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Finalist (Travel Category), 2019 San Diego Book AwardsFormer Ebook Tops #1 New Release
in Vietnam Travel Guides5-Star Rating from Ebook Tops Hall-of-Fame Top Reviewer Have you
ever wondered what Vietnam is like some forty years after the war has ended? Then come
along with the author as he returns to visit his ancestral homeland for the first time after a
decades-long absence.Retrace his steps with him around his former hometown of Saigon in
the south, and then follow him along on an itinerary of discovery to other unique destinations
throughout the country: Hoi-An, the best-preserved medieval seaport in Southeast Asia; Hue,
the ancient capital of imperial Vietnam, on the central coast; Halong Bay, a world-renowned
natural wonder; and Hanoi, the country's thousand-year-old capital, in the north.Filled with
historical and cultural tidbits and personal reminiscences, and illustrated with over forty
photographs, Rain Falling on Tamarind Trees offers the reader an insightful and fascinating
glimpse of this tropical land.



Praise forRain Falling on Tamarind Trees“Whether you have been to Vietnam in the past or are
thinking of going in the future, you’ll wish you had C.L. Hoàng as your traveling companion. His
delicate, keenly crafted prose, his sharp eye for detail, his tender humanity and humility, make
this travelogue a must-read for anyone interested in Vietnam, travel, or ancestry. He gives us
tantalizing clues about his departure from Vietnam in the 1970s, his childhood, his parents’
younger years, and the emotions that rise to the surface during his trip back to what was once
his home. The next best thing to traveling to Vietnam with C.L. Hoàng is reading his wonder-
filled book, and seeing the country through his eyes.”—Judith Fein, award-winning author of
Life Is A Trip: The Transformative Magic of Travel and The Spoon From Minkowitz: A
Bittersweet Roots Journey to Ancestral Lands“Aimed at first-time travelers to Vi�Çt Nam, C. L.
Hoàng’s Rain Falling on Tamarind Trees is a fascinating and highly readable account of one
man’s return to his ancestral homeland. Hoàng’s narrative keeps the reader fully engaged as
he describes the highlights of a 10-day visit to this intriguing country, with its must-see
destinations and warm, friendly people. Packed with essential cultural background and
illustrated with over 40 color photographs, Rain Falling on Tamarind Trees is the perfect
introduction for prospective visitors.”—Tim Doling, Author and Vi�Çt Nam Culture and Tourism
Consultant“The travelogue, Rain Falling on Tamarind Trees, is a wonderful, informative, and
heartwarming read! C. L. Hoàng achieves a perfect blend of narrating the sights, describing the
tour experience, and relating family reminiscences while sharing moving personal impressions
after such a long absence from his homeland. Whether or not you’re Vietnamese, you’ll find
great appeal and inspiration in this illustrated love letter to Vi�Çt-Nam.”—Lynette M. Smith, Author,
How to Write Heartfelt Letters to Treasure: For Special Occasions and Occasions Made
Special“As a world traveler, I’ve had the pleasure to visit Vietnam in the past. However, reading
about C.L. Hoàng’s recent visit there offers a unique perspective of Vietnam as can only be
discovered through the eyes of someone returning to his homeland after many years. If you are
interested in Vietnam, have visited Vietnam, or are thinking of Vietnam, I highly recommend
putting Rain Falling on Tamarind Trees on your reading list.”—Gary Arndt, purveyor of the travel
website2013 & 2015 Travel Photographer of the Year, North American Travel Journalists
Association2014 Travel Photographer of the Year, Society of American Travel WritersRain
Fallingon Tamarind TreesA Travelogue of VietnamC. L. HoangRain Falling on Tamarind Treesby
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to central Vi�Çt-NamPrefaceBy nature I am a slow planner, especially when it comes to long trips
away from home. So imagine my surprise when in 2016 I was presented with an opportunity to
join a group tour to Southeast Asia, with the main focus on Vi�Çt-Nam, and I heard myself
spontaneously blurt out, “Sign me up!”From what I gathered, it was going to be one heck of a
trip. Seventeen days in total, beginning and ending with a 20-hour flight over an 8,000-mile
stretch of ocean, across 15 time zones and the International Date Line and a wide scale of
climate changes. Most significant to me, it would mark my first time to travel back to the
