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Batty About Bats in 
Vietnam  
 
Rachel Bates 
 

I suppose it was inevitable that three 

bat enthusiasts going to Vietnam 

couldn’t not do some batting whilst 

out there… Jonathan Durward  and I 

were joined by our friend Adrian 

Bayley for a three-week trip around 

Vietnam, starting out in Ho Chi 

Minh City in the south and working 

our way up towards Halong Bay in 

the north. Prior to going we casually 

researched any permits that might be 

required for trapping for bats over 

there, and we took a few mist nets, a 

few poles, a bit of bat processing kit – 

just in case. One cannot be too 

prepared. 

Our first night in Ho Chi Minh City, 

still referred to as Saigon, saw us 

wandering around the streets near 

our accommodation to get our 

bearings and find some dinner. 

Naturally we took a bat detector. 

Almost as soon as we hit the streets 

we noticed a lot of bats flying 

overhead, Pipistrelles, Our eyes were 

drawn to the overhang of a nearby 

building: we had found our first 

roost without even trying. 

 Our time in Saigon resulted in 

detector records only as it was 

impossible to find anywhere to trap. 

Saigon is a heaving place of over 12 

million people, and the constant 

noise, all the bright lights, smells of 

street food cooking, and the game 

‘cross-the-road-and-hope-you-don’t-

die’ was strangely invigorating. 

We left Saigon a few days later and 

headed to Cat Tien National Park. 

We couldn’t trap in the Park itself 

which was on the other side of the 

river but we could trap around our 

accommodation; we asked Male 

Intermediate Roundleaf Bat 

 

permission from the staff much to 

their bemusement. I spent the first 

evening hobbling around as upon 

arrival my foot had fallen through 

the metal flooring of the breakfast 

hut and was badly bruised and 

swollen. So, I happily sat and had a 

good look at the bats we caught 

instead. 

 Over the next few nights we caught 

a good few species of bat, including 

Chasen’s Horseshoe Rhinolophus 

chaseni, Lesser Brown Horseshoe 

Rhinolophus stheno, Common Short-

nosed Fruit bat Cynopterus sphinx, 

Horsfield’s Leaf-nosed bat 

Hipposideros larvatus ,Cantor’s Leaf-

nosed bat Hipposideros galeritus, and 

Thick-thumbed Myotis Myotisrosseti. 

Cat Tien was a fantastic national 

park with areas of primary 

rainforest, cascades along the river, 

and so many flowers and butterflies! 

One morning before dawn the three 

of us got up to head out into the 

forest in the dark (with guides I 

might add) to try and see the 

endangered golden-cheeked gibbons 

greeting the new day. And we found 

them! For about 15 minutes we heard 

their beautiful song and watched 

them swing through the canopies. 

Quite by chance our guide looked in 

some strangler vine trees after he 

heard we liked bats, and he found us 

a Pearson’s Horseshoe Rhinolophus 

pearsoni .Our trip finished off at the 

gibbon and primate rehabilitation 

centre on an island in the middle of 

the river, which aims to release 

primates and slow lorises rescued 

from traps or the illegal pet trade. 

The next stage of our journey saw us 

in Ham Tien, an incredibly built-up 

touristy area along a lovely stretch of 

beach. Everywhere you looked there 

were resorts and loud pasty tourists. 

It’s one redemption was the lovely 

Fairy Pools, a sandy, shallow stream 

from a spring further up the valley. 

We set mist nets up on our first night 

there and we caught only one bat, 

the gorgeous Greater Asiatic Yellow 

House bat Scotophilusheathii, along 

with quite a few tourists walking 

back down the stream in semi-

darkness. We did get a lot of puzzled 
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looks and asked what we were doing 

on more than a few occasions, but we 

did learn how to say ‘bat’ in French, 

Dutch, Russian, and German. The 

next night we caught the Mount 

Popa Pipistrelle Pipistrellus 

paterculus, over the other side of the 

wall around our accommodation, 

which we named ‘Well-Hung Ho’. 

I’ve never seen such a little bat with 

such a massive penis. 

