Note to the color-impaired: try reading the latter half.
12. C azy DalLat

Three 100 km days later, and  amnow nDalat. Was t worth t? Actually, yes. DaLat
(Day= 18, 19) = my favor te place <o far nV et Nam. t'sno ubsttute for a Gonor HaNo;
t s decdedly atour <t re-ort; maybe 95% of tsvstors areV etnamese. But t ju-t reek
charm as well a= camp. Frt, there's hardly a p ece of flat ground nthe town and, second,
don't thnk that any two <treet= meet at ar ght angle. The=e two factors meke for a redly

del gitful place. You're always lo<t but never that lo<t -- the town < just not that large. The
tour <t <pots are around the per meter -- =uburb does not seemthe appropr ate term to u-e --

o that the b cycle comes nmost handy. Dalat <V et Nam < art <t communty, hppy hangout
and honeymoon retreat. Plenty of restaurants and accommodat on for tour <t of all economc
persuas ons. But t < through and through V et Nam. W th all the fore gn tour <ts -- hundred
rght now and t < off-seacon -- you'd thnk - wouldn't be helloed at. But am. K ds who must

ee thousands of Caucas ans ayear <tll gve measmle and ak ndly hello when passby. t
adelgt.

Asfor Dalat s tour <t spots, they are the <trange=t n'V et Nam, probably the = ngle mo<t
nten-e dutter of ab=urdty on earth. Frt < the Flower Gardens whch would more

appropr ately be named Chachka Botancals or N ck-nacks for Sale Gardens. Granted, there

are plant= and even a few flowers here, but the=e erve only a- backdrop for nck-nack =ell ng

k ocks. Wth alot of effort, one can fnd orchds, a specal <t of DaLat (whchblls teelf as Cty

of Flower<), but the be<t place to fnd orchds here < none of the orchd books wh ch are for
ale.

A second mut-see tour <t 5pot, a phenomenon created n part by Lonely Planet publ cat ons,
theLamTy N Pagoda. Ths <thefefdom of Monk V en Thuc, who < foremost an art
entrepreneur. Da Lat =w thout a doubt the most commerc al, unrepentantly cap tal <t place n
the Soca <t Republ ¢ of V et Nam, and Monk Thuc < reputed to be one of Da Lat < lead ng
money mongers. He has tens of thousands of or gnal artwork for sale nh < pagoda, whch
looks more I ke an art <howroom or warehouse than a place of worshp. What he lacks n
gual ty, he makes up n quantty. W th 50 kmv/hr brush<trokes, he may ju-t be the world®

factect art <t, aterm use most loo=ely. The pagoda, a front for h s art market, < abunch of
rooms crammed w th canvas=es of land=cape- and portrats, call graphc scrolls n French,
Eng =h or Chnese and mtat ons of the masters. Monk Thuc seeme part cularly part al to Van
Gogh, probably for French tour <t= who fnd hmthrougn the Gude Routard. Backpackers are
enthralled wth Monk Thuc and hs neprat onal art, as told to be by Lonely Planet V etham,
and buy whatever can be <tuffed nto a backpack. A< prcesare not marked, wonder f t
kosher to barganwththemonk. never fnd out a5 gve purchase a pa--.

Another of DaLat = qurky tour <t <pots < a funct onng hotel, the Hang Nga Gue-thou-e, whch
funk at t=funk est. Ths place charges US $ .25 adm <= on to anyone who wants to wander



around ts grounds or have alook at aroom. The place looks I ke the archtect dropped one
tab of acd too many. Concrete graffes, metal ¢ sp der webs, all wound nto aggant ¢ tree
house. The de=gner has aPh.D. narchtecture from Moscow where <he <pent 14 years. Th
v sual z0o hould be the hotel of cho ce for anyone w th chldren who don't <uffer halluc nat on
or ngtmares nduced by werd surround ng-.

Another Sov et-related tour <t attract on < thel ttle tran that goes to the mddle of nowhere. 't
actually carr es tour stswllng to spend U= $5 (th= s alot; my hotel nDaLat wtha hot water

hower < only $4) about a dozen km to the vllage of Tra Mat, where there = a splend d
temple nthe md:t of restorat on. The tran was bult nthe former Sov et Unon, but the control
panel, wih ch has probably been replaced, u-e= Engl <h language wordng.  f there are only a
handful of passengers, aswhen traveled, oner des nthe engne, and the coache: are left at the

tat on. tprovde:s apleacant, f <hort, r de onthe narrowet gaugeralway “ve ever seen. The
re<t of thel ne, whch used to go to the coat, was de-troyed by war.

A fnal tour <t attract on < the summer palace of Bao Da, V et Nam < lact emperor, who

abd cated and fled to Par < a half-century ago. The palace < preerved a= f Bao Da <tll lve
here, and t < one of the few remanng former real e-tate hold ngs of the erstwhle monarch that
has not been converted nto guest houses for foregnvstors. nsumDalat = campwth

V etname-e character stcs. Oh, amoct forgot: the garbage trucks whle they load curbs de
rubb <h play D <ney = theme, ~ t's a Small, Small World.” DalLat <aplacethat = notto be

d =bel eved.