ancestral homeland I hadn’t seen in over four decades.On several occasions over the years, I
had entertained the thought of such a venture but had invariably faltered when confronted with
the logistics. After all, Vi�Çt-Nam, having just opened its door in the last 25 years, is still a
relatively new tourist destination in the midst of modernizing its infrastructures. But even more
daunting than the challenge of mapping out a detailed itinerary, complete with hotel and
transport accommodations, was a pervasive sense of uncertainty: Has the country healed from
decades of brutal warfare, enough to welcome visitors with open arms? What is it like
nowadays inside one of the last remaining communist regimes in the world? Would I find
myself a lost stranger in the land of my childhood, thus confirming the perennial adage that
one can never go home again?But then when I learned that the tour in question was organized
by an international travel company of good repute and that it would be headed by an
experienced Vietnamese guide who would handle all the planning minutiae, I realized on the
spot I had no more excuses. It was now or never: Time to discover the answers to my
questions.In the weeks that followed, I applied for the required entry visa through a service
agency specializing in those matters, obtained the recommended inoculations, and began
packing plenty of light clothing, sunscreen lotion, and rain protection gear. Then on a Friday
night in late October 2016, in a fog of nervous excitement, I boarded a Boeing Triple Seven in
LAX bound for Southeast Asia—my first trip home since I had left as a teenager.This
travelogue retraces the major segment of the tour—the final ten days—which took us through
the length of Vi�Çt-Nam, from Sài-Gòn in the south to Hà-N�Ùi in the north, stopping along the way
in the central coastal cities of H�Ùi-An and Hu�¿ and at H�¡-Long Bay on the Gulf of Tonkin. I have
tried not only to recapture the highlights of this whirlwind journey—with their historical
background and mythical lore—but also to explore a few special sites that I wish we could have
squeezed into our packed schedule. At times the travelogue may read like a journal because it
is sprinkled throughout with all kinds of resurrected memories—from my own childhood, in a
time and place long since gone.The book contains many pictures, 43 at last count. Most were
taken by me on this trip—so please kindly overlook any imperfections—and the rest is
generously contributed by family and friends who have visited there before. Color printing
technology being where it is today, I have been forced to limit the total number of pictures and
pages to reduce the setup and printing fees. This is so the book can be reasonably priced for a
wide audience, even though my personal inclination is to share every relevant and worthwhile
photograph I have.On another note, I hope the reader will tolerate my decision to include many
historic names in Vietnamese, along with their English translations, of course. As it was in our
age-old tradition, names were never merely names; they carried great meaning and were often
used to promulgate noble aspirations. Over the millennia, many of these ancient names also
took on an extra aura as they became associated with momentous events that still resonate
with the Vietnamese people to this day. By incorporating them into the travelogue in their
original spellings, I strive to convey an intangible aspect of our heritage, one that extends
beyond pictures and descriptive words.To people who have read my book Once upon a
Mulberry Field (Willow Stream Publishing, 2014), this travelogue offers a glimpse of the story’s



setting as it appears half a century later. For others, I hope it kindles your passion for travel and
discovery and also provides you with a different view of this once ravaged land—and perhaps
the inspiration to visit there some day. I now leave you with these enticing words from the
French writer Marcel Proust: “The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new
landscapes, but in having new eyes.”This journey across the Pacific Ocean accomplished both
for me.C. L. HoàngSan Diego, October 2017Chapter OneRain, Sweet RainFriday, November
4As the Airbus A321 shudders to a full stop, I close my eyes momentarily, take a deep breath,
and exhale through my mouth.We have just landed at Tân-S��âÔæ•êW@ International Airport in Sài-
Gòn, Vi�Çt-Nam.After a few minutes’ delay, the line of standing passengers begins to move. I
