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‘Compassionately but without sentimentality, Ants describes lands victimised in the recent past by militarism at its worst and now assaulted by consumerism at its most ruthless. She also provides many entertaining vignettes of eccentrics met en route, disasters narrowly avoided and happy encounters with kind people in remote regions of wondrous beauty.’


Dervla Murphy, travel writer


 


‘Antonia Bolingbroke-Kent’s new book is a gripping travelogue which is at once both intimate and worldly-wise. Honest in her bravery (and brave in her honesty), she recounts a thrilling journey…’


Charlie Carroll, author of No Fixed Abode


 


‘An epic book about an epic trail. Bolingbroke-Kent captures the sights, sounds and colour of the legendary Ho Chi Minh Trail in all its surviving glory.’


Kit Gillet, freelance journalist and videographer


 


‘Ants has pulled off not only a demanding and original adventure but a great read too. A Short Ride in the Jungle informs and entertains in just the right measures…’


Lois Pryce, motorcycle adventurer and author


 


‘A beautifully written tale teeming with descriptive gems and wickedly funny anecdotes, all delivered in an earthy, self-effacing style that has the words spilling off the page… A traveller’s delight and classic-to-be!’


Jason Lewis, author and the first person to circumnavigate the world by human power alone
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'Yet we were wrong, terribly wrong. 


We owe it to future generations to explain why.' 



 


Robert S. McNamara, US Secretary of Defence 1961–1968 












AUTHOR'S NOTE 









In western cultures the Truong Son Mountains are known as the Annamites, but throughout this book I refer to them by their Vietnamese name, the Truong Son, meaning 'Long Mountain'. The Vietnamese called the Ho Chi Minh Trail the Truong Son Strategic Supply Route, hence to refer to them as Truong Son is more apt in this context. 




  In 1975 the southern city of Saigon was renamed Ho Chi Minh City by the North Vietnamese victors. Today, in spite of this change, the city is still largely known as Saigon, except by some northerners, and for official purposes. I refer to it by its pre-1975 name, Saigon. 




  Although the war that took place in Southeast Asia in the sixties and seventies is generally called the Vietnam War, the broad term that refers to the war in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia is the Second Indochina War. This book is a journey through these three countries, hence I refer to the conflict as the Second Indochina War, as opposed to the Vietnam War. Often I just call it 'the War'. 




  American intelligence and Vietnamese military cartographers used a different numbering system for the Trail on maps of the time. For example, the main north–south road through Laos was called 911 by the US and 128 by the North Vietnamese. Since I have been working from old North Vietnamese maps, I use their numbering system, as opposed to the US one. 




  There is some disagreement as to whether the Honda Cub is a motorcycle or a moped. It has an automatic clutch and is rather smaller than your average motorcycle, but on the other hand has three gears, no running board and bigger wheels than most mopeds. Most Cub fans will insist their steed is a motorcycle and within this book I refer to it variously as a motorcycle, moped, bike, Cub and C90. 
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BRIEF PRONUNCIATION GUIDE 












  

    	ăn chay

    	an chai, the 'ay' as in 'bye'

  


  

    	ao dai

    	ow die

  


  

    	Bualapha

    	Boolafar

  


  

    	Cẩm Thủy

    	Cum Twee

  


  

    	cắt tóc'

    	cat toc

  


  

    	co tuong

    	co tung

  


  

    	Cu Chi

    	Koo Chee

  


  

    	Cuong

    	Kung, as in the 'u' sound in 'cook'

  


  

    	đi đi

    	dee dee

  


  

    	Mu Gia

    	Moo Zaa (In northern Vietnam 'gi' is pronounced 'z'. A Saigonese would pronounce it as 'Moo Jeeya')

  


  

    	pho

    	fur

  


  

    	Phong Nha

    	Fong Nar

  


  

    	Tân Kỳ

    	Tan Kee

  


  

    	Truong Son

    	Trung Son, the 'son' as in 'con'

  


  

    	Vo Nguyen Giap

    	Vo Nwin Zaap

  


  

    	xin chào

    	sin chow

  


  

    	xin lỗi

    	sin loy 
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CHAPTER 1 


 


THE WORLD'S DEADLIEST ROAD 









It was early March and a thick grey pall hung over Hanoi. Standing on the first floor balcony of my hotel in the capital's Old Quarter, I hunched my shoulders against the chill morning air. Still on British time, I took a beer from the minibar, lit a cigarette and leant over the concrete balustrade. Below, a buzzing, beeping river of mopeds and taxis flowed down narrow Nguyen Van To Street. Women squatted on the pavement hacking the heads off fish, their hands glistening with silver scales. Others sawed at slabs of raw meat, trickles of crimson blood running into the gutter. On the balcony opposite, two yellow songbirds chirruped in an ornate wooden cage. And in every direction stained buildings leant on each other like a crowd of drunkards, clothed in an unkempt mass of tangled wires, crooked balconies, grimy air conditioning units and half-open shutters. The drab, colourless order of London couldn't have felt further away. 




  Excitement and anxiety about what lay ahead had kept sleep at bay for the entirety of the flight from England. Now in Hanoi, I was eager to get on with the task at hand. Sleep could wait. In a couple of days' time I would be loading my panniers and setting off down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. For the next seven weeks it would just be me and my two-wheeled partner, a twenty-five-year-old Honda C90. No back up, no mechanics - just the hum of my tiny 90-cc engine. 




  Impatient to meet my bike, I dialled Digby's number. 




  'Ants-oi!' said Digby as he answered, suffixing my name with a Vietnamese colloquialism. 'Welcome to Hanoi. Are you ready to meet your wheels?' 




  'Absolutely, I can't wait. How is she?' 




  'She's very pretty actually – shockingly pink. The boys have done a great job. I'll pick you up in half an hour and you can come and meet her yourself.' 




 


It had all started almost exactly a year previously. I was supposed to be going to Siberia. Flights had been reserved, drivers booked, permits applied for. But a week before I was due to fly, Fate stuck her oar in. Turning around with a guilty smile on his face, my boss said to me, 'How do you feel about a little trip to Vietnam and Laos instead?' 




