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Vietnamese. A few even have small tractors. 
Vietnamese flags fly outside some homes, a 
rarity in the wild mountains of the Hmong. 

The sun, which we hadn’t seen a hint of 
for almost a week, even shafts through the 
clouds momentarily. “What is that thing in 
the sky?” Ron says, as we shield our eyes.

For the next two days we pedal across 
mountains, past villages of one tribe after 
another, through markets where all eyes 
turn to us, the aliens on exotic bicycles. The 
air warms. Forests appear. Arcing bamboo 
shades the road. People of all ages — young 
children and the elderly — walk past, 
stooping, with massive loads of wood and 
palm fronds and bundled harvests on their 
backs. But they’re ever cheerful—never-
ending calls of “Hello!” ring out from fields, 
houses, and groups of children on roadsides, 
in trees, and across the far side of rivers. 

Vietnam’s population is exploding and 
kids are everywhere. Rafts of schoolchildren 
on bicycles pedal furiously alongside us, 
flashing huge smiles, before fading back in a 
chorus of giggles. A boy of maybe eleven on 
a clattering, too-big bike with spindles for 
pedals and schoolbooks bungeed to his rust-

ing back rack, pumps his legs to stay with 
us and then, much to our surprise, stomps 
that loose chain and single gear like his life 
depends on it to pull ahead of us. After we 
pass him on a climb (we have gears, after 
all), he rattles back and overtakes us in an 
impressive display of strength and bike han-
dling. At first he just looks straight ahead, 
not acknowledging that he’s pedaling with 
all of his might because of us, but when he 
catches up to us a third time and I call out, 
“Heeey, look who’s here again,” his face is 
overtaken by a huge, sweet smile. 

As we lean into a turn on a dirt road 
later that afternoon, I notice a family sit-
ting together on their front porch. What’s 
remarkable is that they aren’t doing any-
thing else — checking phones, watch-
ing television — they’re just sitting, with 
relaxed expressions, watching the forest and 
whatever comes down the road. I wave and 
they light up with smiles and wave back. 

As we pedal up a long climb shortly 
afterward, Dad and I talk about how happy 
the people here seem, how much simpler 
their lives are than our busy, stress-infused 
lives back in the U.S. 

“I want to tell them, ‘Hey, don’t be in 
such a rush to get high-tech and wealthy,’” 
I say. “Just keep enjoying the world from 
your porch.” 

Of course, it’s hard to say that to people 
who lack adequate health care and clean 
water supplies. Things aren’t as simple as 
we might like them to be. As we ride on, it 
occurs to me that even letting that kid in the 
high mountains ride my bike a few days ago 
could have a downside. He’d been so proud 
of his bike, a bike most Westerners would 
consider a death trap. He lifted my bike 
up and down, feeling how much lighter it 
was. He rode it and marveled at the power-
ful brakes. Would his bike now seem less 
special? Would his dreams now be filled 
with shimmering mountain bikes? Were we 
contributing, just by our presence, to the 
slow unraveling of this culture? 

Maybe we are, but change is coming to 
these mountains whether we choose to ride 
bikes here or not. In the more accessible 
regions of northern Vietnam, tourists flood 
in to see the Hmong, who have learned 
English to better sell trinkets and are crafty 
enough to charge tourists for photographs. 

From another planet. A young Hmong couple are bemused by a pair of bizarrely-clothed cyclists as they stroll their virtually carless road.



Now that the word on Ha Giang and its 
neighboring provinces is getting out thanks 
to, well, articles like this one, it’s only a mat-
ter of time before it becomes another place 
where people say, “imagine what it was like 

here 20 years ago.” Places like this can’t be 
kept secret. 

But it’s not just tourism that’s bound to 
change the lives of these mountain people, 
it’s the mountains themselves. This is made 
clear when we pause after pedaling to a 
high pass and see the true extent of the 
region’s habitation. Thatched-roof homes 
stud the ridge lines that roll away before 
us. All the mountainsides in our view have 
been cleared of forest, and farm plots check-
erboard up the highest peaks. Hmong have 
moved into the highest slopes here, where 
their fires can be seen, smoke curling into 
the air. One look at the denuded mountain-
sides and it’s clear that the traditional life-
styles, alluring as they are, will soon spoil 
the very land that supports them. 

Our last night before returning to the 
capital city of Hanoi is spent in the house 
of a Tay family in Ba Be National Park. 
Vietnam is doing an admirable job of estab-
lishing parks in their more spectacular and 
ecologically vital locations, and at Ba Be—
home of Vietnam’s largest lake and a scat-
tering of tribal villages tucked away in 
jungled mountains — they’ve developed 
a home-stay program to boost tourism and 

encourage conservation by the local people. 
Forests engulf the surrounding hills and 
the eight-foot-wide, smoothly paved road 
we pedal to get there feels more like a bike 
path. Following a gentle jungle river where 
ducks and white egrets mingle, it leads 
between mountains that drop from the sky 
in walls of giant ferns. It’s so verdant, so 
peaceful, that I barely want to pedal lest the 
butterfly-filled beauty pass too quickly. 

The house we stay in is equally idyllic. A 
traditional Tay dwelling, it sits on stilts and 
is built entirely of polished, hand-planed 
wood. The grandmother of the house wears 
traditional hand-dyed clothes with a bright-
ly colored belt and head scarf, while the 
father wears a polo shirt and leather belt. 
A small television periodically entertains 
the two young children. But it’s quiet and 
peaceful and the mother and father cook 
our dinner over an open fire before serving 
a delicious spread of water buffalo, spring 
rolls, bamboo, and rice. Our beds for the 
night sit by open windows that overlook 
rice paddies and flowering trees bursting 
with bird song. It’s exactly the kind of place 
I’ve been longing for all trip and presents 
one possible solution for some of the envi-

Coaxing life from stone. Hmong walk through black limestone back to their village after delivering manure to a fresh plot in their basket packs.Berets and all. Showing that French influence still exists in Vietnam, a pair of dapper Hmong boys put their scarf-tying skills on display.





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.