clamber out of my seat, reach for my carry-on in the overhead bin, and follow the crowd off the
plane. A shuttle bus takes us to the arrival terminal, where we file through the glass door and
along the cordoned walkways to the immigration counters. Despite the sizable throng of foreign
visitors, the paper processing goes smoothly. The unsmiling immigration officer checks my
name and picture on the passport, looks up, and grumbles a few questions in Vietnamese. He
makes a detailed note of my answers, then without a word hands me back my papers and
waves me through.In a daze, I wander out to the sprawling baggage claim area.I’m back. Back
on the soil where I grew up, for the first time in 40-plus years.The mere notion makes my head
spin. I feel an urge to jump and scream, but instead my feet just drag to a halt as my weary
eyes dart around, trying in vain to latch onto something familiar. Only now does it strike me
how huge and modern this place actually is. It’s nothing like the cramped and noisy airport
where my family came to see me off all those years ago. As memories flash back in bits and
pieces, I hurry to collect my luggage and rejoin the rest of my tour group. Tr�w is our Vietnamese
guide, a young-looking man born after the war, of slight build and friendly demeanor, with a
clear accent. He encourages us with a smile, brandishes his long stick with the tour sign in lieu
of a flag, and leads us out to the curbside where a full-sized coach is waiting.It’s dark by now,
and the evening air feels humid but pleasantly balmy. It’s such a welcome relief after the
scorching heat and extreme mugginess in Bangkok, Thailand, and Siem Reap, Cambodia,
where we had spent the first five days of the tour. As the big bus lumbers out onto the street
that will take us into the center of Sài-Gòn, four miles away, I peer through the glass window at
the surroundings. During the war, apart from the civilian airport, Tân-S��âÔæ•êW@ also housed a
USAF base, the second largest in South Vi�Çt-Nam after Biên-Hòa, as well as MACV
Headquarters (the U.S. Military Assistance Command in the country) and the 3rd Field
Hospital. There’s no evidence any of those survived from that time. Instead, the street is now
lined with imposing business and office buildings and lit up with neon signs and giant
billboards. To the overcrowded ethnic quarters in Bangkok and the struggling countryside of
Cambodia, the memories of which are still vivid in our minds, this flourishing face put on by Sài-
Gòn offers an unexpected contrast that is almost breathtaking.“Welcome to H�Ó-Ch�w-Minh City or
Sài-Gòn, the largest city in Vi�Çt-Nam, with a population of twelve million. . . . Yeah . . . the name
Sài-Gòn is perfectly acceptable and still widely used.”Half-listening to Tr�w’s voice over the bus
speaker, my nose pressed up against the window, I gaze at the urban landscape scrolling by.
Less than half an hour into the ride, we approach the city center and the road narrows even as
the buildings on both sides grow taller and fancier. Our big coach gets snarled up in billowing,
honking motor-scooter traffic that swarms and surges around it like giant schools of fish. At
least that hasn’t changed since the war years; if anything, it may have become worse. Through
the glare of city lights, I strain my eyes to search for some familiar landmarks but find none.Tr�w’s
voice snaps me out of my thoughts. “As far as exchange rates go, the higher your bills’
denominations and the fresher and newer they look, the more favorable rates you’re going to



get. . . .Yeah . . . I can’t explain to you why that is. It’s just the way people here prefer their
foreign currency. So whenever my wife gets upset at me for something and doesn’t talk to me, I
just go take out all my dollar bills and spend hours ironing them to make them look like
new.”Amid the laughter, our tour bus turns onto a small street and slowly rolls halfway up the
sidewalk to stop in front of a brightly lit hotel. It’s a steel-and-glass high rise, the middle one of
three such structures squeezed in side by side on that short block, all of them hotels. Led by
our tireless guide, we stumble out of the bus and straggle up the wide steps into the sparkling
lobby where we check in. As anxious as I have been to set out exploring immediately, by the
time my luggage is delivered to my room I am dead on my feet. And with its getting late
already, I opt for a warm shower and the soft and cozy hotel bed.The next morning, after a
refreshing night’s sleep, I go down to breakfast in the ground floor restaurant off the lobby.