Our time in Hoi Ann was mainly 

spent looking around the beautiful 

old port and town, enjoying green 

tea, experiencing a Vietnamese 

massage, and seeing in the New 

Year, but we did head to the Marble 

Mountain to see this working 

monastery, of which many shrines 

were in huge caves. We did 

unexpectedly find the Black-bearded 

Tomb bat Taphozous melanopogon in a 

very busy, touristy, well-lit cave, and 

we got permission from a monk to 

trap outside the cave entrance; a 

difficult experience as he didn’t 

speak much English and I couldn’t 

get the nuances right to say ‘bat’ in 

Vietnamese. However, we got there 

in the end and set our nets up, but 

there must have been several other 

exits to the cave as we didn’t catch a 

single one. 

On another touristy trip to My Son 

(pronounced Mee Son), an ancient 

Champa temple complex several 

centuries older than Angkor Wat, we 

were genuinely there as tourists; My 

Son is an incredible place, and many 

of the original buildings are still 

standing. Unfortunately, many 

buildings were destroyed or 

damaged in the Vietnamese war, 

with craters still visible and 

warnings not to go off into the jungle 

(we pointedly looked at Adrian) as 

you would likely get blown up by 

one of the hundreds of unexploded 

ordnances still out there. We just so  

Asiatic Greater Yellow House bat 

happened to look up inside one of 

the temples and we saw the cute 

little faces of the Lesser False 

Vampire bat Megaderma spasma 

staring back at us. (see front cove)r 

After we had had our fill of a 

bustling town we travelled on to 

PhongNhaKe Bang National Park, 

home of some of the largest and most 

spectacular cave systems in the 

world. Our batting was put on hold 

while we explored this area as 

heading into the jungle 

was out of the question; 

the province was one of 

the most heavily 

bombed areas during 

the war. We savoured 

the peace and 

tranquillity, went 

walking in the 

‘botanical gardens’ to a 

beautiful waterfall, had 

the best Pho Bo of the 

trip, and I got to ride 

(and promptly fall off) 

my first moped. 

We worked our way up 

from PhongNha to 

Halong Bay via Hanoi, where we ate 

a breakfast of Pho Bo with a load of 

army men sat at the other tables. Cat 

Ba Island is a gorgeous island and of 

karst limestone in Halong Bay (see 

front cover) though much of the 

forest was destroyed during the war. 

There are plenty of caves on this little 

island that were used as hospitals 

during the war, so we combined a bit 

of tourism with hopeful bat hunting. 

And we had success! After chatting 

with the owner of a food place 

opposite one of the caves, he led us 

to a different cave off the beaten 

track, one only locals new about. 
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And there we found the Trident 

Leaf-nosed bat Aselliscusstolic zkanus 

which made us very happy(see 

previous page). Our guide had such 

good English, and his motto was ‘I 

live to learn’. He would make the 

effort to converse with people of all 

nationalities and try to learn bits of 

their language. In a different cave we 

found a different horseshoe bat 

hanging out, so we were able to 

gently grab him and identify him as 

Marshall’s Horseshoe Rhinolophus 

marshalli, our 13th species. e thought 

that this would be our final species 

as a few days later we found 

ourselves back in Saigon before our 

flight home. But we managed 

 
But we managed to sneak in a trip to 

the Chu Chi tunnels, an incredible 

200km network of underground 

tunnels built by the Vietnamese 

farmers during the war, which 

enabled them to seemingly pop up 

anywhere in the forest and disappear 

without a trace ,and whilst on a short 

tour of one of the sections of tunnels 

we noticed bats flying around our 

heads. Adrian duly caught another 

Lesser False Vampire bat and our 

final and 14th species of the trip, the 

Least Horseshoe bat Rhinolophus 

pusillus. What a fantastic end to my 

first foray outside of Europe. I can’t 

wait to go back one day! 

All photos by Rachel Bates 

 
 

. 

Tony's farewell gift 
What do you give a founder member of the Bat Group as 

a farewell present? 

Many y ears ago Bob and I went  to Brazil with Tony,  

where he revealed his deep affection for anteaters 

So Jude thought of this , having bought another piece of 

pottery from Helen Hodgkins Ceramics. She has a face 

book page and an etsy shop 
https://www.facebook.com/HelenHodsonCeramics/?hc_r

ef=ARS0Y2y4m3NXYo6VI_Rs9wIppVxxDYC6zxvv56Lg8

WW9ExZppuI5Q68yG81IZFYVafc&fref=nf 

 

Tony has issued 

an invite to go and 

watch some 

horseshoes once 

he has moved 

 

 

.

 


