Bicycling Viet Nam
January, 2005
Bicycle tourers often claim that touring is one of the best ways to experience the environment and “get
next to people.” That certainly was the truth in this two week bike trip. And, as usual, it included many
unexpected turns and ups and downs along the way. At least we didn’t get kicked out of a B&B
(footnote. See Bicycling the East Coast for that incident).
Actually our trip involved two components encompassing five weeks in SE Asia (otherwise known as
Indochina). The first component was with Elderhostel on a journey entitled “The People of the
Mekong,” a
study of the
educational,
social,
economic and
political
character of the
area that took us
along the
Mekong River,
from the
Chinese border,
through Laos,
Cambodia and
Viet Nam to its
delta with the
Red China Sea.

	


	


	


	


Elderhostelers cruising the Mekong River, enroute to a Vietnam village.

We began with an overview of Bangkok, Thailand. Bangkok is a thriving metropolitan area with a
population of approximately 6.5 million, a per capita Gross Domestic Product of about $2,310 in 2002.
(I use this for comparison
purposes to put the four countries
in an economic context with the
US, which has a GDP of about
$37,457 per capita). If you think
we have traffic problems here,
just visit Bangkok.
The second component was to
bicycle the eastern flank of Viet
Nam, beginning in Hanoi and
ending in Saigon (now known as
Ho Chi Minh City or
HCMC)	

	

	

	


VeloAsia bike tourers on a lunch break.

We made this trip with six bicycling colleagues from the U.S and Canada. (none of us knew oneanother) and our trip leader (Gia), a native of HCMC.
The company that sponsored the trip is located in San Francisco and is known as VeloAsia. The
itinerary (advertised by them, discussed by all participants with them) was to begin in Hanoi with a brief
city tour, fly to Hue (about halfway down the coast) and bicycle from Hue down the east coast, into the
Dalat highlands and on to HCMC. We would cycle some 560 miles, riding ten of our twelve touring
days. That is not what happened.
Instead, after our arrival in Hue, Gia explained that we were not going to take the advertised tour; we
were following a different tour that would involve bicycling from Hue to Hoi An (as planned), flying to
HCMC, riding a bus to Mytho, and biking along the Mekong between Can To and Chau Doc. This
involved bicycling only 5 of the twelve days for 255 miles over an area that we had already visited with
Elderhostel. The reason for the switch, according to Gia, was that we were right in the middle of the Tet
holiday period (their New Year’s celebration) and that traffic along the planned route would be bad.
What were we to do? We decided to be flexible and “go with the flow.” And take the matter up with
VeloAsia when we returned. Biking along the Mekong was indeed interesting and we certainly saw the
area from a completely different perspective. And, we were much more appreciative of what we
experienced due to our introduction to the area by Elderhostel. So, what did we experience as we
pedaled through the Mekong River Delta?
Traversing the Mekong River drainage
area from Viet Nam’s border with
Cambodia on the west to where it
flows into the South China Sea (a part
of the Pacific Ocean) on the east, the
topography was level - except for
bridges over waterways . Bicycling
south from Hue we found out that
Central Viet Nam is quite hilly. We
conquered two passes but succumbed
to the sag-wagon on the third due to its
steepness, narrowness and dangerous
truck traffic. Since driving in Viet
Nam is essentially a game of
“chicken”, the rule being the larger
vehicle has the right-of-way, this
turned out to be a sound decision.	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Gia and Bill on a ferry in the Mekong Delta area.

The real challenge was the heat. During midday the temperature hovered between 90 and 95 degrees
with humidity at 95% to 98%. On two days we rode more than 100k, so this was not a “kick back” ride.
Challenge #2 was city traffic. There were no stop signs. When navigating “roundabouts” where two
main roadways intersected; predictability was of utmost importance, as was luck.

Traffic in Saigon (left) and in
Hanoi (below).