Breakfast is served hot, buffet style, with a variety of both western and traditional Vietnamese
selections. It is sheer delight for me to be able to enjoy ph�ß, a tasty beef noodle soup, and bánh
cu�Ñn, steamed rice rolls, at such early hours in the morning, just like we used to do at home
when I was a kid, eons ago. Besides making my stomach happy, the hotel has also impressed
me with its well-appointed room and courteous service, proving that its four-star rating, as
promised by the tour company, is no hype. But it isn’t until I examine the downtown map over a
cup of fragrant coffee that I come to appreciate the hotel’s finest asset: its location.Situated a
mere few blocks off the very heart of downtown, our hotel looks like a leisurely 15- to 20-minute
walk to where all the action and historic landmarks are. Since we have the morning free, I rush
back to my room to grab my camera and an umbrella and then head out. The monsoon season
is supposed to have wound down by this time of year, but a late front has blown in rainclouds
that cover the sky and keep the temperature pleasant in spite of the stickiness.Down the hotel
steps, with map in hand, I take a moment to get my bearings. This area, which is close to a
large hospital and the French Cultural Institute, used to have a mix of old houses and charming
villas with gardens and wrought-iron gates. All those have now vanished, supplanted by
gleaming high rises and new constructions that appear crammed into their lots. It reinforces my
decision that I will not venture back to our former neighborhood, having been told by relatives
who had visited there that it had completely changed and was now unrecognizable.Some of
the streets still retain their old names, and I feel more confident following those to the city
center. With every step carrying me closer, a sense of quaint familiarity starts to take hold and
my heartbeat quickens. The walks on the smaller side streets are still as narrow and uneven as
I recall, buckled by mature trees that tower above them. My gaze flies up to the lacy foliage
reminiscent of the jacaranda or the royal poinciana trees, only denser, and a warm feeling fills
my heart at the sight of these tamarind trees, a beloved presence on the streets of Sài-Gòn
since even before my time. Stepping around a motor-scooter parking lot that takes up most of
the sidewalk, I turn the corner. And suddenly there it is, stretching ahead of me for many blocks
down to the Sài-Gòn River—the most famous street in former French Indochina: Ð�Óng-Kh�ßi, or T�ñ-
Do Street before 1975, also known as Rue Catinat under the French.The street opens wide,
and luxuriant trees along its spacious sidewalks form an inviting promenade lined with
boutiques and restaurants. The buildings look new and attractive, with an architecture that
evokes old-world charm in keeping with the French Colonial structures still dotting this district.
Halfway down the block, something pops into my field of vision from across the street, stopping
me in my tracks. With a quick inhale, I recognize the grande dame of Sài-Gòn’s hôtellerie, the
Hotel Continental.The Hotel Continental (aka “the Continental Shelf” during the
war).Established in 1880, the four-story Continental was the first hotel built in Vi�Çt-Nam by the
French. For more than a hundred years since, it has hosted many notable guests and was



mentioned in novels by W. Somerset Maugham and Graham Greene—a long-term guest in
room 214—and featured in the movies The Quiet American (first version, 1958) and Indochine.
During the war, its open terrace-café on the ground floor served as a popular gathering place
to foreign journalists, who nicknamed it “the (Continental) Shelf.” Newsweek and Time
magazines each had their wartime bureaus right above it, on the second floor. On a personal
side note, the Shelf also provided the setting to an important scene in my book, Once upon a
Mulberry Field.The hotel had obviously gone through extensive refurbishment. While it has
retained the essence of its original architecture and style, I am disappointed to find the historic
Shelf now sedately enclosed behind windows, stripped of its open arches and
awnings.Meanwhile, Lam-S��à Square, which stands adjacent to the Continental, is still kept free
of traffic as in the old days to allow tourists to stroll up to the Opera House in the square center.
“Built in 1898 in a flamboyant style of the [French] Third Republic” (W. Somerset Maugham),
this distinctive-looking building boasts a half-dome façade decorated with stone-carved statues
and ornaments. At one time, it was home to the National Assembly of South Vi�Çt-Nam. On the
other side of the Opera House, directly facing the Continental, is the original Caravelle Hotel.
