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Hoi An, Vietnam  –  The last time I had clothing tailor-made for me was during a port call to Hong Kong in 1969 while serving on my first submarine, USS GURNARD (SSN-662).  We had been at sea for two months, almost all of it submerged while on patrol off the northeast coast of the Soviet Union.   I mention this background because when we arrived in Hong Kong I had plenty of money, I was single, and I had absolutely no one to answer to for spending whatever money I had accumulated.

Of course, the very first establishments we visited in Hong Kong were not the world-famous tailors who had shops near the waterfront, but rather the bars where, as we tended to say, “the drinks were cold, and the women hot.”   Those immediate adventures, which lasted perhaps two days, took care of at least half of the money with which I had arrived.  However, by day three, occasional sober, more responsible thoughts surfaced.  I began to think of my shopping needs.  First I purchased the almost mandatory high fidelity stereo system, several pieces of woodwork (e.g. a Lazy Susan, for which I had absolutely no need), and a few other Japanese electronic gadgets.  [Remember, this is the late 1960’s when most electronics were still being made in Japan].   

But eventually I found myself at one of the tailors which catered to Navy personnel.  They could measure you one day and have whatever clothes you purchased ready for you to take away on your ship the next afternoon.  The prices were right, and the tailoring was excellent.  However, when I ultimately returned to CONUS (continental United States) from our overseas deployment, I realized that, although the suits I had purchased were very nice, I really did not need them.  It had been just one of my many impulse purchases while in Hong Kong.

The lessons learned from this tailoring experience were still firmly in my mind when we arrived here in this beautiful city of Hoi An, on the banks of the Thu Bòn River in central Vietnam.  Hoi An is indeed one of the more colorful and attractive cities in Vietnam.  Following the liberalization of the economy by the Communist government in 1986, Hoi An  rapidly regained its historic role and a trading center and became one of the favorite destinations for tourists looking to shop.  The Old Town area is full of shops and historic sites, such as the famous Japanese covered bridge, along with Buddhist temples and other historic buildings.   Traders from all nations have come here for centuries, and many of the homes here have been maintained to reflect those cultural influences.  There are also many cooking schools catering to visitors who wish to learn the art of Vietnamese cooking first hand.  
But one of the greatest tourist attractions are the tailor shops which are scattered throughout the city.  I had resolved not “to pull a Hong Kong” by purchasing unneeded, but very nice, tailor-made clothing at any of these shops.  For the first day in town, I successfully resisted, even though several members of our tour group were raving about how wonderful the tailor experience had been for them and all the great clothing which  they had ordered.  Unfortunately my resolve melted on Day 2 when I allowed myself to enter perhaps the premier tailoring establishment in Hoi An, the Yali Couture store.  I had come to fulfill a promise to one of the ladies in our group that I would look at the dress which she was having made.  BAD IDEA!   As I sat there in the front room, I observed a bee hive of activity as sales ladies and male tailors who work there scurried about bringing out dresses, suits, jackets, pants, shirts – CLOTHES of all types – for customers to try on for size.  All of these sales ladies spoke excellent English. The clothes were indeed beautiful on the ladies and handsome on the men.  My resolve was melting.
Soon I found myself wandering around the displays looking at sports jackets.  One unusual design caught my eye, and soon one of the sales ladies came to “help.”  Within 15 minutes I had decided on a jacket style, had picked out the material from several bolts of material, was being measured, and had handed over my credit card.  I was told to return the next afternoon for a fitting. Although our tour group would be leaving town in two days, I was assured that my jacket would be perfect and would be on time.
When I returned to our hotel, a touch of buyer’s remorse began to creep up my spine.  I chose not to tell my wife that I had indulged.  Later that evening, after we had enjoyed a Vietnamese dinner at a very small local restaurant, we were walking along a street not in the downtown area, but in a less commercial part of town when we spotted a small tailor shop.  I recommended (out of guilt) that we go inside in the event that my wife might see something she liked.   The shop was not the huge enterprise like Yali, but was run by one Vietnamese lady who spoke little English.  But she smiled a lot.  We liked her and her goods.  Soon, to my total surprise, my wife decided to order two dresses to be made – together the price was 750,000 dong – less than $35!!!! The lady assured us that they would be ready by three the following afternoon.
When we returned, both dresses were not only ready, but fit perfectly.  The lady had made excellent measurements and had been an exceptional seamstress.  We felt a bit guilty that this woman had probably worked most of the night on these dresses, but she seemed so happy to have had customers that our guilt quickly faded.

When I returned to Yali, it took four fittings for my jacket to be made perfect.  Our group was leaving Hoi An in the morning, so the Yali folks, who had a stable of tailors working upstairs of the sales area, promised to deliver my jacket to the hotel prior to our departure.  Sure enough, it arrived and was perfect.  Both my wife and I were happy with our purchases.   I assure you, if we do return to Vietnam, Hoi An will be at the top of our list of cities to visit – with our VISA card in hand.
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E-R