  'Err, great,' I replied hesitantly. 




  'Wonderful, we'll book you a flight for the end of the week.' 




  As a freelance television producer I was used to being thrown into things at the last minute, dropping everything to fly to Alaska, Argentina or Aberdeen with barely a moment to pack my toothbrush. It was exciting, unpredictable and at times infuriating. This time though, I could never have foreseen how this abrupt change of plan would affect the next few years of my life. 




  A month earlier I'd accepted a job producing the popular BBC television series World's Most Dangerous Roads. Since then I'd been having crackly Skype conversations with fixers in Magadan and watching grainy films of hollow-cheeked prisoners digging Siberia's 'Road of Bones' out of the ice. But unexpected changes in the filming schedule meant I needed to get on a plane to Hanoi and recce the Ho Chi Minh Trail instead. Someone else would go to Russia in my place. It was January, half of Britain was snivelling with flu and in Siberia temperatures were plummeting towards minus fifty. I'd be less likely to get frostbite in Southeast Asia, or be forced to eat reindeer's testicles; neither of which was on my bucket list. A trip to the tropics sounded like an extremely good idea. 




  I'd heard of the Ho Chi Minh Trail and knew it was something to do with the Vietnam War, but beyond that I was ignorant. With only four days until my flight I had to find a local fixer, wade through a pile of research, get a Vietnamese visa (I'd have to get my Lao one in Hanoi), pack my bags and go. 




  My boyfriend Marley was less than delighted about my latest task. 




  'So, let me get this straight, you're going to be spending a week riding a motorbike through the jungle with your thighs wrapped around another man? I'm not the jealous type, but…' 




  'Well, it is my job,' I replied weakly before heading East. 




  The 'other man' was our programme consultant Digby, the Australian head honcho of a Hanoi-based motorbike tour company, Explore Indochina. Digby was obsessed with both bikes and the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and had been riding all over Vietnam and Laos for the best part of two decades. I'd been told about him by a television acquaintance of mine who had described him as 'aloof… but one of the few people alive today who really knows about the remaining whereabouts of the Trail.' Thirty-eight years on from the war in Southeast Asia only a handful of devotees knew the routes of this once gargantuan transport network. Digby was one of them. 




  Since we were making a primetime BBC series with two well-known presenters, every inch of the route had to be scrutinised in advance. The BBC had to know it was dangerous enough to make good television, but not so dangerous that we'd kill off the talent. The presenters' agent needed reassurance that the amenities along the route provided a whiff of the luxury her charges were accustomed to. 




  As Digby was a biker we opted to do the recce on a single Kawasaki 250-cc dirt bike with me riding pillion. I'd never ridden off-road, and now wasn't the time to start. 




  'I've never ridden the Trail two-up,' Digby had admitted on the phone the day before I left. 'I'm not even sure it's possible. But we'll give it a go. Just be prepared to get a very sore backside.' 




  The next thing I knew I was pouring myself into the tiny space between Digby and our bundle of luggage, barely room for a Higgs boson between us. For six exhilarating, bottom-numbing days we rode through south-eastern Laos, mapping a route for the programme. Charismatic, mercurial and possessing eagle-like acuity, Digby's knowledge of the Trail was impressive. After almost two decades of studying it, it seemed there was nothing he didn't know. 




  A week later I flew home to deliver my findings. The BBC was satisfied that we'd ticked all the boxes. The danger element was provided by the remote terrain, the unexploded bombs that littered the jungle, and some hefty rivers to negotiate. Unsurprisingly the presenter's agent was jittery about the luxury quotient – Egyptian cotton, fluffy white towels and daily massages were not going to be in abundance. She wasn't sure how the celebs would cope. 




  The following month the television circus returned to film the two celebrities bumping down a one-thousand-mile section of the Trail. This time we had four jeeps, two medics, four drivers, two Laotian government officials, a translator, the two presenters and the camera crew – sixteen in total. It was a bumpy ride in more ways than one. 




  In my two encounters with the Ho Chi Minh Trail, I'd been astounded by how fast such an important piece of history was being swallowed by development. Even in the six weeks between the recce and the filming, new roads had been started and new patches of jungle stripped of their valuable wood. Like a poor man who had just found the key to the treasure chest he was sitting on, Laos was damming its rivers, selling its precious forests and handing out mining licences like raffle tickets. Gold, copper, zinc, bauxite, coal, gypsum, tin, hydropower, teak, yellow balau, keruing, rosewood – the mountains of Laos hid an inestimable wealth. People with first-hand knowledge of the Trail were getting old and dying, and the new generation were more interested in western fashion and smartphones. In a decade all traces of the original Trail could be gone, buried under tarmac and dug up by mining companies. 




  I wanted to return to the Trail, to explore some of the remaining sections of what was once the world's deadliest road; to know more about the lands it cut through, the people who built it, walked it, bombed it and died on it, before it was lost forever. 




  This time I wanted to do it without medics, translators, jeeps and drivers. This time I wanted to do it alone. 




 


The Truong Son Strategic Supply Route, better known by its American moniker, the Ho Chi Minh Trail, was one of the greatest feats of military engineering in history. A paragon of ingenuity and bloody determination, at its peak this twelve-thousand-mile transport network spread like a spider's web through Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia; an ever-mutating labyrinth of roads, tracks, communication lines, fuel pipelines, command centres, supply bases and waterways. Constructed in the face of an unprecedented onslaught of modern warfare, forged through inhospitable mountainous terrain, and subjected to the biggest bombing campaign in history, the Trail was the fulcrum of the Second Indochina War. 




