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VIETNAM

Year of the
BLUL
DRAGON

| ?M’ietnam is quietly enjoying a renaissance

 comprising a rich eulinary history.

_ pristine remote beaches, edifying river

ises, and even a five-star hotel on train

(racks, weaving Southeast Asia’s richest
- and most complex quilt of exploration.

Text by NICOLAS STECHER
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Every one of the Zannter Bat San H6's 73 free-

standeng villas boasts tts own private pool, spread
across a trio of locations tn the 245-acre sanctuary
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THEGOLD COAST

We awake at 6 a.m. sharp on our first morning at the Zannicr [Hotels
Bai San 1o, with the alert promise of what the day might bring,
Ieaping from the bed, we pee back the thick blackout curtains and
push open the w-foot glass door separating our crisp air-condi-
tioned room from the dense Vietnam air outside. The cardy morning
brilliance of it all startles —no less than seven shades of blue wash
across our waking eyes, from the infinity pool steps away, to the
South China Sea just beyond the beach, and on to the cloudless sky
above. Dazzling azures, turquoise, and deep pacific blue light mect
our gaze, filling the soul with that dusive cuphoria that beckons ex-
plorers across the far ends of the Earth.

These moments are what it’s all about. Why we slog through
daily chores, file annual taxes and endless online forms, suffer in bu-
reaucratic queues, surviving the stresses and general ennui of mod-
ern human existence. Without thinking, we strip off our pajamas
and cannonball into the pool. As we emenge from the cool water and
gulp the air, a single thought enters the brain, which, at the moment,
feeks like it's being rocked with fireworks: W elcome to Victnam.

“Waking up in the moming toa swim in that pool.” a fdlow scribe
mumbles to me a couple hours later as she chopsticks a dumpling at
breakfast, "is like a kiss to my soul.” Couldn’t have sad it better my-
self. As with all mornings at the Zannier Bai San 1o, we follow our
skinny-dip by kicking the day off at the mountaintop Nha O restau-
rant with a steaming bowl of pho— the famed bone-broth soup nor-
mally reserved for dinner in America. On the terrace overbooking
the resort’s vast property, we stir the sliced becf, heaping with fra-
grant lemongrass and freshly cut green onion, the potent red chilies
waking the body for the day’s activities. Some days that might be an
active expedition around the Phi Yén provinee, or enjoying water
sports like kayaking, snorkeling, or even dectric hydrofoiling across
the “Bay of Corals” On other days, nothing dlogs the personal itiner-
ary other than lost hours sunning on the golden sand, enjoying the
gently lapping waves of the Zannier's kilometerdong protected
beach, or soaking in your private infinity pool, reading Kurt Von-

Herttage Line's 230-foot Jahan prootdes luxury hotel
pampering as you cruise the anctent and often
primitive Mekong River
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negut with an icy glass of Campan Americano. Deeply inhaling the
plumeria and jasmine trees filling the space with the aromatics of
royalty, a soft breeze occasionally wafting in from the ocean, carry-
ing some of the heat off your skin.

From the villa hidden in the dense foliage, you will feel alone in
the workd; you cannot see a single other man-made structure, sur-
rounded by mikes of untouched nature, raw and wild and singing
with wilkdlife. Mcanwhike, all the fine luxurics usually only available
in five-star hotels of the best urban centers can be found just inskde
your temporary home. Think 65-inch OLED televisions, Yamaha
soundbars, fine locally sourced toiletries, and degantly designed
cotton kimonos. There’s a coveted juxtaposition when the fruits of
pristine naturce counterbalance the pristine fruits of humanity.

Itis a view as idyllic as any played anywhere on the planct, in once

22 WINTER 2025 MAXIM.COM

(Mmzmw,mmkmm
phdosophy gastronomy transforms a
stmple transfer tnto a meditative expertence

of the least developed areas of Vietnamese coastline. The only trick
of the Zannier Bai San 11015 getting here; however, in the challenge
also lics the rewand. For one of the seeret blessings of Vietnam is
that your method of transportation —when done correctly s not a
chore, but a pleasure unto itself.

TRAINS, TRANCES & CAVIAR

Almost as memorable as being at the Zannier Bai San 1o is how
we arrived: The Vietage, a two-car train entirely curated by the
luxury hotel brand Anantara. The first thing that strikes you about
the six-hour journcey from Da Nang to nearby Quy Nhon is the pro-
found relaxation - not emptiness, mind you, and certainly not si-
lence. For the entirety of the trip, a consistent soundtrack runs gen-
tly in the background, a meditative danking of steel whedds on
tracks offsct with the happy chatter of fellow passengers (Don't be
alarmed, there won'tbe many: with only six booths, your car will top
out with a dozen riders.)

“The peaceful cocoon of your own personal booth will ensure sol-
ace, pampering you in Indochine degance—rattan soreens, dark
wood pancling, soft lighting, and a steady stream of culinary treats
envedope your time onboard. Fvery passengrer even receives a mas-
sage in a private room, where the masseur’s genthe hands work out
whatever kinks the real wordd knotted in your body. From the mo-
ment you setthe into your throne, which can fully recline into a bed
should you desire a post-lunch/wine-botthe nap-—you will sense that
time itself has sfowed to match the train’s unhurmed pace.

The roughly 200-milke journcy unfolds through the panoramic
windows like a moving watercolor of central Vietnam, lolling one
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into a deep, sustained trance: past tiny villages, loncly cemeteries
filled with soundless bones, and small roads picreed by puttering
scooters; water buffako tilling the ficlds, tails swatting away flies;
fishermen in conical non 4 hats casting nets into sunlit lagoons;
flashes of coastline appearing and vanishing between swaying palm
trees; and of course countless rice paddies stretching toward dis-
tant jungie hills in mesmerizing Mondrian grids.

