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“Where’s Saigon?” 
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The question  

“Where’s Saigon?”  

can be interpreted in two ways. 
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“Where is Saigon?” 
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and “Where was Saigon?” 
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First, let’s answer the question about 

“Where is Saigon?”   

It is the easy part. 
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So, “Where is Saigon today?” 

 

Today (2019) Saigon is an imaginary place  

in the equivalent of Ho Chi Minh City’s ‘downtown’.  
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You hear tourists and locals talk of Saigon. 

They are all probably talking about different areas. 
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Some talk about Saigon as if it is Ho Chi Minh City.  

That is incorrect – Ho Chi Minh City is Ho Chi Minh City. 
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Some talk about Saigon as if it is District 1.  

District 1 is one of 25 districts  

which make up Ho Chi Minh City,  

and none of them are named Saigon. 
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Some talk about Saigon as if it is part of District 1.  

District 1 is comprised of 10 wards,  

none of them called Saigon. 

 

 
      Wikipedia  
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Again,  

today Saigon is an imaginary place at downtown HCMC. 
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However, the other half of the question is far more interesting. 

“Where was Saigon?” 

 

FRENCH era (and post- French, just a little) = co 
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During the colonization of Vietnam, Saigon was easy to find.  

It was on the western bank on a bend of the Saigon River.  

It was considered the economic capital of Vietnam.  

It was the Paris of Asia.  

Saigon was very well known and often visited.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Typical colonial map of Saigon up to 1975 
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I am interested in a far more intriguing version 

of the question, “Where was Saigon?” 
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I want to know “Where was Saigon” BEFORE the French? 

Saigon BEFORE the French 
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When the French formally arrived in Vietnam,  

they battled for, and claimed the important trading port of 

Ben Nghe on the western bank of a bend on the Saigon River. 

 

And then, for some unknown reason, they re-named it Saigon.  
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Conquerors often change the names of conquered countries, 

cities, towns, streets, etc.   

They usually name it after famous people or places from their 

home country.  
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One might imagine that the French may have called the 

recently conquered Ben Nghe,  

New Paris, or Port Bonaparte, or something similar. 

They did not. They called it Saigon, a Vietnamese name.  

They changed one Vietnamese name for another.  

Not the pattern of conquerors. Strange… 
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But, before we try and make sense of this,  

I must try to clarify something. 
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When the French took over,  

I am not sure if Ben Nghe was actually called Ben Nghe. 

That busy port on the bend of the Saigon River may still have 

been called Gia Dinh. 
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During the period of the early Nguyen Dynasty emperors 

they designated an area called Gia Dinh prefecture.  
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The Gia Dinh prefecture was an extremely fertile strip of land 

which ran from Vietnam’s western border to the coast.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Six Provinces of Southern Vietnam - Wikipedia 
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To guard this valuable rice growing prefecture (and to ensure 

the protection of his rice, and the collection of his rice tax) 

Emperor Nguyen Phuc Anh built a massive citadel in the 

dynamic trading port on the bend of the river.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Saigoneer 

 

 

The place was called Gia Dinh, but for how long? 
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Was the place where the citadel was built named  

Ben Nghi then? Probably.  
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Anyway, the Turtle Citadel (it looked like a turtle) was such 

 a dominant feature throughout the Gia Dinh prefecture,  

that everyone started calling the citadel, the Gia Dinh Citadel. 
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And then, across time, because the Gia Dinh Citadel was such a 

dominant feature on the bend of the river, everyone started 

calling the place around it the town of Gia Dinh. 
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When the builder of the citadel unified old Dia Viet 

(original Viet territory around Hanoi and down to the 

central region) with new Dia Viet (newly claimed 

pioneer country in the southern region) he set his new 

capital city of Vietnam in Hue.  

The emperor move out of Gia Dinh citadel and Gia Dinh 

town. 
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The emperor handed the responsibility of the  

Gia Dinh Citadel to Viceroy Le Van Khoi.  

Eventually, control of such a powerful military 

resource was too much for the Viceroy.  

He started calling himself king.  

He started building the citadel even taller. 
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By this time, Gia Long’s son, Emperor Minh Mang  

was on the throne.  

After a three year battle with the Viceroy,  

the emperor took back the Gia Dinh Citadel.  
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To ensure that the citadel would never be used against 

the Nguyen Dynasty again, Emperor Minh Mang totally 

destroyed the Gia Dinh Citadel. 

(The Gia Dinh Citadel was destroyed quarter of a 

century before the French arrived.) 
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After the Gia Dinh Citadel was destroyed,  

did the town continue with the name Gia Dinh? 

Or did it go back to being called Ben Nghe? 

Both names seemed popular. 

[Even today both names are seen and used all over the city.] 
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Minh Mang then built the much smaller Phoenix Citadel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Citadel of Saigon 1867 Wikipedia 

The French needed to destroy this citadel to claim the place on 

the river. 

 

 

 

 

The Phoenix Citadel at the time of French arrival.  
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So at the time of French conquest, the Vietnamese  

may have called the port on the bend on the river, Gia Dinh  

(because the prefecture was still there),  

or they may have reverted back to calling it Ben Nghe.   
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When the French arrived, the place on the 

bend of the river was possibly being called 

Gia Dinh.  
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Even though the new citadel was officially 

known as the Phoenix Citadel, people now 

called it the Gia Dinh Citadel. 
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This makes sense, because the citadel still 

guarded the Gia Dinh prefecture. 

And therefore, they might have continued 

to call the place around the citadel, the 

town of Gia Dinh. 

(Ben Nghe, by this time, could have been a 

village, district or a ward of Gia Dinh.  

As today, it is a ward of District 1 in HCMC.) 
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So that brings us back to the French  

and the renaming of their conquest 

‘Saigon’.  

Why might have they thought it was Saigon? 
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Did they simply misread the place name? 

Believe it or not,  

this was a common blunder with many colonizers.  

 

What may have caused the confusion? 
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At the time of the French arrival,  

there was a place nearby named Saigon.  

It was already old.  
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Another reason for the hypothesized confusion of the  

early French colonizers, might have stemmed from the fact  

that this area and places within it were old,  

and had changed names many times.  
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       Sketch by Paul Rowe 2019 
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So, in 1859, the French named  

whatever was there on the river bend 

Saigon. 
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The former ‘Saigon’ then had no name,  

and it started to be called Cho Lon (market fields). 

Present day District 5, 

Cho Lon, was once called Saigon.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From The Making of Saigon by Dr. Vu 

The Dr. is describing the creation of the early canals.  

“The first ones were dug in Saigon, which is today’s Cho Lon.” 
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So French era maps showed this. 
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And right through to the finish of colonization,  

maps showed a place on a bend of the river called  

Saigon  

and another place nearby called  

Cho Lon. 

 

*** 
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“Where’s Saigon?” 
 

 

 

Another Paul Rowe HISTORY MYSTERY  
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In the near future I will research, vlog and blog 

another History Mystery about Saigon. 

The mystery: Where’s the Saigon River? 
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BUY my books: Scan or Click the QR code 

 

      Enjoy the read! 

Paul Rowe 

 

When you visit Ho Chi Minh City and you crave to 

see more than shops and crowded streets,  

book into my 

 Meet the Author and discover Saigon experience 

TO BOOK: Scan or Click the QR code 

 

 


