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ronmental and economic challenges facing 
the region and its people.

The next morning, our last day of riding 
in Vietnam, Joe grabs his bike from the van 
and leads us on a ride he assures us, “you 
will like.” He does not lie. We roll onto a 
smooth dirt path that ducks into tropical 
forest and parallels a small river, unspool-
ing into cavelike limestone gorges with 
aquamarine pools. Soon we’re riding narrow 
wooden bridges over creeks, dodging water 
buffalo, and passing thatched homes in the 
middle of nowhere. A talking parrot calls 
“hello” from a nearby tree, until we real-
ize it’s actually a little boy, his smiling face 
emerging from the greenery.

An old mining railway route built long 
ago by the French, it’s now a rip-roaring 
bike ride through the Vietnamese hinter-
lands. I’m finally getting my mountain bike 
ride and I’m grinning and babbling like a 
caffeinated second-grader. 

“We’ve got 30 kilometers of this!” I say. 
Or maybe I yell, I’m not sure. 

Then, after ten blissful kilometers, the 
earthen thread enters a small village and, to 
my grave disappointment, dumps us onto a 
gravel road. I ask Joe if there’s going to be 
any more trail and he says, no, this used 
to be a trail but they turned it into a road. 
Salting the wound, he says that when he 
rode it two months ago it was still a trail like 
the one we’d been riding.

“Progress sucks,” I say to Dad.
“These people probably think it’s great,” 

he says, as we pass families sitting in the 
shade of bamboo trees and wrinkled women 
working in fields. 

The trail, like these people’s lives and 
everything around them, is changing. 
Roads, electricity, tourists — they’re all 
descending on the hill tribes like an invad-
ing force. Or like connective tissue to the 
health and prosperity of the larger world. 

Or maybe a bit of both. 
As we pile into the van and make the long 

drive back to Hanoi, from where we will fly 
back to America, my mind keeps drifting 
back to the Hmong and the mountains of 
Ha Giang, where the old ways live on in all 
of their hard, captivating beauty. Its singing 
mountains that thrust like spears into the sky, 
its people that dress like rainbows, will live in 
my memories forever. No matter what hap-
pens to its land and people, I’ll always know 
that we pedaled through its villages, drank 
corn whisky in its markets, rode bicycles 
with its children, and sailed down its moun-
tainsides when it was still Shangri La.  

Aaron Teasdale is an award-winning writer and photog-
rapher specializing in outdoor adventure, natural history, 
and conservation. You can find out more about him at 
aaronteasdale.blogspot.com. To see more of his work, 
including an image gallery of the Ha Giang and the 
Hmong people, visit www.aaronteasdale.com.

Where there’s a will, there’s a way. Both the very young and the very old are constantly at work harvesting fuel and supplies from the  
surrounding landscape to haul to their homes.

Safe passage? The author gives a sketchy-looking bridge a go in the green valleys south of the Ha Giang province.


