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From the son of a rainayman-Steve Merrill

arguably the UK’s premier railway

town, and being the product of three
generations of railwaymen it can be
said that travelling by train is in my
blood. Rather than gazing at clouds
from 30,000 feet in a metal tube, trains
provide the traveller the opportunity to
see a country at ground level and mix
with a variety of nationalities and to
share their stories.

Mark Smith, on his excellent
website, ‘The Man in Seat Sixty One’,
(see www.seat61.com) describes rail
travel in Vietnam: “Vietnam'’s trains are
safe, comfortable and inexpensive.

I suppose that originating from Crewe,

The train journeys are an experience
in themselves, and become an integral
part of your visit to Vietnam”.

Our plan
During many months of planning
Ann, my partner, and | had decided

Coastal view on road to Hue

to complete the entire journey from
Saigon to Hanoi by train with stops at
Da Nang (for Hoi An) and Hue; a total
distance of 1,726 kilometres (1070
miles) and a journey time of 31 hours.
From Hanoi we would travel to the
industrial city of Haiphong and take a
ferry to Cat Ba Island in Halong Bay
before returning to Hanoi and flying on
to Bangkok. All of this we were able
to complete independently using the
internet.

Getting there

We flew to Saigon from Heathrow
via Doha with Qatar Airlines.
Incidentally though renamed Ho Chi
Minh City, this refers to the greater
conurbation, while the city centre
itself is still known as Saigon by the
locals and the railways, where you will
see the words ‘Sai Gon’ on your train
tickets as the Vietnamese alphabet
works in syllables rather than whole
words.

Ensure that you have a valid
Vietnam visa as the ‘visa on arrival



service’ does not exist in Vietnam.
These visas are available in the UK
and the following website will guide
you in the application process: www.
vietnam-visa.org.uk

The Vietnam Experience

Our arrival at Saigon airport and the
journey to our hotel in the city centre
provided us with our first experience
of the country with its sounds, sights
and smells. After checking in at the
hotel we went for a meal and the first
logistical problem was crossing the
road. Saigon is a city of five million
motorcycles and on this particular
evening all seemed to be about at
once. The constant revving of the
motorcycles made conversation
impossible and combined with
the smell of carbon monoxide we
endeavoured to reach the restaurant
by using only one crossing.

After three days in Saigon, and

having only just mastered the art

of crossing the road, we prepared
ourselves for our first train journey.
This involved leaving at 11pm for a
15-hour journey from Saigon to Da
Nang. We were travelling ‘soft sleeper
class’, which meant two sets of bunks
in a cabin and sharing with two others.
Sleep came easily as we travelled
through the darkness of Vietnam, the
only interruptions being when our
bedfellows disembarked and the train
stewards replaced their sheets for the
new arrivals.

My daughter had recently visited
Vietnam and had recommended the
beach resort of Nha Trang, which is
on the train route. It does make for
a comfortable break and is one of
Vietnam’s premier beach resorts.

Arrival at Da Nang was as
scheduled and we made our way
to our hotel, by the beach for some
well deserved R&R after our chaotic
experiences in Saigon. It was on the
beach at Da Nang that American
forces first landed in the early Sixties
at the start of the Vietnam War.

A short distance from Da Nang is the
ancient riverside city of Hoi An, which
has preserved its heritage despite the
ravages of war. Hoi An is within easy
travelling distance from Da Nang and

Useful Websites

http://www.seat61.com/Vietnam.htm
website for train travel in Vietnam

Websites for hotels in Vietnam
http://www.agoda.com/pages/agoda/
default/page_textSearchResult.
aspx?search=vietnam

A good website for hotels in Vietham
http://www.agoda.com/pages/agoda/
default/page_textSearchResult.
aspx?search=vietnam

Asia Rooms website for hotels in
Vietnam
http://www.catbaventures.com/?act=news
&macat=3&masub=34 Website for ferry
from Haiphong to Cat Ba

For those of you even more adventurous
the following websites give details of

volunteering possibilities in Vietham:
http://www.globalvolunteernetwork.org/
vietnam/
http://www.i-to-i.com/volunteer-viethnam.html
http://www.gapyearinasia.com/vietnam.html

many hotels provide a courtesy bus
to the town. It is here that you can
watch the various riverside activities
that have remained unchanged for
centuries, extensive French colonial
architecture and suit and shoes made
to measure that will be ready in 24
hours.

We left Da Nang for Hue, a three-
hour train journey. | would describe
this, arguably, as among the most
scenic railway journeys in the world.
We had booked first class tickets for
the journey but quickly moved out of
these claustrophobic seats to enjoy the
open windows and magnificent views
from the third class carriage. The train
snakes its way into the mountains
and there are constant ocean views
interspersed with beaches and coves.
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Hue is an ancient capital of Vietham
and the range of buildings, from a
number of dynasties, is impressive
though the city itself has little else
to offer. We stayed two nights and
took the afternoon sleeper to Hanoi,

a journey of 16 hours. Arriving in
Hanoi at 6.00am we were able to

see from the station forecourt a city
that had already sprung into life. The
locals scurried around like a colony of
ants, seemingly with no direction but
certainly intense in their actions. Hanoi
presented a different type of picture
to Saigon. In Saigon the American
influence was evident but Hanoi still
manifests its origins as a French
colonial city.

In Hanoi the train system offers a
further two major routes as well as the
line to Saigon. Heading west there
is an overnight sleeper to Sapa; a
favourite base for trekkers. We chose
the eastern route and from Hanoi we
travelled by train to Haiphong, an
industrial city close to the Chinese
border, with no tourist infrastructure.
Dinner in our hotel was an experience
in itself where six waitresses attended
to our every need. Which version of
bear that was on the menu would we
have? Would it be the stir-fried bear,
bear gall or stewed bear with ginseng?
Childhood memories of Rupert and
Bruin came back to mind and we went
for the more traditional beefsteak.

Train climbing to Hue

Next morning we made our way to
the ferry port, where after watching the
Vietnamese traders of all descriptions
crossing from one side of the river
to the other in tiny boats, with their
plethora of produce for market, we
took the ferry to Cat Ba Island. The
island is situated in Halong Bay and
numerous tourist agencies offer one or
two night tours in original junks. There
are many reports of a lack of safety on
these tours and when booking, check
the safety record.

A four-hour voyage through
numerous limestone stacks, that
appeared to act as some kind of
medieval defence to the island, was
enchanting and made us feel as if we
were entering unexplored territory. Cat
Ba provided a further opportunity for
R&R before our return to Hanoi and an
onward flight to Bangkok.

An overview

Ann and | are in our fifties so could
be described as mature backpackers.
However, if you like travelling at a
sedate pace and mixing with the
locals then train travel in Vietnam is
for you and age is no object. It is easy
to research train travel through the
seat 61 website. All our hotels were
of an extremely high standard both in
the cities and the countryside. These
are also easy to book through the
websites listed.

But, the most important part
of travelling is meeting the local
people. The Vietnamese are friendly
and inviting. If you do travel by
train then you will find it difficult
to resist their offers of food from
apparently bottomless packs of a
variety of Vietnamese delicacies and
they will want you to be involved
in conversation, which is mainly
conducted in hand signals.



