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Hanoi, Vietnam – I did not know what to expect as we landed in Hanoi on our flight from Bangkok.  The idea of flying into Hanoi was a difficult concept for me to grasp due to American experiences during the Vietnamese War.  Hundreds of U.S. airplanes were shot down over Hanoi just 40 years ago, and yet I am flying into this airspace?
The airport is modern, much in appearance as in any U.S. city.  Once past immigration and customs, you begin to notice differences.  There are not many passengers here, and of the six luggage belts, only one is in use.  My initial good vibes began to wane because the wait to receive our bags was nearly an hour, although we were the only plane being unloaded. 
Prior to our trip I had used the internet to pre-arrange transportation with a Vietnamese company to take us from the airport to our hotel near the old town section of Hanoi.  Not having had previous dealings with any Vietnamese, much less one located in what used to be Communist North Vietnam, I was not certain that anyone would be waiting for us.  However, I was pleasantly surprised as soon as we emerged with our bags to see that a young man was holding a sign with our name on it.  His car was a relatively new Toyota sedan with A/C and all the usual American niceties.  
I noticed as we drove from the airport to the city that the speed limit of 80 km/hr (48 mph) was being scrupulously followed by everyone, including our driver.  Our car even had an alarm which sounded if the driver exceeded 80 km/hr.  I later learned that the expressways are patrolled by radar and that many of the police operating it are corrupt.   If you are stopped for speeding, for example, you may have to pay for some "morning coffee" for the policeman.  
Traffic in Hanoi is best described as planned chaos.   There are few traffic lights, and the general rule at intersections is anything goes.  I was told that there are 5 million motor scooters in Hanoi.  It certainly appears that at least half are in a moving maze with bicycle rickshaws, cars, buses and trucks. To cross a street you have to look for a brief opening in the steady stream of vehicles and hold up your hand while slowly working your way across the street.  The vehicles are generally not moving fast and will weave their way around you.  Basically, you have to indulge in an act of faith.  During four days in Hanoi, I never had a near-miss.  In fact, you quickly become accustomed to this Pedestrian Roulette. 
Downtown Hanoi is now well beyond a socialist "worker's paradise."   Everyone is a capitalist, even though the government is run by the communist party which promotes socialism on billboards and signs everywhere, but acts more like Wall Street.  In fact, there is no shortage of high-end stores selling luxury items (Cartier, Michael Kors, Rolex, Louis Vuitton) in a downtown plaza.  If you are looking for an ATM, no problem - there are several in each block throughout downtown.  The older parts of Hanoi have narrow streets filled with shops and vendors.  Many streets in the old market area have locations where women set up a temporary phó diner right on the sidewalk with small stools for customers to sit on.  They use a portable stove to boil water into which they add noodles, greens and thin slices of chicken or beef to ladle into bowls for those waiting in line.  Meanwhile, vendors in small shops selling everything from shirts to metal racks to dry goods to vegetables to souvenirs for tourists to tours throughout Vietnam are crowded into every available space.  Motor scooter repair shops are interspersed with clothing stores.  There are no welfare payments here in Vietnam; you either work or starve. 
By far, the most prevalent form of transportation is the motor scooter.  Men and women are equally represented on these bikes.  Helmets are not mandatory, and about half seem to use them.  Some women even have designer helmets.  I saw one woman with a "Hello Kitty" helmet.  Parking these scooters is an art form.  You simply find a spot on the sidewalk and leave it there, often in rows three-deep.  As a consequence, pedestrians often are forced to walk on the sides of the busy streets.
I came away from Hanoi loving the city and its vibrancy.  Everyone was friendly to me.  It is inexpensive in terms of most daily items.  I had 3 kilograms of laundry done (at a kiosk selling tours, drinks and several other things) for less than 3 dollars.  A meal can be purchased for under $6.  Buying anything involves the bargaining process.  But once you finish arguing about the price, you and the seller become best friends.
Hanoi also has many beautiful parks and green spaces.  Large, ancient banyan trees with new roots hanging down reaching for the ground are breathtaking.  Vietnam is indeed a nation in transition, and the northern part in particular is rapidly evolving from a third world nation into an economic powerhouse.  I hope to return soon.
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