find this attraction very exciting.  There is nothing exciting except for urchins with striking thorns and several morays in greenish but not very clear water. We truly hoped to find some drowned ships or a plane. But nothing! How come that during the 13 years of war not a single boat drowned or a plane crashed there? No, of course the bottom of the sea was all covered with different relics of the war but hard-working Vietnamese took up everything buried  at the depth not more than 40 meters.

                                                                     The city of love

The main criterion which determines my next place of destination is whether there are mountains or not. Mountains are the greatest revival of each trip. Indo-China cannot take pride in snowy summits. The highest of them is three kilometer Fan Si Pan mountain situated in the North, not far from Chinese border. Still, during winter time it is all covered by dense fog. For this reason we decided to start our acquaintance with mountains from the sierra in the South. Even though highest peaks reach only two kilometers their beauty is indescribable, with waterfalls and evergreen forests. This district is called Dalat. Dalat is a mountain resort with a total population of 170 dwellers. This amazing place was given hundreds of beautiful epithets like: “the city of endless spring”, “Vietnamese Paris”, “The city of love”.

The air is always fresh there for the town stands at the height of 1475 meters. Its was night when arrived to Dalat. Some of us were already dizzy after a long way up the hill. Suddenly through the bus window we saw  beautiful white villas built in the French style, fountains and even Eifel tower. We had a strange feeling of being miraculously transferred to France- to Paris. And as the French say, “chercher la femme” (look for a woman), or something like this. And this phrase is exactly on its right place here  as Dalat is the favorite place for the young to gather and try out their love charms. Every year this place is visited by 700 000 Vietnamese and 400 000 foreign tourists. This year nine more Lithuanians stepped into this charming land. However the purpose of our visit was not connected with the charms of love, we intended to climb. Our guide had something planned for us. Hugh had  a girlfriend in every town but something went wrong with his charms here and the poor thing had lost the joy of life. We had another guide leading us up the mountain -Nea- a son of a French  legionary. It was not difficult to remember his name because it sounded exactly as English word “near”. 

We are following him up mount  Lang Bian consisting of five cliffs of volcanic  origin. Their height is from 2100 m till 2400 m. The offset of the rout is in a small village Lat. The locality captivates by its nature and traditions. The local farmers grow cabbages, carrots, onions, lettuce and every morning bring them to Saigon 300 kilometers away. Not only the well-being of people depends on the harvest but their age as well. If it is reaped twice a year a person is said to become two years older, but if the harvest dies nobody gets older. Another odd observation of mine is that matriarchal dominates in this Catholic country. Women even pay ransoms for the men. Women  weave lovely traditional cotton cloths  to be sold to tourists. There was a small but very cozy wooden church with a bell tower. The track behind the village leads atop. It was all covered with a thick layer of red dust which colored our feet ochre. After an endless three hour climbing up the wooded pathway we reached the top. It is flat because during the war time it used to be the landing place for American helicopters. Nowadays peace and quiet dwells there.  In the evening we are returning to the city of love and cheap massage. To those looking not for the pleasure but excitement I would highly recommend to spend a night in the “hose with ghosts”. You will not have to pay. Try to stay till the morning and you will be granted with 500$. A lot of people had tried their luck but the prize is still waiting.

                                                                           Saigon

In the same way as in Europe all the ways lead to Rome, in Vietnam they all come Saigon (now called Hosi Min City).The South of Vietnam is densely populated. The lands are good there. On the way there are rich plantations of Vietnamese tea, coffee caoutchouc. When we were passing by the coffee beans had already been taken off the bushes and were drying in the dust of the road. Tea bushes were very small and reminded us of Lithuanian strawberry plants. We also saw Tiko holts which were planted in the early 50’s by the first South Vietnam president Ngo Dinh Diemo. I had never thought that Vietnam could be such a religious country.  The Catholic spirit is especially felt in the South of it. Passing by we were surprised to see quite a number of rather big and modern churches. According to our guide there are more than 28 of them. We slowed down when passing one of them. That would be too modest to call it simply “ a church”. Rather than that it was a modern cathedral which was once visited by John Paul II.