  The Trail was the bastard child of the 1954 Geneva Accords, an international agreement which divided Vietnam into two separate states: the North to Ho Chi Minh's Communist Party, the South to the US backed president, Ngo Dinh Diem. The aim was to turn the South into a model capitalist, non-colonial Southeast Asian country – a buffer against the disturbing swell of Asian communism. Unification elections were set to occur in 1956, but when they never happened Ho resolved to 'liberate' the South and unify the country under a single communist flag. In May 1959 secret instructions were given to Colonel Vo Bam of North Vietnam's Ministry of Defence to organise 'a special military communication line to send supplies to the revolution in the South.' Three weeks later he and 308 boi dois, North Vietnamese soldiers, set off from a village just north of the seventeenth parallel, the dividing line between North and South Vietnam. Carrying bundles of rifles and ammunition and dressed in simple pyjamas and palm leaf hats, they spent more than two months walking south, living by the motto: 'To walk without footprints, to cook without smoke, to speak without sound.' Tracks were crossed using plastic sheets and leaves placed over any incriminating footprints. On 20 August the men and goods arrived at the A Shau valley in South Vietnam. Little did these pioneers know that their two-month mission was the seed of the legendary Ho Chi Minh Trail. 




  From the beginning life on the Trail was harsh. The boi dois lived on a meagre diet of rice, salt and wild roots. Foot soldiers carried up to their own weight in supplies – military equipment, medicine, a rifle, ammunition, rice, salt and sugar. Sunburnt peasants pushed bicycles loaded with 300 kg of supplies, and horses and elephants lumbered south with rice, big guns and boxes of ammunition. 




  In 1961 an agreement was made with the Laotian communists to extend the Trail over the Truong Son Mountains into Laos. These high peaks and virgin forests – the natural barrier between Vietnam and Laos – would provide perfect cover for Trail activity. But this wild landscape, as well as being an ally, was also a formidable adversary and the boi dois had to claw and grope their way through the jungle. Later on, once the War was underway, one North Vietnamese soldier counted twenty-four ways in which you could die on the Trail – bombs could vaporise you, tigers and bears attack you, mud, rivers and landslides wash you away, and malaria and dysentery suck the very life from your veins. Hunger, thirst, fear and loneliness were omnipresent. 




  US intervention in 1965 called for an escalation of the war effort. The following year motorised transport joined the march southwards. Driving at night with little or no lights, bombed relentlessly, hunted by AC-130 Spectre gunships and deprived of food and sleep, life for truck drivers, the 'pilots of the ground,' wasn't that much easier. 




  The Trail embodied Vietnam's struggle for a unified, independent nation. Without it, there could have been no war against the South, a fact America knew only too well. For eight years they subjected the Trail to a scale of warfare that still seems inconceivable. Vast swathes of Indochina were reduced to a burning, blistered mass of bomb craters, charred corpses, rubble and blackened tree stumps. Steeped in Cold War neuroses, desperate to stop Hanoi feeding the communist insurgency in the South, the US dropped more bombs on neutral Laos than were dropped by all parties in the whole of World War Two. They seeded rain to produce landslides, stripped the jungles with toxic chemicals and wired the forests with electronic listening devices. 




  But even the might of the most powerful nation on earth could not cut the Trail or weaken Hanoi's resolve. With limitless guile and resilience, the communists fought back. The Vietnamese had been one of the few races to defeat the marauding Mongols on the battlefield. They had broken the French; they weren't going to be beaten by America and the South. 




  Despite its significance, few westerners have taken a serious interest in the Ho Chi Minh Trail since the war ended, or made more than cursory efforts to explore what is left of this once mighty web. Scores of backpackers ride a tourist-friendly version of the Trail in Vietnam, replete with guides and a T-shirt, but only a smattering of devotees have followed the guts of the Trail into Laos and Cambodia. 




  Digby started his explorations in 2003, first crossing the border into Laos in late 2004. Riding a Minsk, he was only able to get as far as Sepon, slowly pushing farther south each year. Since then he has returned to the Laotian side of the Trail sixteen times, finding, among other things, a US spy camera, a pilot's radio rescue beacon, the dashboard from a Chinese tank and two AK47s. The only other person to have travelled the Trail as extensively is Don Duvall, an eccentric American biker based in Vientiane who has spent more than a decade exploring the Trail in Laos from the back of his Honda XR400. I'd met Don the previous year when he joined Digby and me for a section of our BBC recce ride. 




  As far as I knew I would be the first female to travel the Trail solo, and certainly the first person to attempt it on an antiquated pink Cub. My seven-week journey was going to take me several thousand miles through some of the most remote and difficult terrain in Southeast Asia. From Hanoi I would follow the recently constructed Ho Chi Minh Highway south, cross into Laos, clunk on to Cambodia and finally end in Vietnam's southern metropolis of Saigon. Unlike the hundreds of thousands who walked, drove and worked on the Trail in the sixties and seventies, I wouldn't have to deal with a daily deluge of bombs. Neither would I have to push a bicycle loaded with 300 kg of ammunition or survive on roots and 150 g of plain rice a day. But to some degree, many of the other dangers were still very much present. UXO, unexploded ordnance, littered my route south. Cerebral malaria, dengue fever and dysentery were still prevalent. The trees slithered and crawled with deadly vipers, venomous scorpions and spiders bigger than my hand. And although tigers, bears, panthers and clouded leopards were sadly now extremely rare, an attack by one wasn't inconceivable.  




  All of these things were unlikely, but they were by no means impossible, and thinking about them opened a mental Pandora's box of potential catastrophes. During braver moments I told myself that I was just going for a short ride in the jungle. At other times fear of the impending trip stalked my consciousness. Whatever happened, it was unlikely to be an easy trip. 




 


Exactly on time, Digby's motorbike pulled up outside my hotel. In the intensity of television shoots you get to know people pretty well, and it was good to see him again. Small and dark, his mischievous face was creased from two decades of Asian sun, tens of thousands of miles on motorbikes and a surfeit of booze and laughter. Brought up in Canberra – much to his dismay – and trained as a lawyer, he had fled the constraints of Australian society aged twenty-six and never gone home. Rebellious by nature, Digby never seemed to care what other people thought of him, and had the sort of uproarious laugh which could infect a roomful of curmudgeons. Occasionally, his garrulousness was replaced by unpredictable silences, the source of his supposedly aloof reputation. But his generosity, humour, razor-sharp intellect and passion for bikes and the Trail far outweighed the occasionally taciturn aspects of his personality. 