When it opened its doors in 1959, this 10-story art-deco hotel was the tallest building in the
city. It soon became a central headquarters for diplomats and journalists, housing the
embassies of Australia and New Zealand, as well as the Sài-Gòn bureaus of the New York
Times, the Washington Post, ABC, and CBS. Its balconied rooftop bar gained fame as an
unofficial “press club,” frequented by such newsmen as Neil Sheehan, Peter Arnett, and Walter
Cronkite.My eyes are drawn to the 24-story tower adjoined to the original structure. A 1998
addition aimed at ensuring the hotel’s prominent standing in the fast-growing metropolis, it now
comprises the bulk of the updated property. Behind it, all the way down to the river, soars the
new cityscape of ever taller high rises.Opera House and Caravelle Hotel, viewed from “the
Continental Shelf.”Past Lam-S��à Square, I head down the older section of T�ñ-Do Street. Here the
road narrows and traffic begins to bog down. Tamarind trees still shade the sidewalks, which
once again are buckled and cluttered, but outdated relics from the 1950s and ‘60s still hold
their grounds against encroaching steel-and-glass giants. But for how much longer? I wonder
as I stop across from Brodard, a café-restaurant that was somewhat of an institution in old Sài-
Gòn. For Mulberry Field readers, this is the place where Roger Connors took his Vietnamese
lady friend, Liên, or Lee Anne, on their first date. The big red sign overhanging the entrance to
the now-closed building still proudly proclaims, “Brodard Bakery since 1948.”Continuing my
walk, I amble past the historic Grand Hotel (former Saigon Palace, ca. 1930), whose façade
with its picturesque cupola is overshadowed by a recent addition, a 20-story luxury wing. A
block down from the Grand, overlooking the wharf and the river, sits the regal Majestic Hotel in
the classic French Riviera style, a major landmark of Sài-Gòn since 1925. Graham Greene’s
protagonist in The Quiet American, Tom Fowler, had put the hotel’s rooftop bar on the literary
map when he lamented, withered from the day’s heat, “You couldn’t believe it would ever be
seven o’clock and cocktail time on the roof of the Majestic, with a wind from Saigon River.”
Fowler, however, would have winced at the torrential traffic now churning on the streets below,
at the corners where old T�ñ-Do terminates into a thoroughfare that stretches along the river. I
stare longingly across the busy avenue at the B�¡ch-Ð�±ng Wharf. Our parents used to take us kids
there in the evenings so we could catch a breeze and run and play. But another look at the sea
of motorcycles sweeping by—sometimes with an entire family of four riding on the same bike,
the little children clinging to their parents—and I know I don’t dare cross. So I mosey past the
arched façade of the Majestic, round the next corner onto Nguy�Ån-Hu�Ç Street, which runs parallel
to T�ñ-Do, and head back the other way.Flower market on Nguy�Ån-Hu�Ç Street before T�¿t.The view



opens up before me, the preexisting median island having been broadened into a spectacular
pedestrian way. Every year around T�¿t—our traditional Vietnamese New Year—a beautiful
flower market would assemble on the island, signaling us kids we were soon to receive red
envelopes of lì-xì (lucky money) from the adults. Now, with this expanded walkway, I have
heard the market has become a true annual extravaganza, eagerly awaited by locals and
tourists alike. On either side of the street, shimmering towers rise in clashing contrast to the
humble and much rundown buildings from the war days, a testament to the continual change
undergone by the city. A singular symbol of the new time is the 68-story Bitexco Financial
Tower. Boasting a non-rooftop helipad that juts out from its 52nd floor, it is currently the tallest
edifice in Sài-Gòn, and its slim profile can be seen from any vantage point around
downtown.Reflection of the 68-story Bitexco Financial Tower.It starts to sprinkle, so I rush
down the pedestrian way toward another historic landmark in the city center: the Rex Hotel.
During the war, American generals used to stay at this five-story refurbished trade center,
earning it the nickname “the Generals’ Hotel.” It also housed the Joint U.S. Public Affairs Office,
or JUSPAO, which conducted daily briefings on the war, dubbed the “Five O’Clock Follies” by
skeptical reporters. With a clear view of the river, the Officers’ Club on the rooftop—now an al-
fresco restaurant-bar sought out by history buffs—was a well-known hangout for military
officials and their journalist guests. These days, the Rex, like most other luxury hotels in the
country, is state-owned and operated.
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Thomas J. Ryan, “A well-told story that jogs the memory bank. Rain Falling on Tamarind Trees
brought back memories of my assignments to Vietnam in the 1960's and 1970's. In 1957-58,
after attending a year-long program studying the language and culture of Vietnam at the Army
Language School (now known as the Defense Language Institute), I served in the Department
of Defense as a Southeast Asia specialist. In 1965, 1969, and 1972, I served in Vietnam at a
variety of locations, including Saigon, as far south as Can Tho, and as far north as Phu Bai.