It is true that the spirit of socialism still dwells in the North, but it has absolutely left the South of the country. Saigon being a symbol of the Southern Vietnam is a real Asian metropolitan. In the 19th century it was better developed even than Hong Kong. Unfortunately wars and the communism slowed its triumph.  Nowadays Saigon is a mixture of 6 million inhabitants, 2 million motorcyclists, hotels, shops, Chinese districts, French style villas, The Notr Dam cathedral, the legendary American consulate, bars. For a wanderer Saigon is more cozy than the famous Bangkok. Probably its historical spirit has not been buried yet under heavy new constructions. It is long after midnight but the town is not asleep. The true Asia is here- warm, fast, never dull but also not liked by everybody. When you travel in the country like Vietnam and suddenly appear in one or another historical place, you normally do not feel any particular thrill in the heart because after a couple of days all your essence smoothly flows into the natural country’s life, forming one inseparable unity. The ability to be now and here is not typical for  a common European. For this reason the realization of what you saw and where you were comes after you return back home, look at the developed pictures and watch what was filmed a long time ago. New unsettled thoughts occupy human minds driving them to travel and seek for something new, undiscovered. 

                                                          The River of Nine Dragons

“ A well known Geography lesson flashed under the plane’s wing. From the 10 kilometers height I could clearly see the Indostan  peninsula with Mekongo delta, where not a river flows into the sea but the sea rushes up the river” . (An extract from the diary “a trip to Indonezija”)

The Mekongo delta, covering 60 000 square kilometers, is the largest one in the whole world and almost reaches the size of Lithuania (65 000 square kilometers). Every year the delta  stretches 79 kilometers more. Besides, it is the biggest rise growing area in Vietnam. Owing to it the country takes the second place (after Thailand) in rise export. Moreover, people grow cocoanuts, sugarcanes and different fruit. There are a lot of fish in oozy waters of Mekongo. This river is one of the biggest in the world. 38 000 of square meters of water flow into the sea in only one second. It starts in Tibet and drifts its waters 4 500 kilometers through China, Birma, Laos, Thailand, Kambodza and Vietnam until finally floats into the South China sea through nine flushes. That explains the fact that the Chinese call it the river of nine dragons. Every day there are two floods and two ebbs, just like in the sea. During the flood the salty water of the South China sea  rushes up and mixes with fresh water. The houses are built on bamboo posts making channel connection the only possible way of traveling. There are also unstable, so called “monkey bridges” (cau khi) joining small villages. They can be from 2 till 10 meters long and only 30-80 cm width. The process of crossing these bridges is a particular feature of life in Mekongo delta and a bewitching entertainment as there is always a chance to fall down into water full of estuary crocodiles. 

Until the 18th century the Mekongo delta was known as “the lower Kambodza” for it used to belong to Khimera’s Kingdom. It was annexed by Vietnam. Red Khimeras attempted to return it but Vietnam under the pretext of that rushed into the country and occupied it. Nowadays, the territory of the delta is shared by the Vietnamese, Chinese, Khimeras   and  several  Chamsu.   

Mekongo is the most popular place of attraction for tourists in Vietnam. Delta is only 100 kilometers away from Saigon. In order to see the biggest “Venice” in the world you certainly need to fly over it in plane but if willing to explore it, one needs a ship and a lot of time. We are sited in a small colorful boat next to a local guide who will take us sightseeing on a delta and its isles.  When looking around there is a feeling that it is mended up of rise fields, swamps, woods  which managed to survive after earthquakes, cut with channels and rivers. Without a guide or a good map it can be the last journey of your life. Mekongo is treated there like a “mother breadwinner”, the one who brings rise. In a distance full rise-loaded ships are passing by, observing them I had a feeling that if few more kilograms of rise were added it would definitely sink. Nearby small fishing boats are buzzing splashing river water at us. The dirty, white coffee-color seawater is full of living creatures. It is impossible to see even sank oars, let alone fish. 

Another unique feature of delta life is floating houses and a market. When you see a village in the middle of the river the first thought coming to your mind is that it is the consequence of a terrible disaster or some misunderstanding. Strange enough but there is no panic around. The life like this has been for centuries now. There is no danger of flood  if you live on the raft in the middle of the river. There is no need of any posts and no worries that they will not hold the weight of the house. It is especially convenient if you are a fisherman. Always in your own element and your working place. Moreover, you do not have to go far to grow the type of fish you wish, you just put a special wooden box into water and your home pond is ready. Neither the water will dry out nor the neighbors disturb. Surprisingly, but to get vegetables locals do not have to boat to the shore as women manage to keep nice drifting gardens nearby. Just imagine that children also go to schools on the rafts! Do not be surprised, better think of floating hospitals and churches. The Vietnamese are doing their best to keep this old tradition even when living abroad. We saw a floating house in Kambodza called “the floating Vietnamese house”.

