
 
According to archaeological discoveries made at Do Mountain, it is believed that life 
in Vietnam began as far back as 300,000 years ago. Officially, the history of Vietnam 
stretches back 4,000 years when it was founded by the Hung Kings. It was then 
named Van Lang. When speaking upon the history of Vietnam, it is important to note 
the large role played by the French in Vietnam. It began in 1858, when the French 
took over Danang in southern Vietnam. Over time, more and more territory was won 
over by the French. It wasn't until 1954, when the French surrendered to the Viet 
Minh, ending the French Indochina War, that the French colonial control in Vietnam 
ended. The immediate image in the minds of most people at the mention of Vietnam 
is that of the war fought against the United States some twenty years ago. Most 
people think of the country only in terms of the American conflict in Indochina. The 
war ended nearly twenty years ago, and today, despite lingering signs of past 
American involvement, the situation in Vietnam is markedly different. People have 
finally begun to look at the country from another perspective, now that travelers and 
tourists from the West are being welcomed into what was once a forbidden country. 
It may take a bit more effort and tenacity to plan an excursion into Vietnam than it 
would for another Southeast Asian country, but Vietnam has much to offer in terms 
of culture and sights. 
 
When is the best time to travel? 
Vietnam stretches over 1,800km up the eastern coast of the Indochina peninsula and 
has various climates at the same time in different parts of the country. Winter season 
lasts from November to April in the north with temperatures averaging 16 degree 
centigrade. The rest of the year is considered summer time with heavy rainfalls and 
occasional storms. The rainy season lasts from May to October in the south. 
However, it only rarely rains the whole day long. It gets dry after rainfall as quickly as 
it comes. The dry season is generally from November to April. The central parts of 
Vietnam are affected by the South West monsoon from Laos during May - June 
which causes a muggy heat and sometimes produces typhoons and tropical storms 
during November - December, with long lasting rains. Despite of this fact, the months 
of November and December are constantly considered the peak period of incoming 
tourists. January and February are still cloudy and rainy occasionally. The best time 
for a long tour from North to South Vietnam would be from January till April and for 
those who wish beach holidays can come to enjoy warm water and sunshine in the 
central coast during summer time, from May to October. 
In the north, the rainy season is from August until November. Typhoons are frequent, 
but not too much of a problem. The north can be quite chilly in winter (Dec. - Feb.). 
The climate in the Delta is sub-equatorial with two main seasons. The wet season 
lasts from May to October with short downpours occurring almost every day. The dry 
season lasts from November to April with the last three months of this period being 
very hot and humid. Annual rainfall for the South is approximately 80 inches (2,000 
millimeters) while temperatures remain relatively constant - on average between 77 
and 95°F (25-35°C). Between July and November, Vietnam is hit by random, violent 
typhoons that develop off the coast in the South China Sea. They typically hit the 
central and north coasts and have been with increasing frequency over the past few 
years. 
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Getting There & Away 
Ho Chi Minh City's (Saigon) Tan Son Nhat Airport is Vietnam's busiest international 
air hub, followed by Hanoi's Noi Bai Airport. A few international flights also serve 
Danang. And foreign tourists can get Vietnam visa on arrival or Vietnam evisa at the 
airports easily. Bangkok has emerged as the principle embarkation point for Vietnam 
but it's still possible to get direct flights from a number of major Asian cities and a few 
Australian cities. Buying tickets in Vietnam is expensive. Departure tax is US$10, 
which can be paid in dong or US dollars.  
There are currently six border crossings for travelers coming to Vietnam, but more 
may open soon. All crossing points suffer from heavy policing and often requests for 
'immigration fees'. For getting to/from China, it's become very popular to cross the 
border at Friendship Pass, or Dong Dang, 20km (12mi) north of Lang Son in 
northeast Vietnam, to get to/from Nanning. There is a twice-weekly international train 
between Beijing and Hanoi that stops at Friendship Pass. The other popular border 
crossing with China is at Lao Cai in northwest Vietnam, which lies on the railway line 
between Hanoi and Kunming in China's Yunnan Province. There's also a seldom 
used crossing at Moi Cai. 
It's possible to enter Laos from Lao Bao in north-central Vietnam; there's an 
international bus from Danang to Savannakhet (Laos). The other crossing is at Keo 
Nua Pass/Cau Treo, west of Vinh. The only crossing to Cambodia is via Moc Bai; an 
international bus links Phnom Penh with Ho Chi Minh City. 
  
Vietnam Geography 
Located in South East Asia, Vietnam starts to emerge as a major tourist attraction. 
Vietnam has two main cities, the political capital Hanoi and the economic capital Ho 
Chi Minh City (also known as Saigon). 
Square Miles: 125,138 square miles (325,359 sq. km) 
Borders: 2,386 miles (3,841km) total, bordering the countries of Cambodia (west), 
Laos (west) and China (north). 
Coastline: 2,153 miles (3,466km) excluding islands. The coastline lies on the South 
China Sea. 
Terrain: The north and south parts of Vietnam are characterized by low, flat deltas. 
Central Vietnam consists mostly of highlands. Hilly, mountainous terrain is prominent 
in the far north and northwest. The peninsula is S-shaped, and there are thousands 
of offshore islands and archipelagos. The largest islands are the Hoang Sa (Paracel) 
and Truong Sa (Spratly) archipelagos. 
 
