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COLOUR AND CULTURE IN 
                                          VIETNAM’S IMPERIAL CITY

HOTRED  HUE



Words  SIMON N OSTHEIMER

Ponder the historic, mystical  
and epicurean charms of one of  
Vietnam’s most cultured cities. 

SHADES  OF HUE



N O MORE THAN a few kilometres 
from Hue’s sprawling Citadel, 
through narrow lanes, past  
a large market and across a 
gently curved bridge, is the 
small one-storey house of Mr 
Phan Thuan An and his wife. 
Accessed through an ornate 

gate, it’s painted yellow, a colour traditionally reserved for royalty, 
offering a clue to the status of the elderly couple that reside within.

Phan Thuan An is a slight man and wears an all-white tunic 
and loose pants. He has a calm presence and the unmistakable air 
of a scholar, probably because he’s one of Hue’s most learned 
historians. He’s married to Nguyen Thi Suong — a descendant of 
Emperor Dong Khanh who ruled over Vietnam in the late 19th 
century — and has a mission to preserve the city’s history. “The 
heritage found in Hue cannot be matched anywhere else in 
Vietnam,” says Phan. “This city is my home but the history it 
represents belongs to the entire country.”

China ruled Vietnam for about 1000 years and, along with 
culinary influences (think the noodles in the country’s famed 
pho), they introduced Chinese characters into the written 
language. Europeans followed on from the Chinese, the French 
ruling the colony of Indochina between 1887 and 1954, and, 
continuing the long history of foreign incursion, the Americans 
landed on China Beach, Da Nang, about 100 kilometres south  
of Hue, in 1965. The final victory of the Northern Vietnamese 
forces in 1975 and subsequent political pressures led former 
history teacher Phan to change careers and devote his life to 
preserving the heritage of his home town.

One part of that is conducting guided tours of his house 
(which can be booked by calling ahead) — fascinating for its 
architecture as much as Phan’s oral history. The home was  

built in accordance with the ancient 
Chinese philosophy of feng shui, facing 
onto a small courtyard and a rock garden. 
Inside, rooms lead off a central foyer 
dominated by a large shrine bracketed by 
tall glass-fronted cabinets packed full of 
curios. It is from a drawer in one of these 
that Phan retrieves a stack of weathered 
photos. He flicks through several of them,  
then holds one up. With a pause for 
breath, he says, “This was the day the 
Americans attacked the Imperial City. I 
watched it all happen from here.”

In the grainy image, a huge explosion 
looms over one of the main gates into  
the Citadel, as US forces gather in the 
foreground. The next photo shows a group 
of American marines huddled close to a 
radio on what looks like a bomb-destroyed 
hill. It’s hard to believe this is the same  
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GETTING THERE  VIRGIN AUSTRALIA  
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visitors can spend hours 
wandering the surrounds.

Tourists can also do 
daytrips to Phong Nha-Ke 
Bang National Park — where 
they can explore a huge cave 
system by boat — or the  
My Son Sanctuary (a smaller 
version of Cambodia’s famous 
Angkor Wat). My Son was the 
spiritual home of the Champa 
Kingdom for 1000 years.

With its rich history and 
well-preserved heritage, Hue 
doesn’t lack attractions and 

it’s only a matter of time before word gets 
out. The city’s cuisine alone warrants 
some extended attention. This is home  
of the banh khoai, or, as Vietnamese-
Australian chef Luke Nguyen helpfully 
translates — the ‘‘happy pancake’’ — a 
pan-fried rice-flour crepe usually stuffed 
with prawns, pork belly, bean sprouts and 
spring onions, served with cucumber  
and a hoisin dipping sauce. It’s a hugely 
popular and cheap street food, available 
from food carts all over the city.

On the flip side, La Résidence’s Le 
Parfum is one of the more luxurious 
eateries. Here, an inventive Vietnamese 
chef blends classical French dishes with 
local ingredients, such as banana blossom 
salad with smoked duck breast and foie 
gras ice-cream. Nearby, La Boulangerie 
Française is supporting underprivileged 
children by training them to be bakers. Its 
cute upstairs terrace is perfect for some 
quiet time, a croissant and coffee.

Another place where you can sit back 
and relax is Beach Bar Hue. From here, it 
can be easy to forget the city’s tumultuous 
history — back in the 1960s, this stretch of 
coast was a hugely tense area, lying about  
100 kilometres south of the demilitarised 
zone (DMZ) that divided North and  
South Vietnam. The ramshackle bar 
serves amazing fresh clams, cold local 
beer and is as good a place as any to look 
out on the pounding waves, gain a little 
perspective, and reflect on your visit to 
Vietnam’s most fascinating city.  
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area. Phan is now busily opening another cabinet that houses 
his collection of royal objets d’art. It seems that 40 years later,  
he, and the country, have moved on.

Times have changed at the grand La Résidence Hue Hôtel & 
Spa, too. Once the home of the French governor, it is now a 
boutique hotel. Phan Trong Minh is the hotel’s general manager 
and the first local to run the resort. He is uniquely placed to 
comment on the country’s evolving tourism industry. “Tourism  
is a double-edged sword,” he says. “We want people to come, but 
we must preserve what makes them come in the first place.”

While Hoi An, an old town nearly three hours to the south, is 
packed with tourists, Hue is yet to see such a wave of visitors, 
which seems remarkable given all it has to offer. The former 
Imperial capital of Vietnam, it’s home to the Citadel: a fortress 
complex surrounded by a 10-kilometre-long moat, and entered 
through one of 10 gates. At its centre lies the Imperial City, and at 
the heart of that is the Purple Forbidden City, an area that  
was reserved for the emperor, his concubines and servants. 
Unfortunately, many of the Citadel’s buildings were destroyed  
in 1968 during a battle between American and North Vietnamese 
forces, but some are being restored through government funding.

Scattered in the hillsides surrounding Hue are the imperial 
tombs, of which the grandest — a sprawling 18-hectare site 
protected by statues of soldiers, horses and elephants — belongs 
to Emperor Minh Mang. The emperor’s tomb is locked but 

DETAILS
Beach Bar Hue Phu 
Thuan Beach; www.
beachbarhue.com.
The Citadel and 
Forbidden Purple 
City Thua Thien- 
Hue Province.  
La Boulangerie 
Française 46 Nguyen 
Tri Phuong Rd; +84  
54 3837 437; www.la 
boulangeriefrancaise.
org. La Résidence 
Hue Hôtel & Spa  
and La Parfum 5 Le 
Loi St; +84 54 3837 
475; www.la-
residence-hue.com. 
My Son Sanctuary 
Duy Xuyen District, 
Quang Nam Province. 
Phan Thuan An 
residence 31  
Nguyen Chi Thanh  
St; +84 54 3525 411. 
Phong Nha-Ke Bang 
National Park www.
phongnhakebang.vn.
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