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Recce riding epic landscapes from Vientiane to Hanoi

I'm in the middle of the jungle and it's pitch black. Using the torch on my phone I've just emptied
most of my camelback to refill one of our mdiators and there's blood pouring from the top of
rmy head after a leech found it's way into my crash helmet. Between three bikes we only have

two headlights gill working, a broken subframe, no food and we are still around thirty kilometres

from the nearest civilisation and another forty from our planned overnight stop. This is more of an
achenture that I'd ever planned and Fve only been in Lacs for just over 24 hours.
Wiard i and pics by Julian Chalbs

50 | guass | batter axplan how | came to ba
hare. |'d riddan a coupla ol the tows with Hide
Expeditions batora, first taking on the Himalayas
f a Hoyal Enfeld - a triy apic trip, and than
mak ing a return to Asia for a ten day dirt bike tour
¥l Cambodia, which again was a life affirming and
roughly incredible exparanca. 5o you might think
that might be enough 1o be going on with. right ¥
was thinking tha same mysall, but then Tobry,
& company owner askad if | fancy paning him
n tha final recce ride for thesr upcoming Laos 1o
Viainam towr. Bul this was not gaing to be tha sama
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axparancea, as the customers would have - thara
was o be no support truck, no leisuraly pace, no
rivarside barbacues. We would ba riding tha tour

n half tha time that the customeans would hawa
carrying all our own luggagea, tools and supphas and
cowering the distance from Vientians in tha South
of Laos to Hanoi in thae Cantra of Vietnam in jusl
fwe days. Aecca rding is an important part of the
work of a tour company ke Ride Expaditions - you
can't hope to give your customers an unforgettabla
axparance unkess you've chacked evenything out
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Laos:
A few waaks later, | amive al Vientiane, Laos capital
city with all my miding kit and casual clothes jammead
into twao bags. I'm not good al travalling Bght, bat 've
bean strict and worked on the assumption that il | wear
evarything in the one bag, then the other can raval with
me on tha bika. | had to Google 'Laos’ o even know
whara the country was, but I'm plaasantly surprsad
as the taw drops ma off outside tha guasthousa in ane
of the capilals man streals. I's prediclably busy with
swalhas of scooters haading in every drechon and the
tuc-tucs hawve a paculiar fronl-up’ styla to them, but tha
city is remarkably relaced and calm. There are omate
termplas, overflowing shops, smling locals and a kighar
than average tally of elaphant statues.

head for a restaurant for a rather dalicious plate of
Pad Thai and my first botlle of Laos baar and than go
shapping for soma laggings to go undar my nding pants
and a par of Mip-flops for evening wear. Toby joins mea
later in tha day and wea haad for dinner in a stunning
rooftap bar overookang the river Makong. The bar is
wall populated with some stunnng woman, although
soma of lham do appear to have unleasibly large hands
When Toby poirts out that Thadand s just the other side
of the waler, it all bacomeas a lol clearer ..

The nexl day wea're making an aarly start, soil's
down road lo caollact the bikes fram Thongkoon's
garape. Toby on | are on sbock Honda CRF250Ls and
Thangkoon - ar Tong - who will ba our guida, s riding
his nenwly acquired and mmaculate XR250. With tha
bags sirappad anto the back racks, it's strasght out of
the city on a irail thal folows thea river north for around
frve mias. The waalher is warm, the bikas are on poinl
and il's a great starl to the day

After an hour or 50 we stop fusl and braakfas! from a
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restaurant alongside the pumps. I'm not
really sure what l'm aating, but it tastes
:|'_1::| and the ultra-swea't Lao cofles
cartairty fras up the synapsas. We prass
on for a bit more tarmac and than take
a right 1o start on the ofi-road fraiks. And
what trails - mila afler mila of wondarful
dirt roads that allow you 1o get thea back
and driling as you sénd oul the roosier
tail. Shcing through the landscapa I'm
amazed at pst how baautiful Laos is

how coma nobody knows about this
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change, as the fiat plains are dotted
with anormous mountairs piting fram
tha ground ke vartical forests, almaost
a landlocked version of Halon bay. We
stop for anather coffes at & tiny c:
sharad danks with the locals

af irmmaculataly ¥ attrad s

1=r-.'n.' miara milas
'Iﬂ the mam track to chac
homestay, an idylss traditsonal homa an
the banks of a tributary of the Mekong
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is raplaced with tha horror of drving ofl
over a si-inch plark with a three-foot
drop to get oft tha thing ..

Tha rast of the day passes withoul
incidant as wea climb into the hills. Tha
tarrain has bacome vastly more vanad
and we ara cutting through dansa ungle
and through surprsingly deap rivars,

By four in the aftemoon we reach tha
and of a trail that Taby has bean itching
to try. Ha's not sure whether it 's gaing
to ba on the towr, but faced with tha
tampting prospact of a G)km trad through
a Mational Park it's too tempting to resisi
avan though wea know we will ba riding in
the dark towards the end. We chack with
the locals who say it's fine which proves
to ba less than accurate.

