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EAT

ONCE OCCUPIED BY 
CHINA AND FRANCE, 
HANOI HAS A RICH 
CULTURAL HISTORY. 
WITH ITS VIBRANT 
QUARTERS, COLONIAL 
ARCHITECTURE AND 
BUSTLING STREET 
STALLS, VIETNAM’S 
CAPITAL CITY IS 
BECOMING KNOWN  
FOR THE EFFORTLESS  
WAY IN WHICH IT  
MARRIES THE OLD  
AND THE NEW.

WORDS  LINDY ALEXANDER

ISTORIC

LY CLUB
In a beautiful 19th-century colonial villa in the heart of the city 
is Ly Club, a fine-dining restaurant serving contemporary 
pan-Asian and European cuisine. The three-storey 
building guides the progression of an evening, 
starting on the ground floor with cocktails, before 
moving to the grand dining room, and finishing 
on the third floor to watch entrancing cultural 
performances, such as musicians playing the 
brass-stringed, zither-like tam thap luc.

MADAME HIEN
The French influence is pervasive in Hanoi, and 
Madame Hien, a stately sunglow-yellow restaurant, is 
one of the best places to sample French-Vietnamese fusion 

dishes. Renowned French chef Didier Corlou named the 
restaurant after his wife’s grandmother, and brings together  

his classical culinary training with traditional, punchy 
Vietnamese flavours. Must-try dishes include the 

caramelised clay pot prawns and duck three ways.

GIANG CAFÉ
There’s Vietnamese coffee, and then there’s 
Hanoi’s ca phe trung (egg coffee). Part beverage, 
part dessert, the delicious concoction consists 

of mousse-like froth made from beaten egg yolks, 
butter and condensed milk poured over hot filter 

coffee. Head to Giang Café in the Old Quarter where 
Nguyen Tri Hoa, whose father invented the legendary 

drink, helps crack the 200 to 300 eggs needed each day. 

STAY

DOPULL SOME STRINGS
Water puppetry is a unique Vietnamese tradition that 
originated in flooded rice paddies centuries ago. At Thang 
Long Water Puppet Theatre, skilled puppeteers manipulate 
hand-carved wooden animals, farmers and boats to act out 
myths and traditional fables in a deep pool of water. 
Accompanied by local musicians and singers, the show is  
a favourite with tourists and locals alike.

SEE ‘UNCLE HO’
Arrive early at the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum in Ba Dinh Square 
to pay tribute to the revolutionary who led Vietnam to 
independence. Join the line that silently snakes slowly past Ho 
Chi Minh’s pale, embalmed body in a glass casket deep within 
the grand marble building. The square is also home to an 
extensive museum as well as Ho Chi Minh’s purposefully 
modest house.

SCHOLARLY STOP
A stunning example of traditional Vietnamese architecture is 
the Temple of Literature, which is dedicated to Confucius and 
pays tribute to Vietnam’s finest scholars. Founded in 1070 by 
Emperor Ly Thanh Tong, the complex is made up of five 
different courtyards featuring lush, manicured gardens, 
glittering ponds, carefully clipped bonsai and towering ancient 
trees. As the site of Vietnam’s first national university, it’s still  
a place of immense importance, particularly for students who 
come for blessings before exams.

MELIA HOTEL
In the heart of Hanoi’s business, government and diplomatic 
district is Melia, one of the city’s most luxurious hotels. Many 
of the 306 rooms offer views over the historic Hoan Kiem Lake 
and the Old Quarter, and those who want to arrive in style can 
do so via the heliport on the hotel’s roof.

EDEN HOTEL
Centrally located and featuring beautiful European and Asian 
architecture, Eden Hotel is a favourite among business 
travellers for its warm, welcoming staff and lightning-fast 
internet. With its large balcony overlooking the city, the Eden 
Apartment on the ninth floor is an ideal way to soak up the 
city’s atmosphere.

