
Right Ho Chi Minh 
City’s French colonial 
heritage is seen in 
Dong Khoi, the Opera 
House, among others 

Its spectacular colonial style has long been 
a draw, but Ho Chi Minh City’s skyline 
is modernising as skyscrapers replace 

heritage landmarks. It’s a battle for the city’s 
architectural soul, says Jane Peterson 
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Standing majestically 
on Công Xã Paris 
Square amid a 
swirling stream of 
motorcycles and the 
clanging sounds of 
nearby construction 
crews, Notre Dame 
Cathedral is arguably 
Ho Chi Minh City’s 
most enduring French-
colonial landmark.

And that’s saying something in a place that earned 
the title “Pearl of the Orient” in part because of its 
grand, French-era buildings. Designed by Parisian 
architect Jules Bourard, this twin-towered land-
mark was built between 1863 and 1880, the red 
bricks imported from Marseille. Romanesque in 
style, it accommodated up to 1,200 French coloni-
alists and Vietnamese Catholics. Today the interior 
looks dingy, though the church retains its distinc-
tive red facade and French name, as well as its local 
flock, whose voices still ring out at regular services. 

Notre Dame joins a handful of classic French 
government-owned landmarks that are featured 
on today’s tourist maps (see “The French-Colonial 
Tour”, overleaf). The lemon-yellow Central Post 
Office, which still bustles with customers beneath 
an imposing portrait of Ho Chi Minh, has a fairly 

well-maintained interior – an original tiled floor 
and embellished arched roof with a central sky-
light. It’s a favourite among tour operators, some of 
whom erroneously tell tourists that Gustave Eiffel 
designed it. In fact, it was the pinnacle work of 
Marie-Alfred Foulhoux, the region of Cochinchina’s 
first chief architect, who helped fashion its princi-
pal city, Saigon, into an Asian Paris. 

Called “heritage attractions”, these great land-
marks of French rule are cherished by the city, not 
least because officials recognise they have played 
a real role in lifting tourism rates – up 10 per cent 
last year and expected to rise 15 per cent this 
one. Put on good walking shoes and you can see 
most of them on foot – if you don’t mind dodging 
motorcycle traffic while crossing the streets. The 
Museum of Fine Arts is a fine example of private 
villas from the 1920s. Again clad in French-colonial 
white and yellow, this former private home is 
adorned with classic French characteristics – 
arched windows and doors laid out symmetrically 
with ornate, wrought-iron detail, Corinthian col-
umns and a raised first floor entrance. 

“We are trying to develop some promotion of 
architecture,” says Le Truong Hien Hoa, direc-
tor of Ho Chi Minh City’s department of tour-
ism, noting the department mainly focuses on fes-
tivals and conventions. So far the city has lit up its 
French landmarks – among them City Hall, the 
Opera House and the Museum of Fine Arts – on a 
rotating annual basis. But that’s where the French 
heritage protection of old Saigon appears to stop. 
For the past 20 years, especially the last five, 
wrecking crews have been rapidly tearing down 
the city’s early 20th-century fabric. The world 
made famous by author Graham Greene in his 
book The Quiet American, which portrayed Saigon 
life during the Indochina War (1946–1954), is 
quickly disappearing as Saigon’s shiny new world 
of gleaming skyscrapers rises. Masterplans call for 
adjacent business districts, divided by the Saigon 
River, rather like Central Shanghai and Pudong. 
Planners argue it’s essential to sustain growth and 
cater to a soaring population, which already num-
bers nearly nine million.

“Day by day, Saigon is disappearing; it’s not 
just the aesthetic but also its identity,” says British 
historian Tim Doling, who is committed to raising 
awareness of the city’s heritage. “We want to stop 
it, but there’s a limit to what we can do.”

While the city has a register of Chinese pago-
das and temples, Doling says it has no inventory 
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Right Ho Chi Minh 
City’s French-colonial 
heritage: Dong Khoi, 
the Opera House and 
other tourist favourites
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of existing French-colonial buildings, much less 
protection orders on any of them. It’s a pains-
taking task the Heritage Observatory group is 
attempting to accomplish using smartphones. A 
growing historic preservation movement, con-
nected on social media, they now number 6,000. 
Together they hope to document what exists – and 
what’s being lost. 

