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hanoi With spectacular landscapes and genuinely warm people, 
Ha Giang is emerging as one of Vietnam’s best-kept secrets
WORDS: NGA HOANG  
PHOTOGRAPHY: CATE GUNN

stepping into 
unknown territory The bus departed from Hanoi 

at 7.30am. Six hours later, 
we arrived in Ha Giang City. 

After tumbling off the bus, I realised 
that I’d left my walking boot under 
the seat. I had to phone up — yes —
20 different bus companies before 
I could locate the one that had 
brought me here. Luckily, it hadn’t 
gone too far out of town so I took a 
motorbike taxi and was soon reunited 
with the missing boot. 

Back where the bus had dropped 
me off, I called a local chap named 
Nam and promptly rented some 
motorbikes. Motorbikes ready, my 
travel mates and I hit the road. With 

the wind biting at our legs, we drove 
past Quan Ba Heaven Gate — the 
gateway to Dong Van Plateau. 

Stretching out before us was 
a vast emerald-green carpet of 
terraced paddy fields. Rivers 

zigzagged 
through narrow 
canyons. 
Shabby houses 
were dwarfed 
by rugged 
limestone 
mountains. 
Children played 

on the streets, up the mountains, 
across the fields. 

The FURTHER from 
civilisation we went, the 

more FASCINATING
everything became
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The further from civilisation 
we went, the more fascinating 
everything became. While swerving 
through the hairpin bends, I’d be 
lying if I said I did not feel a sense 
of panic swelling up in me. But that 
soon disappeared upon marvelling 
at the piles of jagged rocks stacked 
on top of each other. The hill tribe 
depends heavily on these rocks, 
using them to make homes and 
fences. They fill every possible 
hole in the rocks with maize seeds. 
During harvest time, women’s sacks 
are filled to the brim with maize. 
Families trade it for rice and other 
necessities and use it to brew wine. 

When darkness descended, we 
decided to spend the night in a 
cheap hotel in Dong Van. We woke 
feeling invigorated after an early 
night’s sleep. We breakfasted on 
some biscuits left over from the 

previous bus ride and the hotel staff 
were kind enough to offer us some 
Shan tea — a Ha Giang delicacy. 
My travel mate glanced at me and 
murmured: “Biscuits and Shan tea 
are a match made in heaven.”

Fortified, we saddled up to Lung 
Cu where there was a giant tower 
standing proud with a flag flapping 
in the breeze — an emblem of 
Vietnamese sovereignty. From Lung 
Cu we continued to drive to Meo 
Vac. Every time we turned a corner, 
the landscape would change a little. 

Every time we 
TURNED a corner, 
the LANDSCAPE
would CHANGE 
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The scenery between Dong Van 
and Meo Vac was stunning. The 
sun bounced off the sugar loaf 
mountains and a double rainbow 
came into view.   

We continued to scurry past old 
men clad in black trousers and 
berets and Red Dzao and Hmong 
tribal women in fluffy dresses, 
huddled together in big groups in 
order to carry heavy loads. All we 
could see were their tiny feet poking 
out from the bottom of the huge 
green bushes on their backs. A little 
further down, we stood spellbound 
watching the women’s peacock-
styled skirts hanging on the stone-
clad walls. 

We chanced upon a group of 
women chattering amicably about 
the market that was supposed to 
kick off in Meo Vac the following 
morning. Change of plan: we 
decided to stay the night in Meo Vac 
to catch the market in the morning. 

When we woke up at 6am, the 
town was shrouded in a thick mist. 
Driving through the mist-cloaked 
mountains felt like hopping through 
the roof of the world. We zipped 
past men carrying chickens, herds 
of goats and mothers carrying their 
sleeping children on their backs 

The SUN bounced  
off the SUGAR LOAF 

MOUNTAINS
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take me there 

My Dinh Bus Station 
has buses departing 
from Hanoi at 4am 
and 6am. Bus fare: 
VND 120,000 (about 
S$7) per person. 
Duration: 6-7 hours

Huy Hoan 
Guesthouse, Group 
10, Nguyen Trai 
Ward, Ha Giang  
City, tel: +84 (219) 
3861 288.

Rent a motorbike: 
Mr Nam, Rocky 
Plateau, 183 Nguyen 
Trai St, Nguyen Trai 
Ward, Ha Giang City, 
tel: + 84 9 1779 7269, 
rockyplateau.com 

GETTING 
THERE

WHERE 
TO STAY

GETTING 
AROUND

Upon our arrival, the market was 
in full swing. It was heaving with 
fresh produce — pigs were strapped 
to the back of the dusty motorbikes; 
green cabbages spilled out onto the 
pavement and jars of honey were 
snapped up as quickly as they were 
offered. After selling their wares, 
a group of men would congregate 
around a corner and quaff artisan 
corn spirits while puffing on 
bamboo pipes.  

We stopped for 
a SWIM in the   

RIVER to 
CLEAN the dust off 

from driving

In no hurry to leave, we took 
pleasure in observing life as it 
went on. When the chaos started 
to quieten down, we set off for Ha 
Giang City. 

As the day progressed, we drove 
down a small track and along the 
way stopped for a swim in the 
river to dust off the exhaustion of 
countless hours of driving. 

With only a few kilometres left to 
drive, we stumbled across a resting 
point for local people. As we drove 
up to the edge of the hillside, we 
were greeted with an ice-cold beer 
and possibly the most beautiful 
view on earth: miles and miles of 
lush rolling hills in the glistening 
evening sunlight, our last chance to 
absorb the dream before taking the 
night bus back to Hanoi. 

In just a few days, we were able to 
experience the top of the mountains, 
a journey through the hills and 
into the valley, all giving us a rare 
opportunity to experience the lives 
of some remote tribes in Vietnam. 

It felt very much like jumping 
into the Lord of the Rings — and, of 
course, none of us wanted the movie 
to end. 

JETSTAR HAS GREAT LOW FARES  
TO HANOI VIA HO CHI MINH CITY. 
VISIT JETSTAR.COM TO BOOK