As tcomesto leavngDalat, faceadlemma. The untrustworthy gudebook n-tructs me to
go back theway came, .e, fromthe southwe-t, for 25 kms, then take a connect ng road to
pck up QL 20 to get to the coat, whch s east. But the map book (same publ her as the
gudebook) <hows that QL 20 cont nues eact from Da Lat, wh ch means that backtrack ng
not nece=cary.  ak the recept on-t at the hotel. She shows me the mep for Da Lat that
pr nted by the Da Lat Tour <t Company, the <tate-controlled author ty on Da Lat towr sm. The
map al=o drects me to backirack.  have an extended d scu=s on wth the recept on<t -- the
whole <teff jons n-- who s convinced that - muct not, under any cond t on, take QL 20 eact.
tnot paved?, ak. t cspaved. nfact, saw apeceof QL 20 at the termnus of the tour <t
tran; tlooked ngood nck. Then, wiy not take t? She gves me many rea-on:: the road
pas=es through an =olated p ne fore<t, wth few people, no servces or vehcles. Busses, truck
and everyone el=e u-e= the other route, whch < better because QL 20 eat has too many
wndngdownhlls. What f getlo<t or <stranded, she worr e=. There are no roads ntersect ng
QL 20 eat; t would be hard even for me to get lo<t. The fact that th < route aves me 25 kms,
and ms=svehcular polluton, and  get to see and =mell a p ne fore=t doe= not metter to her.
L ke =0 much b cycl ng adv ce gvento me by non cycl <ts,  gnore th < well- ntent oned, but
totally gnorant coun-el.

(Day 20) QL 20 eat out of Da Lat proves to be one of the most enjoyable road= “ve ever
cycled. De-ptethem=<t and ntermttent dr zde, whch engr t me and the b ke, de-p te another



flat that conv nces me here and now to change to anew tre (' carry two foldable Kevlar
pare-), desp te my general abhorrence to downhlls for safety rea-ons, de-p te QL 20°
becomng QL 27, aroute that doe=n't appear on any of my meps, de-p te my con-equently not
beng surewhere am head ng for abt, de=p te the replacement magnet (whch up to now ha
been 94% accurate for t fals to compute at hgh <peed-) whch falls apart nthe ran, and
de-pte another part of the Cateye fly ng off -- wich fortunately  recover -- today < a plea-ant
111 km gl de nto Pram Rangonthe coatt.  do noneday as de=cent the 1.5 km ascent whc
took me three day= -- one should def ntely not bke the reverce.  reach page 500 n M Prout.

Next: Good evening, Viet Nam
12. Crazy DalLat

Three 100 km days later, and | am now in DalLa. Wasit worth it? Actudly, yes. DalLa
(Days 18, 19) ismy favorite place so far in Viet Nam. It's no subgtitute for Sai Gon or Ha Noi;
it isdecidedly atourist resort; maybe 95% of itsvistors are Viethamese. Bt it just reeks
charm aswell as camp. First, there's hardly apiece of flat ground in the town and, second, |
don't think that any two Streets meet at aright angle. These two factors make for aredly
ddightful place. You're dwayslost but never thet lost -- thetown isjust not that large. The
tourist spots are around the perimeter -- suburb does not seem the appropriate term to use --
S0 that the bicycle comesin most handy. Daléa isViet Nam's artist community, hippy hangout
and honeymoon retreat. Plenty of restaurants and accommodation for tourists of al economic
persuasions. But it isthrough and through Viet Nam. With dl the foreign tourists -- hundreds
right now and it is off-season -- you'd think | wouldn't be helloed a. But | am. Kidswho must
see thousands of Caucasans ayear ill give me asmile and akindly helo when | passhy. It's
addight.

Asfor DalLat stourist spots, they are the strangest in Viet Nam, probably the single most
intense clutter of absurdity on earth. Firgt isthe Flower Gardens which would more
appropriately be named Chachka Botanicals or Nick-nacks for Sale Gardens. Granted, there
are plants and even afew flowers here, but these serve only as backdrop for nick-nack sdling
kiosks. With alot of effort, one can find orchids, a specidist of Da Lat (which billsitsdf as City
of Flowers), but the best place to find orchids hereisin one of the orchid books which are for
se.