The lickerish were the lucky ones. We stopped at the family popcorn and sweet rise factory. Brown rise corns were heated in huge pods until turning white and light. Here we also saw how the caramel was prepared and how different delicious sweet rise and ginger things are cooked. Obviously the family business was prospering because the work was boiling even on Sunday. And in all this hustle and bustle we were treated with tea and just cooked sweets.

Next is the pottery place. There is no shortage of clay. Huge (1m x 1m) clay pieces are waiting for their turn to be converted into pots and jars by the hard-working hand of rise growers. Clay is poached not only with hands but feet as well. The size of the oven where the clay is burned is really exciting.  A person can easily walk through it even not bending. 

We approached a French villa hidden in the shadow of mango trees. The house was old enough to remember the French colonists. A strange music was coming out the opened window, played on some unknown Vietnamese instrument. The strangest sounds were produced by a one chord instrument called…………..Not only the music is strange but also the songs and the language. The Vietnamese language is one of the oldest in the world. It should be a desperate attempt for a foreigner to try to pronounce simply a name of the street because you forget the beginning of the word as soon as you get to its middle. For the westerner the most difficult thing is to distinguish different tones, which are actually six. One really needs a good ear to hear them all. For example word “ma” pronounced with different  intonation can mean: mother, ghost, grave, horse or rise planters. Even Vietnamese speaking with different dialects or not hearing properly show the level of intonation with a hand. If you could think of the jungles in Vietnam then they are certainly in the Vietnamese language.

The underground Cu Ci castle

Our last day in Vietnam. If nothing disturbs our plans we will reach the Kambodza border in a couple of hours. It is a very quiet and solitude place. Seldom visited by tourists. Nevertheless, it was a real hell on the Earth created by a man. There is no other place where bombings, fires and explosions were so frequent. A lot of shivery epithets are applied to describe this place. One of them is “an iron earth”. This is an absolute truth, because if all the bombs which hit this land were collected and put together there would not be a tiny space for the bead to drop. Now there grows a thin forest. During the war this place was bombarded with such quantities of napalm and dioxide that even after a quarter of the century the ground is unwilling to give yield. What kind of damned place is this and why is it guilty? Instead of an answer our guide smiles at us with a strange smile pointing to the dried leaves on the ground. While we are standing with our mouths wide open his discloses the truth, there are the famous Cu ci tunnels underground. 

The 13 years of war took away the greatest part of historical castles and mansions. Cu ci is the only construction built at that time. It is a real  engineering miracle created with a titanic effort. Just imagine 250 kilometers dig out by hands. They were dig on the 3 layers. The first one at the depth of 3-4 meters, so that it could hold a 50 ton tank and bombing, the second at 10 kilometers, and the third at 15 with emergency escapes leading to Mekongo river. If you have claustrophobia you would better not even try to get in there because it is only 80 centimeters width and 1m20cm height. No everybody would manage to creep for 100 meters. And also the traps! The only thought of the brave Americans trying to get into the first level made us shiver. The tunnels were connecting different premises which were used as kitchens, hospitals, storerooms, gun factories, headquarters. I liked the kitchen best of all. There we had a cup of tea with breadfruit. The water was boiled on the open fire but no smoke was visible on the ground outside. Only in one place it looked as if the ground was steaming after the rain. Air vents were also professionally camouflaged. So that the dogs did not feel the foreign smell the rags of the American uniforms were scattered around. 

There are a lot of various types of guns and ammunition left after the war. Even nowadays its amount is uncountable. To give a good lesson to their former enemies- the Americans, the Vietnamese made a shooting range not far from Ciu ci tunnels where everybody willing can shoot any rifle of those days, starting from the pistols and ending machine-guns. The price of the shot depends on the caliber. The bigger the caliber the “higher the dollar”. This game of war is very popular and the most well-liked gun is kalashnikov and M16. Several of us found their undiscovered earlier talents. It turned out that Lithuanians are not only beautiful but well-directed too. The real sharpshooters. The heavy anti-tank machine-gun was like an easy toy in Rasa’s hands and reminded us of the famous Rembo.

One journey is  one short life. In order to understand yourself one life is not enough. In order to discover a country one trip is not enough. Nevertheless, I can state that even though Vietnam is still a country of triangle hats, endless rise fields and red flags it is not a country of “apocalypse” anymore. You can come and travel there, see and experience a lot.

But our way goes ahead. Straight towards a mysterious uncertainty with the name- Kambodza.

                                                                                                                                Vytautas Bukauskas
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