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TRAVEL LADS AND VIETNAM

'min the middle ofthe jungle and
it’s pitch black. Using the torch on
my mobile phone, 've just used most
of my water to refill a radiator, and
there’s blood pouring from the top of
my head after a leech found its way
intomy crash helmet

Between three bikes, we only have
two headlights still working. There's

also a broken subframe, we have no food, and we
are still arcumnd 20 miles from the neavest civil-
isation. There are also 23 miles to our overnight
stop. This is more of an adventure than I'd ever
planned, and | have enly been in Laos for a little
over 24 hours!

I guess | should explain how 1 came ta be here.

loby, the owner of the tour company Ride Expe-
ditions had phoned me a few weeks earlier to ask
if | fancied joining him on a recee ride for his new
Laos to Vietnam tour, 've done similar trips with
him in the Himalayas and Cambodia, so | knew

it was not going to be the same experience as the
customers would have,

There was to be no support truck, no leisurely
pace, no riverside barbecues. Instead, we'd be
riding the tour in hall the time that the custom-
ers would have, carrying all our own luggage,
tools, and supplies, and covering the distance
{rom Vientiane in the Seuth of Laos to Hanod in
the Centre of Vietnam, in just five davs, Recee
riding is an important part of the work of any
towr company, You can’t hope o give your cus-
tomers an unforgettahle experience unless vou've
checked everything out beforehand

Larrived at Vientiane, the capital ¢ity of Laos,
with all my riding kit and casual clothes jammed
into two bags, [admit | had to Google "Laos” to
even know where the country was, but Lwas
pheasantly surprised as the taxi dropped me off
outside a guesthouse inone of the capital’s main
shreels, Despite Che swathes of scooters head-
ing in every dircction, the city was remarkably
relaxed and calm amid the ornate temples,
overflowing shops, smiling locals. and a high-
er-than-average tally of elephant statucs.

LET'S HIT THE ROAD

The next day, we made an early start, and
headed dewn the road from our hotel to collect
the hikes from a garage. Toby and [ were on
stock Honda CREF2500s, and Tong, our guide,
was riding his newly acquired and immaculate
Honda XR250. With our bags strapped onto the
back racks, it was straight out of the ity and
onto a trail that followed the Mekong River north
for around five miles. The weather was warm,
the bikes were on point, and it was a great start
to the day.

We pressed ahead on tarmac before turning
onto our first off-road trails. And what trails they
were, There was mile after mile of wonderful
dirt roads that allowwed us to get our back ends
drifting as we licked up a series of rooster tails.
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TRAVEL LADS AND VIETMAM

B The Honda CRFZ50L proved
adept al lackling the

jungle, mountains, and rivers

of Lans and Yietnam

Slicing through the landscape, [ was amazed at
just how beautiful Laos was. How come | didn’t
know more about this place?

The tlat plains were dotted with enormous
mountains jutting from the ground like vertical
forests. [t was almoest a landlocked version of
Ha Long Bay. We stopped for another colfee at a
tiny eafé and shared drinks with the locals while
droves of immaculately attired school children
pedalled past onoversized bicveles

Laterin the day we turned off the main track
by a home on the banks of a tributary of the Me-
kong. A voung boy looked on like we were aliens,
and the family’s buffalo gave us much the same
leok as we headed for our first river crossing,

I've never crossed a river on six planks strapped
to g pair of canoes but this was clearly the plan.
Tong and Toby casually drove onto the platform
like it was an evervday parking manoeuvre, so
toltewared and tried not to think about overshoot
ing the boats. All loaded, we motored against the
current to the other side of the vast river, where
the worry of loading was replaced with the hor
ror of driving off over a 67 plank, with a 3t drop
1o get off the thing, Thankfully we all managed it
without getting wet.

By dpm, we reached an area that Toby had been
itching toride all day. He wasn't sure wheth
er it was going to be on the tour or not but the
prospect of 2 40-mile trail through a national
park was too tempting to resist. This was despite
knowing we would be riding in the dark by the
time we reached the end. Before diving in, we
asked a few locals who said the treail was fine to
ride, which proved to be less than accurate.
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GIMME SHELTER

A mere five hours later, we find ourselves
where [ began this story: in the pitch black, using
a phone as torch, with blood running down
my face caused by the attentions of a leech that
somehow made its wav into my helmet, proba
bly at a water crossing that went wrong. We are
totally exhausted,

While the first half of the trail was great, fallen
trecs, thick mud, and dense vegetation have
made the second half incredibly tough, Toby's
headlight blows 5o he has to ride between us in
failing light. He manages to hole a hose ina tum-
ble and 1 fall on slick mud. We fear we may be
facing a night in the jungle, but filthy and bevond
tired, we stumble upona guesthouse. [thas been
an epic 295-mile day.

