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Hue, Vietnam – I was not sure how to react during a visit to this beautiful city on the banks of the Perfume River.  My ambivalence was based on the fact that many Americans, including some of my Naval Academy classmates, had been killed in this area during one of the most bitter episodes of the Vietnamese War.  The battle, which took place during the Tet Offensive, Jan 30 to Mar 3 in 1968 involved hand-to-hand combat pitting South Vietnamese forces along with U.S. Marines and Army battalions against the North Vietnamese army and the Viet Cong.  The fighting, which was often house to house, was brutal throughout the city, but especially here in the ancient Imperial Palace area.  Although the Americans suffered heavy losses, the Vietnamese suffered far more.  The actual numbers of casualties are uncertain, but over 200 U.S. forces lost their lives with far over 2000 wounded.  The South Vietnamese losses were greater, including large number of citizens who were executed by the Communist forces.  North Vietnamese and Viet Cong casualties were estimated to exceed 3000.  Not only were combatants wounded and killed, but countless civilians lost their lives, their homes, and their livelihoods.  War is indeed hell.
Today Hue is peaceful and prosperous.   Tourism is an economic driver, and, ironically, Americans are among the most frequent visitors.  I encountered no rancor, just friendly smiles.  Everyone I met here seemed genuinely happy to see us.  Obviously, they were also happy to see our dollars, but it certainly seemed to me that the warmth we felt was genuine.  I have no idea that I could be so forgiving if citizens of a country which had just 40 years earlier caused so much death and destruction came to visit my hometown.  
One of Hue's attractions is dragon boats.  There are several types, and I was on two of them.  The first was a large barge decorated with two huge wooden decorative dragons emerging from the front of the boat which had a catamaran hull.  These boats are approximately 75 feet long and carry up to 30 passengers on the Perfume River.  Most of these are in waiting near the exit of the Palace are to take tourists on a 30 minute ride back to the downtown area on the other side of the river.  Drinks are served, and local merchandise aimed at tourists is for sale.  
The two dragons on our boat were quite impressive.  They were identical with blue and white striped necks supporting colorful heads sporting two rows of vicious-looking teeth.  The heads, complete with wild eyes and flaming nostrils, had six curved horns of differing colors on each side.  The sides of the neck featured yellow and white scales.  I have not seen a real dragon, but this version will probably appear in my future nightmares.
Our second dragon boat was much smaller.  It was operated by a family to take small groups of 2 to 8 on an individualized tour of the river.  The family lives aboard the boat.  On the day we joined them, the grandfather was the captain and also babysitter for his two-year old granddaughter.  Her mother worked the waterfront as a shill attempting to entice tourists to hire their boat.   As on the larger dragon boat, there were drinks and souvenirs for sale.   We had selected this boat based on the mother's sales pitch which featured an unbeatable price of $5 for all three of us.  We cruised for an hour heading down the Perfume to see sights in an area entirely different from that seen on the larger dragon boat.  The small granddaughter waved to us as we left, and I gave them a generous tip.  It seemed like the least we could do.
I thought you might like to know.
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