Overall, my association with Vietnam lasted the better part of 20 years, from 1957 until after
the fall of Saigon. "Rain Falling" brought back many memories of that time period, including a
mix of joyful and traumatic experiences. I express my appreciation to C.L. Hoang for the
personal and picturesque rendition of a return to his homeland, and look forward to his next
book, if and when he chooses to expand on the subject of Vietnam, and how his life was
affected by the events of the past 50 years.”

R E Nelson, “Valuable Resource for Travel To Vietnam. Rain Falling on Tamarind Trees is an
account by the author of returning to his native Vietnam some forty years after leaving. He
provides an amazing amount of information in a short amount of space, interweaving the
physical descriptions of being there with historical and personal background that give an
unusually emotional depth to the narrative. There is a good balance between the detail and
the overall view of his trip, as well as a large number of quality photographs illustrating the
places he visited. Having served in Vietnam in the early 1970’s, and returning many times,
often for extended periods, beginning in 1991, I was surprised about how much I learned about
places I’ve been to and thought I knew well, and how much I want to visit many other places
(particularly in the northern part of the country) that I have not yet experienced. This is a
valuable resource for anyone going to Vietnam for the first time, as well as for those returning.”

Kate Gomes, “A worthwhile, detailed look-back, and a thorough understanding of Vietnam
today.. First if all, this reviewer was on the trip described in Rain Falling on Tamarind Trees. It
was moving to know that this was a fellow traveller's first return in 40 years! Reading this book
gave me insights into his viewpoint - very unique, and different from most us on the trip! The
rich history provided in this book enhanced my memories. For anyone considering a trip to
Vietnam, go! It is not only beautiful, but the culture and people are welcoming, industrious and
the experience is a multi-sensory eye-opener.Read this book, either before you go, after you
return, or both! I think reading this book and Once Upon a Mulberry Field give both a story
worth reading, and a deeper understanding of where the Vietnamese people have been, and
where they are now. Yes, I'm biased! C L Hoang is a gentle, kind spirit with a lot to say. Highly
recommend!”

Stephen N. Zelinger, “A Stunning Travelogue - a Country Worth Visiting. C.L. Hoang's
travelogue offers stunning photographs and a reminder that this once war-torn land may now
need to be on your travel bucket list. The author provides detailed information about his travels,
along with wistful memories of his childhood as he returns to Viet Nam - the place of his
birth.The photos (mostly taken by the author) shows beautiful landscapes, breathtaking vistas,
historical sites and colorful gardens. While the urban areas have long been rebuilt to
impressive scale, the countryside is filled with farmers and fisherman, going about their age-
old tasks and chores - a reminder that some things do not change. This is a heartfelt book -
rich with memories and information about a country that has suffered and persevered. Above
all - as a travel book - it shows us a beautiful country, with beautiful people.”



Kathryn Jordan, “A stunningly beautiful travelogue of a peaceful Vietnam.. RAIN FALLING ON
TAMARIND TREES is a wonderful sequel to C.L. Hoang's previous book, ONCE UPON A
MULBERRY FIELD. In MULBERRY FIELD we experienced a beautiful love story set in war-
torn Vietnam, and now in RAIN FALLING ON TAMARIND TREES C.L. Hoang gives us the
entire setting of a peaceful and beautiful Vietnam as he returns to his beloved home land after
some forty plus years. We experience his excitement on return, both the familiar and the new.
His descriptions put us there, along with the swarms of motor scooter traffic and the voice of
his tireless tour guide. The new book is full of color photos of landmark hotels such as the
Continental built in 1880 by the French, and the Opera House and Caravelle Hotel. We see the
Flower Market, the Rex Hotel (aka Generals' hotel in the war). And of course the Old City Hall
and Saigon's Notre Dame Basilica. The architecture is magnificent. RAIN FALLING ON
TAMARIND TREES makes the reader want to book a flight. The Japanese Bridge at sunset,
paper lanterns rising in the night sky. The Imperial City, huge rock formations rising out of Ha-
Long Bay like submerged dragons. We even travel 400 miles north to Ha Noi. You do not want
to miss RAIN FALLING ON TAMARIND TREES!”

The book by C. L. Hoang has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 29 people have provided feedback.
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