While these rolling landscapes define the Vietage expenience,
and the sugar-sand beaches of the remote Zannier oteds Bai San
116's coast dazzle with tropical promise, they do not fully represent
the country’s spinitual core. No, you'll soon find out that in Victnam
everything, in some way, at some point, returns to the river.

The Zannger Bat San Ho adroitly blends nature, culture and
refined luxury unltke any resort tn the remote central coast

ROLLING ON ARIVER
There are some 3,400 rivers in Vietnam, with 16 major basins all
spreading like capillaries over 25,000 miks from one end of the
country to the other. They are its lifeblood, artenies flowing trade,
culture, livestock, produce, and merriment. None is more impor-
tant than the Mckong, and no better way exists to expenience its
awesome reach and import than aboard a ship like The Jahan.
Cruising the Mckong River aboard T leritage Lines flagship yache
might be the dosest you'll ever come to cosplaying the old-workd de-
ganceof the S.S. Karmak-— the luxury steamship [ lercule Poirot inves-
tigates in Agatha Christic’s famous whodunnit Death on the Nide. Al
though thoroughly modemn under the hood, Teritage Line founder
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Ey—— “ONE OF THE SECRET BLESSINGS OF VIETNAM IS THAT YOUR
METHOD OF TRANSPORTATION-WHEN DONE CORRECTLY-IS NOT
A CHORE. BUT A PLEASURE UNTO ITSELF”
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The agure South China Sea provtdes plenty of watersport
options along Vietnam’s 2,000-%“28 of coast
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John Tue Nguyen wanted his boats to resonate an okd-wordd charm
from a forgotten era, reaching back to a romanticized tme of un-
forced pleasures. So he outfitted his fleet with Raj-style touches like
brass hardware, thick Perstan rugs, rich mahogany wood, and an
overall esoteric nostalizia that feeds the entire Jahan expenience.

And because it’s a riverboat that never battles ocean swells, cach
of the 26 cabins aboard The Jahan features its own seduded baleo-
ny—an impassibility on most boats. The phone, lamps, and ash-
tray—yes, theres an ashtray on the balcony—are cast in bronze.
There’s even a small writing desk in the corner; you can imagine
Poirot himself studying notes. Fach stateroom is simply massive.
Some even boast private Jacuzzis. On most ships, the tight con-
fines restrict your room to a pit stop—a tight nuisance to suffer in
between expeditions and events in common spaces. On 7he Jakan,
your room becomes your own private sanctuary. Stretch away in
the queen-size bed, luxuriate in the expansive bathrooms and hot
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showens; catch your thoughts sitting on the balcony enjoying a
ghass of Rhone Valley red while puffing a ciggar, watching the unfet-
tered life of the Mckong roll along with the wisps of smoke.

As grand as the cabins are, the common arcas impress most.
Whether it’s the comfortabke lobby with overstuffed couches and a
massive central staircase, or upstains along the marble rooftop bar,
or splashing in the Turkish mosaic-tiled pool. Aboard The Jakan,
the adventures you'll experience daily on expeditions will be com-
fortably balanced by the rgjuvenating propertics of the boat, indlud-
ing its Apsara Spa. But it is the Mckony itself that plays protago-
nist during your week-long adventure, continually morphing as you
launch from a primitive Cambodian lake into a bustling Vietnam-
ese aquatic highway. To see Vietnam from the river is to sec it liter-
ally from a different perspective: Countless hours will be lost

This page and top left: The Jahan’s masstoe staterooms and
Raf-era tmuhea ﬁcr extravagant space and old-wvorld charm
YOu won't soon
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lounging on the Victorian couches, recounting the day’s adven-
tures. Or doing nothing but watching the distant shore slowly pass
by, ccosystems changing with the hours, dramatic sunsets coming
and going.

Of counse, the Mckong likely won't be the only river you'll tra-
vense in your Victnam journeys. In other cities like the ancient capi-
tal of 'an life revolves around the Perfume River, with water taxis
clevating mundane transfers via Lady "Triéu Gin cocktails; expedi-
tions up remote streams to visit small villages are met with sudden
downpours, the purple hyacinths swelling with waves in the murky
water. In Tloi An, after visiting an cighth-gencration dumpling-
maker in her 3oo-year-old house, we boarded small boats lining the
Toai River for one of their famed evening cruises. Here we joined
the parade of travelers releasing paper lanterns onto the dark water,
wishing for good fortune as the candles drifted away spookily into
the night.

SAIGON KICK

Maost likely, your trip will either begin or end in o Chi Minh.
Ieave at least two or three full days to explore not only Vietnam's
most populous city, but also its most advanced. In our short stay,
we had two Italian silk suits custom-tailored to perfection; joined
a flock of vintage Viespas in an after-dark tour of the city’s labyrin-
thine alleys; and roamed like pilsner-soaked Anthony Bourdains
in search of perfect dumplings, binh mi, and gof cuon —rice paper
rolls filled with shrimp, fresh summer herbs, and vermicelli. While
much of Vietnam's charms rest in remote beaches, traversing trop-
ical escapes and small ancient villages, missing the modern bene-
fits and sophistication of ITo Chi Minh City — including the workd-
class colonial refinement of the Michdin-awarded Park Tlyatt
Saigon-—would be a derdiction of duty.
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