  As soon as I had decided to tackle the Trail solo, I'd contacted Digby. Doing it by bike was the only logical solution, and although I'd be travelling alone I wanted someone in Hanoi to source and pimp my wheels for me. Digby's knowledge of the Trail would be vital, and his Vietnamese business partner, Cuong, was the best motorbike mechanic in Vietnam. 




  In the last decade riding a motorbike in Vietnam has gained cult status on the Southeast Asian traveller circuit. Not content with dancing till dawn at Full Moon Parties in Koh Pha Ngan and tubing in Vang Vieng, travellers seeking the ultimate thrill now head for Hanoi, saddle up and explore the country on two wheels. Biking has become as synonymous with Vietnam as partying is with Thailand. Almost entirely responsible for this burst in biker tourism are Digby and Cuong. Cuong famously built the three bikes for Top Gear's iconic Vietnam special, which culminated in the Unholy Trinity floating across Halong Bay on a pink Minsk, a Honda C90 and a Vespa. If he could construct three semi-amphibious motorbikes, there was no doubt Cuong could dig up a C90 capable of taking on the Trail. Fortunately for me, they agreed to help. 




  Explore Indochina's Hanoi warehouse is a biker's fantasy. Lines of beautifully restored vintage Urals and Minsks stretch from wall to wall, serried ranks of the finest Soviet steel. Rarely seen in western Europe, these machines were the work horses of the former USSR, their popularity and usage spreading to Vietnam on the tide of communism. The larger 650-cc Urals, based on a stolen 1940s BMW R71 design, took Stalin's troops to the battlegrounds of the Eastern Front, and have carried Russian farmers ever since. Leviathans among motorcycles, they still roll off the production line of their original factory in Irbit, Siberia. 




  The Belarusian Minsks, smaller 125-cc beasts, are equally robust. Their service manual states: 'These motorcycles are especially suitable for use in the countryside where there are bad or no roads.' Both are the sort of bikes that conjure visions of speeding across snowy wastes, tweed scarf flying in the Arctic wind. While they are eschewed by most Vietnamese as outdated, unreliable technology, Digby and Cuong have created a cult around them. To see so many of these rare and handsome machines under one roof was quite a sight. 




  Eager to see my bike, I scanned the warehouse looking for a glint of pink among the rows of gunmetal grey and army green. 




  'There she is,' said Digby, pointing to the gloom at the back of the building. 




  Dwarfed between two muscular Urals, a gamine blonde in a sea of burly weightlifters, was a small, perfectly pink Honda Cub. With the classic curved lines of the older models, spotless pink paintwork and a sparkling steel exhaust, she was a truly beautiful specimen. 




  'Take her for a ride,' suggested Digby. 'She goes like the clappers.' 




  As I wheeled her out, two of the mechanics stood up from the Ural they were working on to watch. For a nanosecond, as I sat on her and fumbled with the key, I felt like I'd never ridden a bike before. 




  This could be embarrassing, I thought, trying not to look flustered. 




  But as her engine purred to life everything felt normal again. Compared to my old C90 at home she sounded like a well-serviced Bugatti, and we flew around the block without incident. 




  Minutes later Cuong arrived at the warehouse on a beaten-up red Honda moped. Dressed in an immaculate white silk shirt and pressed black trousers, he looked far too dapper to be a motorbike mechanic, albeit the best in the country. Thin and boyish looking, with close cut hair, he appeared younger than his forty-three years. The self-confessed 'country boy' had been the black sheep of his village when he was a teenager, so naughty that none of the families in the area would allow their daughters to marry him. Mad about motorbikes, he and his friends would cut the brakes on their 100-cc Honda Wins and race them to Hanoi and back. Even his eventual wife's parents – 'peasants' as he called them in his accented English – took more than a year of persuasion before they would hand over their daughter. The man in front of me now had come a long way since then. 




  The master mechanic soon got down to the nitty-gritty. 




  'Do you know how to change wheels?' he asked. 




  'No, I'm afraid not,' I replied, slightly sheepishly. 




  'We had five punctures in a single day on one of our rides, you got to know how to do this,' he said, getting out his tools. 




  Without tarnishing his shirt, Cuong squatted on the ground and deftly showed me how to take off a wheel and repair a puncture. The whole process took him no more than four minutes. I suspected it might take me a little longer. 




  Near where we squatted lay the battered, rusted remnants of James May's green Honda C90 from Top Gear. It was a sorrowful sight, never having recovered from its dunking in the salty waters of Halong Bay. 




  'Why don't you take a part from it for good luck?' suggested Digby. 




  I was already carrying a small arsenal of lucky talismans: a Buddha icon from Nepal, a piece of Mexican lapis lazuli given to me by a friend, a Bolivian offering to Pachamama, an evil eye and my well-travelled teddy, Wirral. Adding a piece of James May's bike to my collection was an excellent idea. Taking the seat, fairing or major engine parts was impractical so I settled on the key, tying it around my bike's handlebars. 




  Before leaving the warehouse I asked the boys what they had done to the bike – apart from spraying it pink as I'd requested – which had started life as a 1989 green Honda C50. 




  'I buy from someone in my village for $350. It look like total crap when we got it,' laughed Cuong. 'I wish I take pictures of it then, you wouldn't believe how much it change. Since then it's had new everything – piston, valves, spokes, chain, cam chain, exhaust, suspension – everything.' 




  'What about the tyres?' I asked, looking at her smooth city slicks. 'They're not going to be much good on the dirt, is there any way of getting off-road ones to fit her?' 




  'I look everywhere in Hanoi to find off-road tyres for Honda Cub, but no find,' replied Cuong. 


  Much of my journey was going to be through mud, sand and mountains; having off-road tyres would be a huge advantage. But if Cuong said he couldn't find any to fit, I believed him. 