French architect 
Alexandre-Gustave Eiffel, 
known for his designs of 
the Eiffel Tower and the 
Statue of Liberty, also 

designed Hanoi’s Long 
Bien Bridge.

Melia Hotel.
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1. A flower seller. 2. The Old Quarter. 3. Level 
Suite at Melia Hotel. 4. Fresh produce at a 
market stall. 5. Melia Hotel’s main entrance.  
6. Hanoi cyclist. 7. Cava Lounge at Melia Hotel.
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wrong ordering fresh, hot pork spring rolls from the street 
stallholders in the Old Quarter. Also order a Bia Ha Noi (Hanoi 
Beer) to accompany your food.

Daytrip recommendation?
Ha Long Bay is really beautiful, with its limestone, forested 
islands rising out of the water. A new highway means Halong 
Bay is only about 1.5 hours from Hanoi.

Must-do?
The Old Quarter. It’s the perfect way to get a true sense of 
Vietnamese people, history and culture.

‘DAVID’ NGUYEN MANH CUONG,
TOUR GUIDE, VIETRANTOURS

Where do you go on your days off?
I head to the beach. Do Son is popular with locals 

because it has a long stretch of sand and beautiful 
mountains surrounding it.

Secret spot?
In between the buildings in the Old Quarter are narrow 
alleyways – squeeze down them and you’ll see tiny schools, 
shops and restaurants.

Best places for foodies?
There are no bad places to eat in Hanoi! For pork noodle soup 
I always go to a woman who has a stall between the 
Metropole hotel and the lake. You’ll see people eating on 
plastic chairs without tables. It’s the best noodle soup in town. 
For great pho bo (beef pho) go to 49 Bat Dan Street – the 
shop has been there since the 1960s.

Daytrip recommendation?
Duong Lam, a beautiful hamlet 50 kilometres from Hanoi. 
There are hundreds of ancient houses, temples and pagodas 
and you can wander the fishbone brick roads and experience 
traditional Vietnamese life.

Must-do?
The Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum is the most important place to 
go to appreciate and understand Ho Chi Minh’s role in the 
Vietnamese revolution.

Don’t miss the lively Old Quarter, where every square inch of 
space is utilised, so it’s not unusual to see tiny butcher shops 
transforming into hairdressers by night. The 30-plus streets 
are named after the goods that were traditionally traded 
there, such as silk, paper and medicine.
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DANG NGOC HOA,
EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT,  
VIETNAM AIRLINES

Where do you go on your days off?
I like to go to West Lake (Ho Tay) and Hoan Kiem to 

relax and have a barbecue with my family. The lakes are 
peaceful, especially in the morning.

Secret spot?
A bar on the 20th floor of the Pan Pacific Hanoi called The 
Summit. You get an incredible view over Hanoi, its lakes and 
the Red River.

Best places for foodies?
The bun cha is great at Bun Cha Huong Lien – that’s where 
Barack Obama ate with Anthony Bourdain. And you can’t go 

MARKETS
Dong Xuan Market is a busy multilevel market in the French Old 
Quarter and a great place to pick up leather goods, electronics, 
jewellery, fabric and clothing. You can also wander the narrow 
passages of the food market and try excellent bun cha (pork and 
noodles) or banh tom ho tay (crunchy fried shrimp cakes). If 
you’re an early bird (we’re talking 4am), make your way to Hanoi’s 
flower market next to Nghi Tam Street, where pyramids of 
fresh-cut roses, long-stemmed sunflowers, orchids and lilies 
stretch as far as the eye can see.

CLOTHES
If you’re after quality clothing, particularly from renowned local 
designers, then the fashion boutiques on Kim Ma Street are for 
you. Many of the shops along this stretch of road use local silk 
and fabric in their designs. There are also numerous cutting-edge 
shops specifically dedicated to men’s clothes and accessories 
along Quan Thanh Street. From minimalist, chic suits to casual 
jeans and active wear, this strip has everything you need within  
a few hundred metres.
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