A second must-see tourist spot, a phenomenon cregted in part by Lonely Planet publications, is
theLam Ty Ni Pagoda. Thisisthe fiefdom of Monk Vien Thuc, who is foremost an art
entrepreneur. Da Lat iswithout adoubt the most commercid, unrepentantly capitdist placein
the Socidist Republic of Viet Nam, and Monk Thuc is reputed to be one of DaLat'sleading
money mongers. He has tens of thousands of origina artwork for salein his pagoda, which
looks more like an art showroom or warehouse than a place of worship. What he lacksin
quality, he makes up in quantity. With 50 krvhr brushstrokes, he may just be the world's
fastest artist, aterm | use most loosely. The pagoda, afront for his art market, is abunch of



rooms crammed with canvasses of landscapes and portraits, caligraphic scrollsin French,
English or Chinese and imitations of the masters. Monk Thuc seems particularly partia to Van
Gogh, probably for French tourists who find him through the Guide Routard. Backpackers are
enthraled with Monk Thuc and hisingpirationa art, astold to be by Lonely Planet Vietnam,
and buy whatever can be suffed into a backpack. As prices are not marked, | wonder if itis
kosher to bargain with the monk. | never find out as | give purchase a pass.

Another of Da Lat's quirky tourigt spots is afunctioning hotel, the Hang Nga Guesthouse, which
isfunk at itsfunkiest. This place charges US $ .25 admission to anyone who wants to wander
around its grounds or have alook at aroom. The place looks like the architect dropped one
tab of acid too many. Concrete giraffes, metdic spider webs, dl wound into a gigantic tree
house. The designer hasa Ph.D. in architecture from Moscow where she spent 14 years. This
visua zoo should be the hotd of choice for anyone with children who don't suffer hdlucinations
or nightmares induced by weird surroundings.

Another Soviet-related tourigt attraction isthelittle train that goes to the middle of nowhere. It
actudly caries tourists willing to spend US $5 (thisisalot; my hotd in Da Lat with a hot water
shower isonly $4) about a dozen kmsto the village of Trai Mat, where there is a splendid
temple in the midst of restoration. The train was built in the former Soviet Union, but the control
pand, which has probably been replaced, uses English language wording. If thereare only a
handful of passengers, aswhen | traveled, one rides in the engine, and the coaches are | eft at the
gation. It provides a pleasant, if short, ride on the narrowest gauge railway | ve ever seen. The
rest of the line, which used to go to the coast, was destroyed by war.

A find tourig attraction isthe summer paace of Bao Dal, Viet Nam's last emperor, who
abdicated and fled to Paris a haf-century ago. The paaceis preserved asif Bao Da 4ill lives
here, and it is one of the few remaining former red estate holdings of the erstwhile monarch that
has not been converted into guest houses for foreign vidtors. Insum Da Lt is camp with
Vietnamese characterigtics. Oh, | dmogt forgot: the garbage trucks while they load curbside
rubbish play Disney stheme, "It saSmadl, Smdl World.” Dalat isaplacethat isnot to be
dishdieved.

Asit comesto leaving DalLat, | face adilemma The untrustworthy guidebook ingtructs meto
go back theway | came, i.e., from the southwest, for 25 kms, then take a connecting road to
pick up QL 20 to get to the coast, which iseast. But the map book (same publisher asthe
guidebook) shows that QL 20 continues east from Da Lat, which means that backtracking is
not necessary. | ask the receptionist a the hotel. She shows methe map for Da Lat thet is
printed by the Da Lat Tourist Company, the state-controlled authority on Da Lat tourism. The
map aso directs meto backtrack. | have an extended discussion with the receptionist -- the
whole staff joinsin -- who is convinced that | must not, under any condition, take QL 20 esst.
Isit not paved?, | ak. Itispaved. Infact, | saw apiece of QL 20 at the terminus of the tourist
train; it looked in good nick. Then, why not takeit? She gives me many reasons. the road
passes through an isolated pine forest, with few people, no services or vehicles. Busses, trucks



and everyone dse uses the other route, which is better because QL 20 east has too many
winding downhills. What if | get lost or stranded, she worries. There are no roads intersecting
QL 20 east; it would be hard even for me to get lost. The fact that this route saves me 25 kms,
and | miss vehicular pollution, and | get to see and smdll a pine forest does not matter to her.
Like so much hicycling advice given to me by non cydigs, | ignore this wel-intentioned, but
totaly ignorant counsd.

(Day 20) QL 20 east out of DaLat provesto be one of the most enjoyable roads | ve ever
cycled. Despite the migt and intermittent drizzle, which engrit me and the bike, despite another
flat that convinces me here and now to changeto anew tire (I carry two foldable Kevlar
spares), despite my genera abhorrence to downhills for safety reasons, despite QL 20's
becoming QL 27, aroute that doesn't gppear on any of my maps, despite my consequently not
being sure where | am heading for a bit, despite the replacement magnet (which up to now has
been 94% accurate for it failsto compute at high speeds) which fals gpart in therain, and
despite another part of the Cateye flying off -- which fortunately | recover -- today is a pleasant
111 km glide into Pham Rang on the coast. | do in one day as descent the 1.5 km ascent which
took me three days -- one should definitely not bike the reverse. | reach page 500 in M Proust.

Next: Good evening, Viet Nam