  'During the rainy season the tribal people tie rubber straps around their wheels for extra traction. You could try that if you get really stuck' suggested Digby, noticing my furrowed brow. 




  I turned to one of the mechanics who had worked on her with Cuong. 




  'Do you think the Ho Chi Minh Trail is possible on a C90?' 




  'Yeah, easy,' he replied, looking proudly at his handiwork. 'As long as you remember to put oil in.' 




  'Look, it's the best bloody Honda C90 on the planet,' added Digby. 'You won't even need a toolkit. Nothing's going to go wrong with this bike. It'll be a breeze.' 




  I hoped he was right. 
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CHAPTER 2 


 


THE CITY OF THE ASCENDING DRAGON 









Now that the bike was mine, there was nothing else to do but take the bull by the balls and start riding. The pathetic notion of blaming jet lag and saying I'd pick her up tomorrow prodded my tired brain, then was rapidly admonished by my braver self. I had to start somewhere. Tucking my bike in behind Digby's, we dived into the mass of vehicles, the buzz of my little Cub's engine swallowed by the throaty chug of his single-cylinder Minsk. 




  Cast aside those western notions of traffic, where cars queue with bovine patience and bicycles glide down neatly painted lanes. The chaotic, raging torrent that barges its way through Hanoi's narrow streets is a wholly different beast. This is traffic red in tooth and claw; a seething, surging, clamorous cavalcade of man and metal. Lissom girls weave through the melee on Honda mopeds, their faces and arms covered from the sun, high heels teetering on running boards. Taxis career in all directions, horns blasting. Girls riding large old-fashioned bicycles wobble insouciantly between the lanes, pedalling gracefully at the same unhurried speed. With their conical hats and flowing black hair, they seem to float rather than pedal, oblivious to the hooting machines that flow around them. Women in their traditional non la, palm leaf, hats stagger under back-breaking yokes of fruit and vegetables. Mopeds loaded with whole families, pigs, cupboards, washing machines and beds squeeze through non-existent gaps. And through the middle of it all pedestrians dash hopefully. It makes Pall Mall in rush hour look like a Cotswold backwater. 




  Scanning the road in eight directions at once I gripped the handlebars, left thumb hovering over the horn, right foot poised above the back brake. In the middle of a busy any-way-you-fancy junction I swerved to avoid a family of four, who stopped their moped to disgorge two children into the fray. Apparently, looking in the wing mirror or pulling over to the side of the road before doing so was unnecessary. In England such driving would have people taking your number plate and dialling 999. Here it was perfectly normal. 




  Despite the insanity of it all, I felt a smile spreading across my face. Fingers of excitement crept up my spine, throwing aside lingering nerves. I was here, in Hanoi, united at last with my bike; my Ho Chi Mission finally in the starting blocks. 




  Chickenchaser, Clunk, Super Clunk, Cub, Super Cub, step through – mention these words to bikers of a certain age and they'll go misty-eyed, as though remembering a first date. They might ride BMWs and Ducatis now, but once upon a time they learnt to do wheelies and strip an engine on a humble Honda Cub. 




  With just three gears, an automatic clutch and an engine the size of a watermelon, Cubs are (almost) idiot proof and (supposedly) indestructible. Designed by Soichiro Honda as the answer to post-war Japan's need for an inexpensive mode of transport, the Cub was an instant success. Since production started in 1958, over sixty million have been sold in fifteen different countries. James May, writing about the experience of riding his in Vietnam, described them as 'a best-seller to make other best-sellers look like mere fads… the greatest machine of all time; nay, the single most influential product of humankind's creativity.' 




  OK, so he might have been a little hyperbole-happy there, but there's no getting away from the fact that the Honda Cub is the single most produced machine ever made. Yes, you read right, the single most produced machine ever made. Immortalised as a 'groovy little motorbike' by California rockers The Beach Boys in their 1964 song Little Honda, in 




2006 the Discovery Channel voted it the Greatest Motorcycle Ever Made. To prove the point, the programme's presenter Charley Boorman attempted to batter a Cub to death. The poor little beast was thrown from the roof of a building, loaded with 200 kg of pizzas and filled with cooking oil, but it refused to die. 


  Their brilliance wasn't new to me. A few years previously Marley and I had bought two Cubs on eBay for £300 each, painted them in animal print livery and ridden three thousand miles around the Black Sea. In three punishing, stormy weeks neither bike had put a piston wrong. Even when I'd omitted to put oil in my engine, Soichiro's marvellous machine had clunked on, drier than the Skeleton Coast. It wasn't until Trabzon, in the far east of Turkey, that Marley noticed my error. If it had been any other bike, I'd have been getting the train back to Istanbul. 




  There were other reasons behind my choice of vehicle. Firstly, I was a novice when it came to mechanics. It wasn't that I couldn't do it, it was just that I'd never applied myself to learning about the inner workings of an engine. In all my previous travels there had always been someone else to do that bit. My role had been filming, passing the odd spanner or sitting on the kerb smoking and offering verbal support. Marley had taught me some basics before I left home, such as how to tighten the brakes and chain, but – despite Digby's confidence and my desire to learn – there might be times when I needed help. Cubs are simple machines to fix and, where I was going, most boys over the age of ten knew how to bash one back into shape. The same couldn't be said for a new-fangled BMW tourer. 




  Secondly, my route would pass through some of the poorest parts of Southeast Asia; mountainous tribal lands where the sight of a foreigner was still an extreme rarity. Some of the people still lived in near Stone Age conditions; in bamboo villages absent of schools, sanitation, electricity or material wealth. Me with my white face and motorbike gear were going to be enough of a shock. I hoped that riding a cheap, familiar bike might fractionally lessen the cultural chasm between us. 




  And finally, doing it on a proper dirt bike seemed too easy. There was infinitely more comedy value in attempting to trundle up and over the Truong Son range on a twenty-five-year-old pink Honda Cub. 