A mara five hours later we avantually
amargae onto the road, tolally axhaustad.
Whila the first half of the trail was
great, fallen traes, thick mud and
densa vegelation maka the sacond half
incradibly tough. Toby's haadlight blows,
&0 he has to ride between us in failing
light, he manages 1o hola a hose in a fal
and | kow side an shok mud just miles
bafora the larmac. 's baan an apic day
and atler a staggering 475 km, flthy and
exhaustad wea throw in the towal and find
the naarest guesthouse.
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in the marning things are maore rasy

and although we have 1o spand a bd ol
timea getting my bikes sub frame weldad
up from the pounding it had recaned tha
day betora. Onca done wa crack on to
tha Blephant Consarvation Cantra whara
wa had onginally plannad to spand the
night. Isolated miles from anywhere on
tha banks aof a picturesque laka, the
cantra = truly dylic. and wa aroy lunch
with the stafl ovaerooking the water.

Tha inp would have baan betiar had we

actually sean an alaphant or twa, but thay
wans apparanily busy alsswhara unt
2pm doing elephant stuff.

n tha afternoon we pick up another
graai tradl that tracks tha Makong north
cutting through villagas, plantations and
epic scenery. I'm trying to ‘clean the
sachon and manags an impressive 20km
featl up through rivers, rock climbs and
muddy tracks. As the trail opens up wa
hit the road and wé have time to visdt (ha
achingly gorgeous waterfalls at Kuang
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Si where fourists are swimming in the warm miky water. Back wkrat dont loak af the structurs!
to the bikes and it's a short blast to the relatve matropols that s
Luang Prabang for bears in the sunsal. After a wash and brush up
wa head for the busting town cantra for dalicious stresal food and
crapes in the vast market amid the backpackers and locals.

The faliowing morning we re up aarly again as we trawal higher
nto tha mountains, akong a fast and rocky road that tests bath the
bikes and the ridars. The riding is intarmupted for an hour or 50 as
we take a boat across a river to visit the Pak Ou cave shrne and
watch the villagers bathing thair alaphants.

For lunch we stop just as the ran starts and tolally bizamaly
Tang chats to the cafe's owner as ha choosas ingrediants from
the fridge and proceads o cook us water buffalo with noodles
far lunch. With tha ram stopped we take what has to be the basi
trad | hawve ever riddan, snaking high orto a mountain ridge whana
the red frack sweaps for milas ahaad of us, slowad only for tha

ccasonal village over-run with excited and adorabla kids waving
al the funry man on the bikas.

Aftar hours af fantastic riding, the road drops back down to the
valay fioor and we follow tha road to our night-time destination.
Luck runs out for one particular han as il makas an ll-timead
dash for the other side of the road, Toby's wheal converting it
nto a chickean pancaks in seconds. The landscape has changad
to sameathing out of Jurassic Park with enormous trea covarad
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mourtams rising out of the ground on aithar sida, whan we amive SR r
al the luxurious lodge holel on tha barks af the Nam Ou kifa

couldr't be better. Oh actually it could - two massive gin and

tonics amive as wa sit in the nfinity pool overloaking tha river.

Vietnam:

The Laos bikes returned to Vientiane last night. so today we are
taking a fiwve-hour boat ride up the Nam DOu to continue part two of
the journay in Vielnam. |1's a baautiully lazy day at the long boal
chugs it's way upstream, passing scores al tiny rivarside villages
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with ther pigs and buffalo sitting by the cool water. How lang this
will reamain is urknown as the Chinesa are buiding dams on the
river, which thraaten to destroy this simple life forever,

Wa raach our destinatson and after unch whara the waiter uses
a translation app on his |l-pad 1o work oul what we wart to aat,
our tax arives 10 take us up 1o the bordar with Vietnam. Ather
getting the papers stampead by an afficious looking civil sarvant
we laave tha border post and prass on 10 Bian Dsam whare we ars
to meal oul Vietnamesse guide and collact rash bikes. The scanary
s samilar to Laos, but thare are noticeably fewer cars thanks to the

cripplng tax on larger vahicles.
Cwir Biotal this tmea is in midiown and it's baen an aasy day,

&0 after tea with Duc Phu ouwr guida, | go for a walk fhrough
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the streats to taka in the scanas of yel
anather new country. It's more developead
than wa've had and the Honda daalarship
is bigger than anything in tha UK - albsil
three floors of mostly scootars!

