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Hanoi, Vietnam  – Love him, or hate him, but Ho Chi Minh is, by far, the defining personality in Vietnam.  His photograph is everywhere here in the north of the country, his original power base. He was the indefatigable leader who successfully willed his countrymen to defeat the French and Americans in order to unify his nation.  Ho was a dogmatic Communist, heavily influenced by Marxist/Leninist ideology.  And he was ruthless, cruel, and brutal in pursuit of his goals.  Still he was beloved by millions who were willing to endure unimaginable personal sacrifice and nearly certain death to follow his lead.
Unlike many current Communist leaders, Ho was willing to “walk the walk” in terms of his personal life.  Even while being the absolute leader, he continued to live very modestly in simple surroundings here.  He preached absolute socialism and demanded the same from those around him.  His final home and office before his death on September 2, 1969 are preserved in a large public park here in Hanoi.  Millions visit it each year.  Although  there is no shortage of tourists (such as myself) who walk through the government complex surrounding his home, there are also at least equal numbers of Vietnamese who come daily to show respect to whom many regard as the father of their nation.  It is out of respect that he is referred to as "Uncle Ho," although for many former South Vietnamese whom he defeated, it remains a term of derision.
Before visiting the grounds surrounding his home and office (which requires an entrance fee), visitors first queue up to enter the Mausoleum which contains Ho’s preserved body.  This is free, and is heavily guarded by Honor Guard soldiers who are armed and smile-less (much like the U.S. Soldiers who guard the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Arlington National Cemetery in Arlington, Virginia).  Unlike Arlington, entrance here is tightly regulated and regimented.  You are directed to approach and enter the mausoleum in lines of two - whoa be the person who steps out of line, or allows himself to be in a single file!  Once inside the fortress enclosing the mausoleum you continue to move in side-by-side pairs around the body of Ho.  He lies there fully preserved looking peacefully up to the ceiling above.   I found this to be a touch creepy.   Apparently when Ho died his body was flown immediately to the Soviet Union where Soviet scientists preserved the corpse so that it could lie in state somewhat permanently.  We were told that the body is periodically removed for three months each year for "refurbishment" so that Ho can continue to lie in perpetuity.  The four guards who are stationed on each corner of the resting place are replaced every 30 minutes in a formal ceremony (again, not unlike the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier).
I am certain that Ho Chi Minh would not be a happy uncle if he saw the current version of socialism in Vietnam today.  The Communist Party leaders, their families and friends no longer live like monks, but are conspicuous consumers living high on the hog.  Within a few miles of Ho's resting place there are scores of high end luxury shopping opportunities, frequented I was told, by relatives and friends of the current Communist Party leaders and government officials.  There is also no shortage of Mercedes and other luxury cars throughout the large cities of Vietnam. Crony socialism/capitalism is alive and well.  The ubiquitous flags and banners of the communist hammer and sickle are now far more of a testimony to the past than a harbinger of the future.  Unfortunately, Ho does not have the option to turn over in his grave - he has to lie there and take it.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