“Satra’s Tax Trade Centre was the trigger,” 
Doling explains, referring to a 2014 petition  
to save what was once an upmarket Art Deco 
department store, Grands Magasins Charner, near 
City Hall and the Rex Hotel, one of several Art 
Deco hotels in District 1. Even though the build-
ing was diminished by several poorly designed 
additions – indeed it was a shadow of its for-
mer glory – 3,500 residents signed it, winning 
three years of press attention. While the govern-
ment-owned building was demolished to make 
way for a 43-storey tower block, activists won sev-
eral concessions. The government design team 
managing the project agreed the new build would 
use the same exterior features and reinstate the 
staircase, with the original 1920s wrought-iron 
balustrade and Moroccan tiles. Completion is set 
for 2020 and the project will be managed by inter-
national architecture and design firm Gensler. 

“It was a difficult process,” recalls Don 
Conning, Gensler’s managing project director, 
who calls the new building “probably the city’s 
most prominent”. He says Saigon is an “evolving 
city”, well behind Shanghai, with up to 20 years 
of development needed. While Gensler is com-
mitted to historical concessions, Conning admits 
a preference for contemporary design, rather than 
faux-French. Take the firm’s Lavenue project, a 

The 
French-
colonial 
tour

Notre Dame 
Cathedral
Architect  
Jules Bourard 
completed the 
structure in 1880 and
it’s now open 
8.30am–5pm with 
Sunday Mass at 
5.30/7.30/9.30am 
and 4/5.15pm.
Công Xã Paris, 
District 1

Museum of Fine Arts 
The former 
Hui-Bon-Hoa Real 
Estate company 
office and residence 
is now home ro 
Vietnamese art 
dating from the 7th 
century, which can 
be viewed for an 
entrance fee of  
VND 10,000. Open 
Tuesday – Sunday, 
9am–5pm. 97 Phó 
Đúc Chính, District 1

Central Post  
Office 
One of the city’s 
best-known 
landmarks, architect 
Marie-Alfred 
Foulhoux completed 
it in 1891. Open 
9am–9.30pm.
2 Công Xã Paris, 
District 1

National History 
Museum
The former Musée 
Blanchard de  
la Brosse is the work 
of architect Auguste 
Delaval and opened 
in 1929. It now 
houses Indochinese 
artefacts, which can 
be viewed Tuesday 
–Sunday, 8–11:30am, 
1:30–5pm. Tickets 
cost VND 15,000.
25/2 B Nguyên Bĭnh 
Khiêm, just inside 
Saigon Zoo entrance, 
District 1

City Hall
Completed in 1908 
by architect Fernand 
Gardes, the former 
Hotel de Ville is now 
the office of the Ho 
Chi Minh City 
People’s Committee, 
though, sadly, the 
interior is not open 
to the public.
Intersection of Lê 
Thánh Tôn and 
Nguyen Hue,  
District 1

Ho Chi Minh 
Museum
Open Tuesday – 
Sunday, 7.30–11.30am, 
1.30–5pm, the former 
Messageries 
Maritimes French 
shipping company 
office, Dragon  
House Wharf, is now a 
cracking museum that 
can be visited for VND 
10,000. 1 Nguyen Tât 
Thành, District 4

Opera House
Architect Eugene 
Ferret completed it 
in 1897. The interior 
open for public 
performances only.
7 Lam Son Square, 
District 1

Ho Chi Minh  
City Museum
The former  
French Lieutenant 
Governor’s  
residence is now  
a history museum.
Open, 8am–5pm
Fee: VND15,000.
65 Lý Tū Trųng, 
District 1

French  
residential villas
Look for these in 
District 3 and behind 
high walls in District 1;  
there’s one sole 
survivor on Cao Ba 
Quat Street: No 2.

Bên Thành Market
Open 6am–6pm,
the market is famous 
for its 3,000-plus 
vendor stalls, as well 
as its yellow clock 
tower. Architects 
Brossard et Mopin, 
completed it in 1914.  
Intersection of Le 
Loi, Ham Nghi, Hung 
Dao and Le Lai, 
District 1

Hotel Continental
The former Hotel 
Fave was opened in 
stages from 1896 to 
1903, though the 
architect is unknown. 
It’s now government-
owned.
132 Đông Khòi, 
District 1

36-storey contemporary development on Saigon’s 
Embassy Row. It replaces a neo-classical build-
ing – the former French-colonial finance office 
that served as Saigon’s first museum. “We don’t 
believe it’s necessary to refer back 100 years,” 
Conning explains. “You can do modern timeless 
that can be integrated with the old around it.” 

