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Why is travel so exciting? Partly because it triggers the thrill of
escape, from the constriction of the daily, the job, the boss, the
parents. “A great part of the pleasure of travel,” says Freud, “lies
in the fulfillment of . . . early wishes to escape the family and es-
pecially the father.” The escape is also from the traveler’s do-
mestic identity, and among strangers a new sense of selfhood
can be tried on, like a costume. The anthropologist Claude Lévi-
Strauss notes that a traveler takes a journey not just in space and
time (most travel being to places more ancient than the traveler’s
home) but “in the social hierarchy as well”; and he has noticed
repeatedly that arriving in a new place, he has suddenly become
rich (travelers to Mexico, China, or India will know the feeling).
The traveler’s escape, at least since the Industrial Age, has also
been from the ugliness and racket of Western cities, and from
factories, parking lots, boring turnpikes, and roadside squalor.

Paul Fussell (Ed.)
The Norton Book of Travel





ForewordForeword

Vietnam is a tourist’s paradise, and I believe that it is the best travel
destination in the world today. The country is a magical mix of natu-
ral, cultural, and historical delights that appeals to emerging new trav-
elers who seek more than the usual replication of their own culture in
a far-off land. Straddling the edge of Southeast Asia, Vietnam demar-
cates the edge of the Indochina peninsula as it abuts the Pacific Ocean
from the South China Sea to the Gulf of Tonkin. The country’s lengthy
coastline, which stretches from the Mekong Delta in the south to the
Red River Delta in the north, contains beautiful beaches and a range
of other coastal landforms. The lowland plains are covered in a rich
tapestry of green rice paddies, and inland the country rises to include
cooler plateaus and forested mountains. Three-quarters of the coun-
try are either hilly or mountainous, forming the borders with Laos
and Cambodia.

People—nearly 80 million of them, and growing—are every-
where. Today it is the thirteenth most populated country in the world,
yet, as with all travel, a beautiful land and wonderful climate mean lit-
tle for the tourist unless the host nation is friendly and willing to em-
brace visitors. The Vietnamese people excel at hospitality; visitors
are greeted by warm smiles, friendly hosts, and an interest in where
they come from and what they are doing in the country. Then there is
the food. Although established as a firm favorite across the globe, this
is the source and it is good! One of the main delights in visiting the
country is sampling its outstanding cuisine. Com (rice) and pho (noo-
dle soup) are the staple foods and these are complemented by chicken,
beef, pork, and seafood. Vegetables and fruits are widely available.
The Vietnamese bread, a legacy from the French, is wonderful.

Add to the land and the people the complex history and the unique
culture of the country, and Vietnam looms large on the horizon of
must-see nations. Thus it is extremely timely that Arthur Berger has
written this extraordinary book that combines a unique blend of
travelog and insightful commentary on a nation in transition. He
writes with the authority of a leading global scholar but manages to
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present stunning word pictures of Vietnam, conjuring images that
simply leap off the page. An accomplished wordsmith, Berger’s writ-
ing takes the reader straight to the core of the land and its people, giv-
ing it a sense of place in our hearts and minds. He delivers a wealth of
information while adding a smorgasbord of insights, providing the
reader with a multitude of vignettes of everyday life in this historic
land.

Berger’s book is unique in its ethnographic approach, through
which he tries to understand the deeper significance of the sights and
experiences. This can be likened to a major leap forward in travel
books as Berger deconstructs his perceptions and experiences of
Vietnam to give greater meaning to the country as a tourist destina-
tion. He does this through the four approaches of analyzing, imagin-
ing, interpreting, and reflecting on the country. For the reader trying
to understand Vietnam in a more meaningful manner than merely
glancing over the glossy brochures and slick guidebooks, Berger de-
livers a wonderful portrayal of the richness, intensity, and diversity of
life available to be observed by a tourist.

This work stands apart from nearly all other travel books that I
have read. The author presents a travel guide and travel book. Schol-
arly commentary on the country is woven throughout the pages, com-
bined with insightful views on Vietnam and its place in history and
the world. Arthur Berger manages to energize the traditional tourism
discourse, enhancing the written word by integrating his pretour,
tour, and posttour thoughts and experiences by his comparison of the
virtual and actual Vietnam.

This book is sensational. The reader will thoroughly enjoy it and
also will ruminate over it long afterward.

Ross K. Dowling, PhD
Foundation Professor of Tourism

Edith Cowan University
Australia
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PrefacePreface

Vietnam is a long, thin, vaguely “S”-shaped country that hugs the
eastern coast of the Indochina peninsula, clutching tightly to Laos
and Cambodia, as if it were afraid it might suddenly fall off into the
South China Sea. Only thirty miles wide at its narrowest point, with
major rice-producing areas in the north and south, it is a long, thin
country somewhat reminiscent of Chile, with Chile’s pencil-thin shape.

Vietnam has four major cities—Hanoi, with approximately 1.5
million inhabitants, Haiphong, with around 1 million, Da Nang with
350,000 in the central area, and the gigantic conurbation of Ho Chi
Minh City, in reality a province, with somewhere between 6 and
8 million inhabitants covering an enormous geographical area. The
rest of the cities are much smaller.

With nearly 80 million people, half of whom are under thirty, Viet-
nam is the thirteenth most populated country in the world and also has
one of the youngest populations. Curiously, except for the Vietnam
War, as people in the United States called it (the Vietnamese call it the
American War), and news stories about atrocities committed during
the war that appear in news headlines occasionally, one reads rela-
tively little about Vietnam in the American press. Generally, only
during times of natural disaster or a trade dispute do we hear about
Vietnam.

It is as if Americans, in a collective act of willful repression, have
forced the country out of their minds, perhaps because the television
images of it, and hence our memories, are so terrible.

So it is a great surprise, when you visit the country, to find that it is
full of gentle, friendly people. The Vietnamese generally like Ameri-
cans and, although our military was driven out many years ago, we
still have a considerable presence there in the form of dollar bills,
which are a parallel currency to the Vietnamese dong.

The Vietnamese are an incredibly hardworking people and al-
though they are poor by Western standards, they seem to be spirited
and happy. A richness and delicacy is found in their culture, a light-
ness and joyfulness that is quite wonderful. And their food is simply
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