 


More than any other Southeast Asian capital city, Hanoi exudes an antiquated charm; its streets oozing with a thousand years of history and conquest. A hotchpotch of architectural styles lean crookedly together: crumbling neo-classical façades, shuttered shopfronts, dragon-filled pagodas. Narrow frontages mask a labyrinthine world of passageways and multi-generational family life. Several Hanoians told me that the maze of ancient streets around Hoan Kiem Lake is the most densely populated place in the world, home to more than 100,000 people per square mile. How you prove this is impossible to know, but the traffic and sheer volume of humans makes it highly believable. While the roads are bursting with traffic, the pavements are cluttered with parked mopeds, men playing co tuong – Chinese chess – and huddles of people sitting on small plastic stools eating pho, the ubiquitous noodle soup. Privacy is not part of the fabric of Vietnamese society and the streets are an extension of people's homes – conservatory, dining room, living room and kitchen combined. 




  United with my wheels, my first appointment in the capital was tea with the British Ambassador. Navigating the maze of streets and avoiding collisions was so far proving a challenge. Craning my neck to read a street number, I lost concentration for a vital second and bang! My front wheel and mudguard collided with the car in front, leaving a guilty smear of pink paint clinging to its new black bumper. The front doors of the car opened and two men got out angrily. A passing old woman clucked at me in disgust. 




  'Xin lỗi! Xin lỗi!' I squeaked, rubbing at the pink splodge apologetically, thankful that 'sorry' was one of the few Vietnamese words I could remember. Fortunately, their initial anger dissipated. Shrugging their shoulders and laughing, the men returned to their seats and drove away. It was a good lesson for me – concentration was going to be key to my survival on this trip. 




  Dr Antony Stokes, British Ambassador to the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, is typical of many diplomats who fly the Union Jack in distant corners of the globe. Charming, modest and intelligent, he has been instrumental in furthering British-South Asian relations for over a decade. As a matter of courtesy I had emailed the Embassy to let them know of my plans and Dr Stokes had invited me in for a chat. Over a very English pot of Earl Grey we talked about his time in Vietnam and my impending journey, and he wished me luck on the road ahead. 




  'Now don't be a distressed British citizen – and always wear a helmet,' he advised, handing me his card as I left. 




  The next morning, two days before I was due to leave, I woke up feeling awful. My jawline had disappeared into swollen glands, my eyes ached and my back muscles had tied themselves in knots. I didn't feel stressed, but weeks of latent anxiety and anticipation must have crept up on me. Two evenings spent with Digby's hard-drinking friends might not have helped. I was sure I'd feel better once I was on the road, and with lots still to do before I left on Sunday morning there was no time to dwell on feeling ill. 




  My biggest issue at this point was deciding how and where I was going to cross the border into Laos. Although there are six legal overland crossings between Vietnam and Laos, rules regarding foreigners riding motorbikes are notoriously murky and there was no guarantee I'd be able to cross at any of them. There was no simple stated rule on this matter; it was just an infuriating bureaucratic glitch. As Digby succinctly put it, 'It's down to the ***** on the border that day.' 




  The border post I had the best chance of getting through was Na Meo, one hundred and fifty miles west of Hanoi. The crossing was on the well-trampled tourist trail between Hanoi and the Plain of Jars, a famous archaeological landscape in Laos, and the guards were used to a daily flow of foreigners. But the whole point of my journey was to follow the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and none of its main arteries had passed this way. Na Meo was my safest option, but it would be a disappointing compromise. 




  The crossing I wanted to take was much further south, at the Mu Gia pass. This narrow passage through the mountains had been North Vietnam's main route to the West Truong Son road, the Trail in Laos. The Truong Son may not be the highest mountains in the world but they have to be among the most impassable, and the Mu Gia pass is one of the few conduits through this formidable natural barricade. For a decade an indefatigable swarm of trucks carrying men and munitions had plied this route, feeding the war in the South. Desperate to stem the flow, the Americans hurled tens of thousands of tonnes of bombs, napalm and defoliants at the pass. US president Nixon even mooted the use of nuclear weapons here. But try as they might, America's efforts never closed the pass for more than a few hours, the CIA noting that 'The communists will spare no effort to keep it open.' 




  But the small border post was little used by foreigners and Digby and Cuong had been turned back from there a few months before. A travel company I knew in Vientiane told me there 'was no amount of money in the world' that would get me across at Mu Gia.  




  Nevertheless, I stubbornly refused to drop the idea. 




  Digby, Cuong and I discussed my options. It turned out they were going to be driving a pair of restored US army jeeps across Mu Gia with two American veterans at the end of the following week. The four of them were doing an exploratory two-week trip down the Trail to see if future jeep tours were viable. I'd met the veterans – a fighter pilot and an intelligence officer – the previous year with the BBC, and wanted to see them again. As members of an elite US fighter squadron they had been tasked with disrupting North Vietnamese activity on the Trail in the late sixties. Meeting up with them was sure to provide some interesting stories. 




  We made a plan to meet on the Vietnamese side of the border in five days' time and attempt it together, Digby half-jokingly proposing we dismantle my bike and smuggle it across as 'spares'. The worst that could happen was that I'd be turned back and have to drive five hundred miles north to Na Meo. It would be an inconvenience, but at least I'd know I had tried. 




 


My last day in Hanoi was spent dashing around the streets of the Old Quarter, gathering together final bits of equipment and paperwork. It was International Women's Day - a day which passes with barely a mention in England, but remains hugely popular in countries such as Russia, Bulgaria and Vietnam - and the city was fragrant with the scent of flowers. Started as a socialist political event in 1911, it evokes the Soviet era when women were awarded medals for multiple births and longevity. In Vietnam, one of the last bastions of communism, woe betides the man who omits to buy flowers for his wife or girlfriend on 8 March. Women crouched at the roadside selling piles of fresh daffodils. Others pushed bicycles across the roads, bunches of lilies, carnations and roses spilling out of baskets. The streets were full of happy couples on mopeds, the women clutching beautifully wrapped bouquets. 