Riding through the countryside was a
pleasure. Much of our riding was on
paved paths, too narrow for vehicles,
which tended to parallel waterways.
Or, on country roads that were paved
but very rough.
The top highlight of the trip was the
people. Regardless of age or
economic status they were extremely
friendly, curious and gracious. The
“American War” (footnote: Yes, this is
what the Vietnamese call it.) is a thing
of the past. Our bare legs garnered all
sorts of hoots and hollers, our white
skin oohs and aahs. We found that
young children and digital cameras are a great combination as the kids just loved to see their picture.
	

Mary Ann and water buffalo in
Cambodia.	

 	


Cambodian school boy with toothbrush from Elderhostelers
(right). Vietnamese children greet us as we cycle by (below).

The peoples’ lifeline is the Mekong River. We were there during the dry season. During the monsoons
its level rises about 15 feet flooding vast areas and depositing huge quantities of silt, which keeps the
soil fertile. Four harvests per year of rice are obtained, it being one of the country’s major exports.
Interestingly, for us
Seattle folks, is the fact
that Viet Nam is second
largest coffee producing
nation in the world. The
river, its channels,
tributaries and man-made
canals are the area’s most
important transportation
system. There is a huge
floating market in Can To.
Large junks bring in huge
quantities of produce
(pineapple, vegetables,
tomatoes, 	

 coconut, litchi
nuts, etc.) and sell to
intermediaries in small
boats (many called “long
tails”) that buy a broad
selection of goods and
transport them back to
their villages.
	

Transaction at CanTo’s floating market

Economically, the contrast
between SE Asia and the US is
like night and day. Here the key
to success is mechanization and
automation. There it is human
labor. Heavy equipment
(tractors, bulldozers, etc.) is
extremely expensive, parts are
expensive and hard to obtain and
people are not adequately
familiar with maintenance and
repair. Rice harvesting, for
example, is a human labor affair.
	


	


	


	


But, progress in this
Communist country is
being made.	

They flatly deny being a
capitalist country; they are
proud, in fact excited, that
they are a free market
economy. And, are they
ever “wheelers and
dealers”. Just ask our
biking colleague Craig
who consummated a
major transaction with a
street vendor. The asking
price for 5 very attractive
note cards was $3.00. She
would not sell the 5 for
$2.00. She was tickled to
death to sell 6 plus 6
envelopes for $3.00
though. The deal was
struck	

 	

	

	


	


Working the rice paddies with water buffalo in Vietnam.

	


Craig and a street vendor in Saigon.

For comparative purposes, here are a couple of statistics, the 2003 per capita gross domestic product
for:.
	

United States: $37,457.00
	

Thailand: $2,309.70
	

Viet Nam: $482.20
	

Laos: $384.60
	

Cambodia: $320.90
	

(Source: World Bank.).

Viet Nam has Hanoi and Saigon that are thriving vibrant economies today. One wonders how Laos and
Cambodia will survive.
	


Cambodian woman washes clothes at the village pump.

	

Cambodian children as young as five help
clean the family fish.

The most amazing part of the trip was
that no one had a flat tire. Says
something about how clean roadways
are kept and how scarce glass, nails
and tacks are. However, we just rode
255 miles!
The greatest “tragedy”, actually there
were three, happened on the last day
of bicycling. Mona collided with the
rear wheełderailleur of her husband’s
bicycle demolishing the derailleur
and sending her flying off her bike into a roadside ditch. The result was several abrasions and bruises.
Tragedy #2 occurred when Craig noticed members of the group had gathered at the roadside; he rode
over to them, braked, and fell over. Tragedy #3 was when Bill’s front tire fell between two planks on a
bridge sending him and his bike sliding across the roadway toward oncoming traffic. Several scrapes, a
devastated pride, and a commitment to practice riding his bicycle in a straight line were the result.
We culminated our trip in Saigon on Feb. 21 staying at the Caravelle Hotel (a very nice place with very
large pool right in the center of downtown), and having dinner with biking companions Bridgett and
David (from Berkeley) at the Aussie owned Al Fresco enjoying a great filet and bottle of Cab. Yep, no
more rice and chop sticks! (footnote: However, the Laotians and Cambodians know how to eat – they
use a tablespoon and fork).