The developer,  Lavenue Investment 
Corporation, plans to break ground by year 
end and finish in late 2020. The project will 
include retail, a W Hotel and apartments. 
“Everyone wants to live close to the centre,” says  
managing director Le Yen Thi. He believes many 
local citizens yearn to make Ho Chi Minh City 
like Singapore, despite the changes it will bring. 
“In our motorbike culture,” he explains, “we 
park right outside schools to pick up kids or  
at a small shop on a small street to buy something. 
That won’t always be possible.”

Left Ho Chi Minh 
watches over the 
Central Post Office, 
built between 1886 
and 1891

Take a journey 
through the former 
Saigon’s old-school 
neighbourhoods
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Sleep  
in style
The Reverie  
Hotel is a prime 
example  
of the city’s 
architectural 
makeover

New rules will prohibit new residential pro-
jects in District 1. Instead, developers will build 
homes in Thŭ Thiêm, the new urban area across 
the river. This project has already reportedly dis-
placed some 14,000 households and cleared many 
French-era buildings. Still slated to go: the Lovers 
of the Holy Cross Convent and the Thŭ Thiêm 
Parish Church and rectory. According to Doling, 
the 1875 rectory is a late example of the early “ver-
nacular” style of French-colonial architecture. 

For a panoramic look at the wide boulevards and 
roundabouts as well as the French landmarks, check 
into the contemporary Reverie Hotel on Nguyen 
Hue Boulevard (see sidebar, right), Saigon’s pedes-
trian-friendly Champs Élysées. It’s located on the 
top floors of the 39-storey Times Square building. 
From their room, guests can see the full length of 
the boulevard, from the Saigon River to the elegant 
City Hall, the former Hôtel de Ville, cast in yellow 
and fashioned after its Parisian predecessor.

To see the largest cluster of French-style 
homes, head to Saigon’s leafy District 3. While 
colonial villas are not yet recognised as heritage 
buildings, and many have been razed, it’s still pos-
sible to spot 1920s homes once owned by wealthy 
French rubber planters. Stroll down Lê Quý Đôn 

Street, the old Rue Barbé/Barbet, and take note 
of numbers 45, 17 and 33, which is now Gao res-
taurant (nhahanggao.vn/en). Also check out the 
grand mansion at 169 Rue Mac-Mahon. According 
to Doling, it was built in 1927 for Madame de la 
Souchère, a millionaire plantation owner and the 
model for the Cathérine Deneuve character in the 
1992 film Indochine. Later it was owned by French 
General Philippe Leclerc, who commanded 
French forces after World War II.

Back in District 1, a beloved and unmodern-
ised Art Deco building on the former Rue Catinat 
awaits the wrecking ball. Slated for demolition last 
year, 151 Dong Khoi Street is home to the popu-
lar boutique/café L’Usine and Galerie Quynh, a 
well-known contemporary art gallery. Both remain 
open as they await marching orders. Other trendy 
New York-style establishments, such as The 
Workshop find their gritty French-era warehouse 
premises suit both young Saigoners and expats – 
at least for as long as they last. “We are looking to 
expand to another location,” says manager Quynh 
Tran, whose cafe offers Arabica coffee harvested by 
Dalat farmers. “But we haven’t found what we are 
looking for. Rents are not that reasonable.” 

 One glimmer of hope for preservationists 
is the newly renovated Saigon Garden, a small 
Art Deco building at 99 Nguyen Hue Street.  
Its charming, sun-dappled courtyard is lined  
with shops and cafés. “It’s unique in this city,”  
says Ed Haysom, a New Zealand urban designer 
living in Saigon. “It’s a way forward and shows you 
can do it.”  

Left Quynh Tran, 
manager of coffee 
specialists The 
Workshop

Part of the Leading 
Hotels of the World 
group, the Reverie  
is an unmistakably 
five-star hotel in  
the Times Square 
building, looming 
high above the  
heart of District 1. 

Its Italian interior 
design style has with 
all the top brands 
– Poltrona Frau, 
Frette, Giorgetti, 
Baldi, Cassini, Sicis, 
and more. Those 
upmarket shops  
line Times Square’s 
first two floors. 

When you enter 
the lobby, note the 
stunning Murano 
glass ceiling art  
in the shape of 
Vietnam. Don’t miss 
the luxurious spa or 
chef Valdetara’s 
amazing dinner at 
Romeo & Juliet while 
listening to live jazz.

Etihad offers  
four direct flights 
a week from Abu 
Dhabi to Ho Chi 

Minh City.  
Etihad.com