  We humans are adaptable creatures and after three days in the city I was beginning to drive like a local, edging down one-way streets the wrong way and beeping liberally. I passed whole streets selling the same goods, be it haberdashery, motorbike accessories or silk, many still bearing the names of the trade guilds that were established here a millennium ago. One of these, Ngo Hàng Cỏ – Grass Alley – was named after the tall grass that once grew here, used by the state to feed the several hundred elephants that lived in the city. Early travellers to the citadel of Thăng Long, The City of the Ascending Dragon – Hanoi's name from 1010 until 1831 – often mention these pachyderms, used for firefighting, war, transport and even capital punishment. French traveller Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, who lived in the city from 1639 to 1645, observed how adulterers were executed by being impaled on an elephant's tusks, ripped limb from limb and trampled upon. Today no trace of the fields that once filled this area remains and, luckily for adulterers, the elephants are long gone. 




  At lunch I stopped at one of the multitude of pho stalls on Hàng Trống. Sitting on a plastic stool, I watched as the pho mistress whipped up my steaming bowl of noodle soup with well-practised dexterity. Operating from a single seat, a conductress amidst her orchestra of food, she moved continuously; swivelling, plucking, pouring, ladling and stirring. The bottom half of her body remained rooted to the same point, while her upper torso and arms were in constant motion. With an octopus-like movement, one rubber-gloved hand dived into the gelatinous white noodles, the other swiftly plucked a handful of chopped spring onions. A scattering of tofu and a ladle of steaming broth finished the process. Immediately she started again: noodles, swivel, meat, reach, spring onions, scatter, tofu, swivel, ladle, broth. It was a mesmerising sight. I felt sure she could have fed the Truong Son army without moving from that stool. 




  That evening I went to Colonel Quy's cafe on the shores of West Lake, the largest of the capital's seventeen lakes. The café, owned by an English painter and a glamorous former Vietnamese army actress, had become my favourite spot to drink the local brew, Bia Hanoi, and watch the sun slide into the mist. Over the course of an evening Digby's expat friends drifted in and out, a motley collection of drinkers, artists, rebels and drifters. Hanoi seems to attract a particular type of expat – renegades who revel in the freedom, exoticism and old world charm of the city. If you're male, a plentiful supply of cheap beer and beautiful women also help. As author and former Hanoi resident Phil Karber wrote, 'If you arrive in Hanoi with bad habits, they aren't going to get any better.' 




  On the eve of my departure our group consisted of Australian, Bulgarian and Vietnamese painters, a red-faced cockney, a long-haired American, Digby and myself. On the next table a famous Vietnamese film star was drinking champagne with three friends. One of our group, a man introduced to me as George, spoke with a clipped accent which could have originated from anywhere between Paris and Vladivostok. It transpired that he was the son of maverick Australian war correspondent, Wilfred Burchett. Burchett was a brave, enlightened man who counted among his close friends and acquaintances Ho Chi Minh and Cambodia's King Norodom Sihanouk. He wrote one of the most famous books about the Trail, Inside Story of the Guerilla War which, bizarrely, I was currently reading. Feeling this was a good omen I pulled the tattered hardback copy out of my bag and asked George to sign it. 




  Burchett Snr walked the Trail in 1963, two years before the first American combat troops had landed in Vietnam. Vietnam had been divided into North and South nine years previously, and Ho Chi Minh's North were fighting a guerrilla war against the American-backed South. A communist sympathiser, Wilfred later spent much of the war embedded with North Vietnamese and Viet Cong soldiers, dodging US attacks. Incredibly, he was in his sixties at the time. Two decades earlier, he had been the first journalist to enter Hiroshima after the bomb. George's accent was the result of his father's itinerant career, which took the family variously to Vietnam, Cambodia and Bulgaria. 




  The conversation soon turned to my trip. 




  'So what are you most worried about?' queried George. 




  I reeled off a selection of the things that had kept me awake at night during the past few months. 'Spiders, snakes, ghosts…' 




  Thousands of people had died horrible deaths on the Trail and the jungle was bound to be infested with restless spirits. The only time he'd camped out on the Trail in Laos, Digby had had vivid nightmares about ghouls trying to get into his hammock, and sworn he would never do it again. 




  '… loneliness, having an accident, tigers… ' 




  At the mention of tigers, everyone laughed. With so few left I had as much chance of seeing one as I did of encountering a Great White in a public swimming pool. 




  'How do you think you'd feel if you came face to face with one of Southeast Asia's last remaining tigers?' asked Digby. 'Do you think you'd ask it to pose for a photo before it ate you?' 




  Titillated by his own humour he continued. 'You know tigers always attack from behind, so you should wear a mask on the back of your head to fool them.' 




  'Don't worry,' I assured him. 'If I sleep in the jungle, I'm not taking my motorbike helmet off.' 




  'Well, I think you can assume that if you do have a close encounter with a tiger you're pretty fucked, whatever. Even Mace spray will be useless. By the time the tiger's close enough for you to use it, you're Kitekat.' 




  'But you're not going to meet any tigers, you'll be fine. Your greatest enemy is yourself,' summed up George wisely. 




  Ilza, his bird-like Bulgarian wife, sucked on a Marlboro Light and peered over her glasses at me. 'Yes, exactly. You've got nothing to fear except yourself.' 




  They were probably right. I was far more likely to encounter mental demons than I was any man-eating big cats. 




  As I stood up to leave at the end of the evening, George walked over to the bike to wish me goodbye. 'You're a brave girl,' he said. 'Good luck.' 




  'I'm not brave!' I retorted. 'I haven't done it yet. Tell me that when I've finished.' 




  And with that I kick-started my bike and rode off into the Hanoi night. 
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CHAPTER 3 


 


GOING SOLO 









I awoke as the first glimmer of dawn broke through the hotel curtains. Vietnam rises early and already the street outside was humming with the noise of mopeds and the clatter of opening shutters. It was almost too much to comprehend that in a few hours I'd be zipping up my panniers, turning into the traffic and heading south. But here I was, the swirling depths of the unknown beckoning me forward. There was no going back now. 