In the morning the world appears rosier, al
though we have Lo spend a bit of time getting my

B TOF: & makeshift bridge

proves effeclive

B BOTTOM: Julian and Toby

recce mounlain roads

WHO'S WRITING

Julian Challis spends most of
his life on and arownd motorcy-
clas and he is the bike tesler for
Advenlyre Bike Rider magazine
Starting on two wheels at the
tender age of eight, Julian has
ridden molocross, endura, time
trials and adventure rallies, and
has been a motarcycle jour-
nalist sinee 2005, His current
bikes are two KTM 250 EXCs
2001 and 2013), a 1995 Yamaha
TOMBE5S0, and a 2007 HRC Hon-
da Fireblade. He alsc teaches.
CBT, rides camera bikes. and
samewhal b rnrrrl',-_ calleels

old clocks and walches



EL LAOS AMD VIETNAM
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subframe welded after the pounding it received
the day before, Onee dong, we crack on to the
Elephant Conservation Centre where we had
originally planned to spend the night but didn™t
quite reach. Isolated and miles from anywhere on
the banks of a picturesque lake, the centre is truly
idyllic and we enjoy lunch overlooking the water.
The trip would have been better had we actually
seen an elephant or two, but they are apparently
busy elsewhere until 2pm, doing elephant stuff.

TRACKING THE MEKONG

In the afternoon, we pick up another great
trail that tracks the Mekeng River north, cutting
through villages, plantations, and epic scenery.
We ride for 12 miles through rivers, rocky elimbs,
and muddy tracks, As the trail opens up, we hit
the road and take some time to visit the achingly
gorgeous waterfalls at Kuang Si where tourists are
swimming in the warm water.

Back to the bikes and it's a short blast to the
relative metropolis that is Luang Prabang fora
few beers at sunset, After a wash and brush up,
we head for the bustling town centre for delicious
street food and erepes inthe vast market amid the
backpackers and locals.

The following morning we're up early again as
we travel higher into the mountains, along a fast
and rocky road that tests both the bikes and the
riders. Theriding is interrupted for an hour or so
as wie take a boat across a river to visit the sacred
Pak Ou Caves and the hundreds of miniature
Bucddha sculprures that people have left there, We
amuse ourselves by watching villagers bathing
their elephants.

We then take what has to be the best teail T have
ever ridden. It snakes high onto a mountain ridge
where Lhe red track sweeps [or miles abead of us,
only slowing when we see groups of adorable chil
dren by the side of the road waving at the funny
men on bikes

After hours of famastic riding, the road drops
back down to the valley floor. Luck runs out for
oneg particular henas it makes an ill-timed dash
for the other side of the road in front of us, Tobw's
wheel converting it into a chicken pancake,

The landscape looks like it could be straight
from a Jurassic Park movie, and mv mind imag
mnes dinesaurs roaming the enormous trée-cov-
ered mountaing rising oul of the ground on either
side, When we arrive at a luxurious lodge hotel on
the banks of the Nam Ou River for our last night in
Laos, T think life can't get any better. Oh, actually
it does when two gin and tonics arrive as wesit in
the infinity pool everlooking the river,

GOOD MORNING VIETNAM

We can't take our Laos bikes inlo Vietnam, so
we leave them behind and takea five- hour boat
ride up the Nam Ou to continue part two of the
Journey. IUsa beautifully lazy day as the long boat
chugs its way upstream, passing scores of tiny
riverside villages with pigs and buffalo sitting by
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EL LADS AND VIETNAM

WHEN WE EVENTUALLY
EMERGE INTO A VILLAGE. THE
LOCALS ARE VERY SURPRISED

AS FEW OUTSIDERS EVER
REACH THE AREA

unknewn as the Chinese government is building
dams on the river wh reaten Lo destroy Lhi
simple life forever