Vietnam Custom & Habits 
The Custom of Chewing Betel and Areca Nuts: According to the legend, this custom 
was popularized during the Hung Vuong Era, and closely follows the famous fairy 
tale of the "Story of the Betel and Areca Nut". A quid of betel consists of four 
materials: an area leaf (sweet taste), betel bark (hot taste), a chay root (bitter taste), 
and hydrated lime (pungent taste). The custom of chewing betel nut is unique to 
Vietnam. Old health books claim that "chewing betel and areca nut makes the mouth 
fragrant, decreases bad tempers, and makes digesting food easy". A quid of betel 
makes people become closer and more openhearted. At any wedding ceremony, 
there must be a dish of betel and areca nut, which people can share as they enjoy 
the special occasion.  
During festivals or Tet Holidays, betel and areca nut is used for inviting visitors and 
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making acquaintances. Sharing a quid of betel with an old friend is like expressing 
gratitude for the relationship. A quid of betel and areca nut makes people feel warm 
on cold winters days, and during funerals it relieves sadness. Betel and areca nuts 
are also used in offerings. When Vietnamese people worship their ancestors, betel 
and areca nut must be present at the altar. Nowadays, the custom of chewing betel 
remains popular in some Vietnamese villages and among the old. Tea - An 
Indispensable Drink for the Vietnamese: As you walk along the streets, somewhere 
near a lamp post, under the shade of a tree, or next to a door, there is a low table 
with glass pots containing different kinds of candies, roasted ground nuts, and sugar-
coated cakes. Usually next to these treats, there is a humble tea cozy with a tray of 
cups. Around the table are several small wooden stools.  
 
This is traditionally a complete description of a make-shift tea shop, which is a very 
popular part of Vietnamese street life. The first sentence a customer will utter to the 
shop owner will invariably be, "One cup of tea, please". The owner skillfully lifts the 
cap of the tea cozy, takes out the tea pot, and then pours the hot tea into a small 
cup. The owner then hands the cup of steaming tea to the customer. This drink is 
considered indispensable to every inhabitant of the city. Tea is drunk every day from 
the early morning until late at night. People drink tea at their homes, at their work 
places, and even in tea shops on their way to and from work. Whenever the 
Vietnamese feel thirsty, they are likely to look for this drink. It is drunk in both the 
summer and the winter months. In the winter, a sip of hot tea makes you feel warm 
inside and better able to cope with the cold temperatures outside. Unlike 
northerners, whose preference is for a cup of hot steamy tea, people in the south like 
to drink their tea cold, tending to add ice cubes. If you pay a little more attention to 
the surroundings of the average tea table in northern Vietnam, you will probably 
notice a very old-looking bamboo pipe leaning against the edge of a table or kept 
inside a wooden box. The pipe is called Điếu cầy (tobacco water pipe), and it is said 
to be one of the typical traits of the lifestyle in northern Vietnam. To make a Điếu 
cầy, a piece of bamboo pipe up to 0.5 meters in length with an opening at one end is 
required. A smaller wooden pipe is fixed at the other end and it is here that the 
tobacco is placed. A smoker begins by rolling a small amount of tobacco into his 
hand before placing it into the small wooden pipe. He then lifts the open end of the 
bamboo pipe to his mouth and lights the tobacco with a burning bamboo stick while 
smoking. During smoking, one can hear a merry noise inside the bamboo pipe. This 
is caused by the water contained inside the pipe that is used to filter the smoke. 
When the tobacco is completely burned out, the smoker leans his head backwards 
and slowly exhales the smoke from his mouth in order to appreciate the complete 
satisfaction and enjoyment that the smoke has to offer. 
  
Vietnam Traditional Instruments 
Gongs are musical instruments made of alloy bronze, sometimes with gold, silver, or 
black bronze added to their composition. In the Kinh language, the word Cong 
identifies convex gongs and the word Chieng refers to the flat ones. Gongs vary in 
size from 20 to 120 cm in diameter. Gongs may be played one at a time or in groups 
of 2 to 20 units. The Muong, as well as other ethnic groups in the Truong Son-Tay 
Nguyen regions, use gongs not only to beat the rhythm but also to play polyphonic 
music. Ensembles of gongs usually include several sets that vary in number and 
function during the performance. Gongs can be struck with wooden sticks, mallets, 
or even bare hands. There are techniques that can be used to shut off sounds and to 



produce melodies. In some ethnic groups, gongs are only intended for men to play. 
However, the sac Bua gongs of the Muong are played by women. In other ethnic 
groups, both men and women may play. In general, taboos regarding Cong-Chieng 
customs differ from ethnicity to ethnicity. Gongs hold great significance and value for 
many ethnic groups in Tay Nguyen. The gongs play an important role in the lives of 
the inhabitants of Tay Nguyen; from birth until death, the gongs are present at all the 
important events, joyful as well as unfortunate, in their lives. Almost every family has 
at least one set of gongs. In general, gongs are considered to be sacred instruments. 
They are mainly used in offerings, rituals, funerals, wedding ceremonies, New Year 
festivities, agricultural rites, victory celebrations, etc. In the Truong Son-Tay Nguyen 
region, playing the gongs electrifies the people participating in dances and other 
forms of entertainment. Gongs have been an integral part of the spiritual life of many 
ethnic groups in Vietnam. 
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