  Despite my fears about the journey, I'd been determined to do it alone. Bar a stint backpacking around India in my early twenties, all my travels had been with other people. In 2006 my dear friend Jo and I drove a bright pink Thai tuk tuk a record-breaking 12,561 miles from Bangkok to Brighton. Aside from an altercation in Yekaterinburg over Jo's snoring we got on brilliantly, splitting the driving and responsibilities, making each other laugh and mopping up the odd tears. Then there was my Black Sea trip with Marley, where I'd too easily fallen into the dependent female role, never so much as picking up a spanner as we trundled through six countries. The following year, in a shivering attempt to cajole an old Ural to the Russian Arctic Circle, I'd been with two fearless male friends, one a tap-dancing comedian, the other a consummate mechanic. On every other expedition I had organised, or television programme I had worked on, there had been translators, drivers, medics and crew. It doesn't mean that each and every mission wasn't difficult in some way, but having other people around greatly mitigated the risk and adversity. 




  As my insurance company had nervously pointed out, it would be 'a lot easier if you modified your plans and went with a travel companion.' Travelling alone on a motorbike was a travel insurance nightmare. Not only had I opted for a vehicle with a high accident rate, but what would happen if I had a serious mishap miles from anywhere? If I was with another person, at least they would be able to ride or call for help. But alone, with a broken leg, bashed head or worse, there would be no one. 




  But the dangers weren't enough to put me off. Company makes us idle, gives us masks to hide behind, allows us to avoid our weaknesses and cushion our fears. By peeling away these protective layers I wanted to see how I would cope, find out what I was really made of, physically and emotionally. Would I be able to fix my bike if it ground to a halt in the middle of a river? How would I handle nights spent in a hammock in the depths of the jungle? What would it feel like to ride into a remote tribal village alone? How would I react in times of real adversity? And could I outstrip Usain Bolt if confronted by a many-banded krait? 




  A month before, I'd been relaxing with a cup of tea during a television shoot in Tanzania when I spied something red and black crawling across my shoulder. I screamed and leapt a foot in the air, sending tea and filming equipment flying into the dust. After several hysterical seconds on my part, the camera assistant confirmed it was no more than a harmless beetle. 




  'Jesus – and you're going to Vietnam in a few weeks?' he laughed. 




  And on another occasion, driving into Bristol not long before I left, Marley had asked me what I was going to do about fixing the bike. 




  'I'll get a book called The Complete Idiot's Guide to Motorcycles.' 




  'I think that might be a bit advanced for you,' he jibed. 




  At that point I'd driven across a roundabout and failed to see a car coming out of a small road to the right. There was a sharp intake of breath from my left. 




  'God, the thought of you driving a motorbike in Vietnam is terrifying.' 




  I couldn't go through life acting like a character from The Only Way is Essex every time I encountered something with more than four legs. Nor did I want to turn into one of those women who relies on their other half so much they end up unable to change a light bulb. If I always travelled with other people, I would never have to confront my weaknesses. There would be times when I'd want to share a laugh or a moment with Marley or have a stiff gin with friends. But hopefully there would also be moments of simple achievement. It was times like these that going solo were all about.  I breakfasted in a daze, my back still knotted, a ball of anxiety lurking in the pit of my stomach. For the first of many times, I packed up my hotel room and loaded the bike. I'd wanted to keep my luggage as simple and light as possible. I would be loading and unloading the bike every day, so it would be foolish to travel with any more than the bare minimum. Plus, in the same way that I'd wanted a simple bike, I didn't want to be riding through poor villages clanking with showy, expensive equipment. My kit consisted of two small textile panniers – bought on eBay for £20 – which slung over the seat behind me cowboy-style, a pizza delivery-style top box and a ladylike wire front basket. The top box carried essentials such as my laptop, compact toolkit, camera and paperwork: International Driving Permit, driving licence, bike registration papers, photocopies of passport and visas. The front basket – added in Hanoi at the last minute – held bike spares Cuong had given me, plus my daily water supply. One side pannier fitted my limited wardrobe: a fleece, a single pair of jeans and one long skirt, a handful of tops, a floral shirt, a sarong, waterproof trousers, a bikini, three pairs of knickers, two pairs of socks, one decent set of matching underwear and flip flops. Shoe-horned into the other side pannier, along with a basic medical kit, balloons to give to children, solar charger and jungle hammock, was a precious bottle of Boxer Gin. Embarking on a solo expedition into the jungle was unquestionable without an emergency supply of the juniper nectar. 




  Round my waist I strapped a concealed money belt containing a debit card and a small supply of cash. And over my top I wore a nerdy but incredibly useful bumbag with: an iPhone, a small amount of dollars and local currency, a handheld GPS unit, a local phrasebook and my coterie of lucky talismans. Other stashes of currency were hidden in my backpack and in a secret sealed compartment on the bike. Designed to hold a few tools, it was the perfect size for a small waterproof bag containing a spare credit card and an emergency supply of dollars. With money hidden in four different places, I'd be unlucky to be cleaned out entirely. 




  Without much ado I said goodbye to the hotel staff, pulled on my Weise helmet, jacket and gloves and set sail. No big rush of nerves, no big fanfare, just a quiet 'Right, let's go!' to the bike, a slight wobble, and off we were. 




  I was thankful I hadn't asked anyone to come and see me off. I didn't need the added pressure of people or photographs this morning. Digby had come to bid me goodbye the night before. 




  'Don't forget to go to lots of cắt tóc',' he advised, pointing to the hairdresser next to the hotel where a woman was having her head massaged. 'They're fabulous; you can get your hair washed all the way down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. You don't even need to take shampoo with you.' 




  Given the dangers and challenges I'd be facing on the road, hair washes and head massages weren't something I had envisioned. 




  'Is that your parting advice? I asked, probing for something more applicable. 




  'Yes. It's about the little things in life. Now goodbye and good luck.' 




  Then I'd watched him turn right and vanish into the darkness, the last familiar face I would see before my journey began. 
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