We reach our destination, and after getting the

Dien Fhu where we are to meet our
+ ruide Phu and collect |
similar to Laos, but the

tothe ¢

1 gor fora walk through the streets to take in the
I ot another new country. It's more
developed th Maces wi eer Lo over the
past few nights and the Ho alership is bigger
thananything in the UK, albeil three foors of

and with our new CRF250L
traizht out for an hour or so
et into the Viet
mid massive

busy harvesting rice. On the higher gro
s way to bananas and coffee plantations but

cads, then
nmed Lo produce o
miles alongside
the road. Turning out of this valley intoar T,
I'm suddenly reminded ol ith its crag
gv rocks and gnarly trails to negotiate,
[he trail winds from si
Ex-army true
chk, When w et one
Lo

drag the bik

heading towards us. When we eventually eme

ROPE BRIDGES AND WAT

If the seenery the day befor
o' Ridfg the Laos jungle of 10, the next day turns it up to the full Spinal

proved ane of the toughest Tap 11, Smiling Vietnamese people wave al us,

challengesol Julian's life
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eontinues no matter how steep and tricky the
trails become.

We cross rope bridges, pass cascading wa-
terfalls, and explore deep jungle. Inthe afrer
noon, we continue through paddy fields, As
the day winds down, we pick a route through
tiny villages and paddies before arriving at our
last homestay of the trip. The family cooks up
our dinner as we sit under the building sipping
brows and chatting to two Kiwi women who
are backpacking in the region as the sun sets all
around us,

The final day is upon us far too quickly, so
with the bikes loaded up once more, it's back to
the single trails, stopping off for more photo
graphs alongside mirrored lakes and epic bridge
crossings. Pha stops to chat to some people ina
village and before we know it, he's selected one
of the dogs and the owner has nipped across to
get the weighing scales from the post office. The
negotiations stop and we continue withourt the
dog, but when we stop, 1 have to ask.

“Was the dog to cat?

* No, no. Mountain dogs are strong, not like
city dogs. Good for protection”

“Ah right. But do vou ear dog?”

“Oh ves. But I wouldn’t eat my own dog.”
Slightly bafiled, we continue on, climbing an
epic switchback road up to the top of a mountain

and down the other side into valleys, with rice
terraces carved into their sides like contours on
a map. We stop for lunch at a food warehouse
surrounded by chain-smoking businessmen
sinking far too many beers for the early hour,
before heading onto a flat flood plain that take us
towards our destination’s end at Hanoi,

The ride through the city’s busy streets ends
what has been an unbelievable trip. We've ridden
about 1,000 miles in just five days, travelled
through arguably some of the most beautiful
landscapes in the world, eaten delicious meals,
and sipped beer as the sun set on this wonderous
corner of the world. Life doesn't get any better
than this, it really doesn't.

TRAVEL LADS AND VIETNAM

RIDE IN LADS
AND VIETNAM

Although there are countless
lowrists who go riding in Vietnam
and Thailand to the west, the little
couniry that sits between them,
Laos, is something of a hidden and
unkngwn gom,

Howevar, arganising a trip that
runs from Laes te Vielnam is far
from simple as border and imoort
resirictions mean that it's all but
impossible to bire abike and lrawvel
between the two countries, let alone
collect a motorcycle inone and leave
Itin anothar. Using a lour opera-
tor such as Ride Expeditions gets
grownd this problem

Currency in Laos is the charming-
ly named kip, and the exchange rate
15 around 13,000 kip to the pound
Eo iU's not an e3sy conversion. In
Wietnam you'll need to ditch those
kips and go for the less charmingly
named deng, and these aro & stag-
pering 31,000 dong to the pound,

As regards Mights, it's hard o
estimate costs until the COVID pan-
demic subsides and normal service
resumes, but the balipark figure
is around ££00 roturn if you tty into
Vientane in Laos and leava from
Hano, You will need avisa to enter
Laos, bul these can be purchased al
the arrival airport for around £25.

For Vietnam, entry requirements
vary, but Brits will need a visa that
shauld be purchased in advance of

travel for & similar amount.

THE BIKE

The CRF250L has been a bitol a
slecper in the Honda range; slowly
clacking up legons of lans from both
the tarmac and mud community, You
can commule every day frorm now
until your pension kicksin and the
bike will revar et you down, yelif you
war to mixina bit of dirty fun at the
weekend, then it's happy to oblige

So how does it perform in the jun-
gles and trails of Laos and Vietnam?
Well surprisingly wall really. Yes, at
14Dkg, it's nevar going to be guite as
agrbe a6 a trug endura bike, but that
weight 1s surprisingly unnoticeable
for much of the time on the trails.

T Tatile Honda will sl lackle
the rocky stuli with confidence and
pouse, and will pick up its skirts on
thar baster trails snough to make o

grin from ear lo ear.
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