Momng comas and with the bkas
loadad up, it's siraight oul for an howr
or 20 of tar a8 we press deapér mnto tha
Vietnamesa interior. Stoppang at a cafe it's
particularly noticeabde that the population
is appracably shortar than Westemeans
as all tha chairs are assantially children’s!
Tha cafes also affer a sort of bamboao
bong for tobacco = | give it a go and am
naarly sick ovar my bools al the industria
strangth nicoting
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Wia clmb siowly amid massive
mourntains and paddy fields as the
localks are busy harvesting the nica. Or
the higher ground, the rice gives way
to banaras and coffes plantations,
but it's all beautihul. S0 baautiful tha
we laks a detour off the main road for
photagraphs in an idylic river complate
with conveniantly photogenic buftalo and
agricultural workars

Lunch is at an odd place which looks
somewhers between a tyre warshouss
and a working men's socal club. The
food i good, but the chicken might ba
something 1o test the vegetarians. After a
few mara mides, Phu stops to buy soma

biack garisc for Mrs Phu, ore of many of
shopping stops he will maka. Soon afler
we {urn off the tarmac and ordo some truly
beaufiiul tralds and back roads along a
sturming valley that has bsan dammead to
produce and wondarful lake that siretches
far milles alongside the road.

Tuming out of thes valley nto another,
it's suddenly gone a bil Scottish with
craggy rocks and gnarly frails to negaotiate.
Tha trad winds from side to sids acnoss
bogs and over outcrops. Even tha siep-
throughs can'{ get through some of it and
the ex-army trucks have carved two-fool
deap ruis inlo the rack. Whan wea meal
one coming up a steap hill, we have no
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choice but to drag the bikes round as 20 tons of matal
cartanly isn't going to. When we aventually amarpe into
a village the locals are very surprisad o sae us as few
outsiders ever reach the aesa

The evening stop isn't tar away and tonight {'s
a homa stay in a vast housa in the middle of a taa
plantation. Tha lamily sds around a huge fiat scraen
on intricately carved and enormous wood furniture - a
status symibol all through this region. Alter a fair few
bears and a greal maal it's off to bed under mosguito
nets in the top floor af tha homea.

i the scenary the day belora has baan a solid tan,
the naxt day brings the full Spinal Tap 11. Phu takes
off on possibly tha best single track we'va rdden so
far, snaking through the agriculiural land out of thea
valley. Sming Vietnamase people wave at us, sma
childran gipgle and stare and the staady stream of
Honda clunks continue, howeaver sleap and tricky the
irals. WWe cross rope bridges, past cascading walarialls
and deep jungla. Al lunchiime we drop down into a
homestay village . packed with toursts from all over the
worlid and dine with a German famiy. In the allamoon
we continue through the paddy felds, stopping off al
an incredible madsde workshop furning bamboo nto
chopsticks in arguably the most dangerowus machina
shop wea 've aver sean. As the day winds down wa pick
a routs through tiny wiages and paddys balore ammwing
at ouwr last homeastay. This tima it's a true homestay
with tha lamily cooking up ouwr tea as we sit undear the
buiiding sipping brews and chatting 1o two Kiwi woman
who are backpacking in the region. Toby's got the
paachy accommadalion in a hut thal sits over the halds
overiookng the valey. bul mine is in the dormitory in
tha main housa . bul owr view s fha same whan the sun
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the Post Offica.

botharing to ask how he intendad lo
trz art the strong mourtain dog on his
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ta tha top af the mountan and down the
ather sida into valleys with rice terraces
carved mlo ther sides ke confours
on a map. After lunch al another lood
warahouse surroundad by chain-smoking
businessman sinking far too many baars
far a lunch break, we head oul onio a
fiat Bood plam that will take us towands
aur final stop al Hanoi. Wa pass through
six lana hig
vic pride yel strangel

ars that might nead tham. Culttng
lafl, we frack the Black rver all the way 1o
the fresway.

Az tha traffic mcreases, we have to

fairly fapharard. As with mast o
drivars

have to tak
any colisions

resp0nsi ikt

How this strategy manil t=alf s
that if you nead to maks a turn through
ancoming traffic, you just steerinto i a
hundred yards befo r tum and filler
your way across, beac stoppad,
than evarybody w youl ..

Awara of tha logic v Taby and
Phu inta Hanoi, but suddanly |'m struck
by the risk | run b it the back. Fhu

KNows where he

ack with
no idea whare | am, whera |'m gaoing and
Il get last 've gat no phona. With a twist
af tha throttle my CRF s now gluad to tha
tad of Phu's bika and I'm taggmng Fam lika
-3 E'."'_""I winan na runs
OImiing
down | fallow without throttling off for a
satand
Aftar whal seams
what is probabdy just over 15 minutes
wa amive back at the Ride Expaditiors
garapgas and somewhat against the odds
I'm unscathed and grinning lika |'ve pust
finishad off the homa-grown. Tha rida
through Hanai's bu s has bean
a suilably e affirrming and axhilarating
vabla
im m
just five days. travelled through anguably
soma of the most baautiful land
aaten lantastic r ; in tha most

wonderful places and s d bear as th

this, il raally doasn’

f you ara on tha prowl for a new
advartura, look thesa guys up and
hapetully, I'll meet you all for your anmua
JHB 2 Durban in the dirt trip. Quads 4
Quads.
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