
Deranged Old Git or Local Hero?

It raised a w ry smile w h en  the 
poster d ropped  through the door. 
Suburb resident, D avid H eard, 
had  taken  on  w hat he called the 
Million M etre Challenge. The 
prospect w as a cycle ride through 
the m ountains of Vietnam , and 
the 62-year o ld  had  p rep ared  a 
n o t too  serious poster alerting us 
to  the fact that he w as doing it 
and  trying to  raise funds for the 
charity Sportability.

H o w ev er he  d id  p rep a re  
seriously for the  even t and  now  
he shares his adventure and  the 
ups and  dow ns.

It started  as a novel w ay to  
m ark a friend’s fiftieth b irthday -  
do  som ething different. His idea 
a bike ride from  H o Chi Minh 
City to  H anoi, and, hey, w hy  not 
raise som e m oney  for charity on  
the w ay?

So eight crum pled individuals 
d e -p la n e d  at HCMC airport, 
leaving the  drizzle o f an  April 
London behind and came blinking 
into the sw eltering sunlight.

First stop Saigon. This place 
buzzes w ith  stores selling every­
thing from  statues o f ‘U ncle’ Ho 
to  H oovers, and  from  sidew alk 
food  vendors and  T-shirt stalls to  
silver service restauran ts and  
designer label b o u tiques. All 
liberally  laced  w ith  literally 
thousands o f m opeds com ing at 
you from  every angle, like a 
shoal o f petro l driven piranhas.

In som e aspects it’s very Asian 
an d  o thers, like th e  ancien t 
colonial build ings an d  b ro ad  
boulevards, are rem nants o f the 
French influence.

But it w as sadly just a one- 
night stand, as the  nex t day saw  
us collect o u r bikes and  take our 
first ride. First shock: the riding 
conditions w ere  unim aginable -  
90 d eg rees  h ea t an d  90% 
humidity. N one of the training -  
and  w e d id  loads -  could  have 
p rep ared  us for this. But w e got 
everything checked and adjusted, 
and  then  w e w ere  ready  for the 
Big Off.

The next three days w ould  
see us head ing  roughly  north

and  inland to  Bao Loc, clim bing 
high to  Dalat, th en  east to  the 
coast and  Nha Trang.

The terrain started  as gentle 
undulating  hills, the  road  rolling 
th rough  acres o f cashew  and 
ru b b er trees. T hrough bustling 
villages, w here  the  kids run  out 
and shout “hello’s” and the m oped 
riders com e alongside and  smile 
w aving like m ad. They seem  
intrigued, and  highly am used, 
by  these m ad  Europeans.

Then more serious mountains, 
w ith craggy peaks, dense  bush  
and sheer drops. Up to 850 metres 
and  Bao Loc. A nd I have to  tell 
you, the dow nhill bits are bliss.

Then on  and up, through tea, 
coffee and  cocoa plantations. 
D alat at 1,500 m etres is m uch 
cooler in m ore w ays th an  one. 
Very French colonial and  living 
u p  to  its n ick-nam e of ‘the Paris 
o f V ietnam ’.

More clim bing until at one 
po in t w e w ere actually above the 
clouds. From the peaks the valleys 
looked  mystical and  lovely. At 
over 6,000 feet the breath ing  
w as harder, b u t m aybe I w as 
gasping at the  beau ty  o f it all.

T hen a long hairp in -bended  
descen t o f over 20kms. W hat an 
adrenaline rush. T hen literally 
d o w n  to earth, on  to  a huge 
fertile plain, an d  it w as like 
cycling in a furnace. T hrough 
fields of tobacco, cotton  and  
sugar cane, to  the coast at Phan 
Rang and  the  long ride along 
H ighw ay 1 into Nha Trang.

T he original rou te  w ou ld  
have taken  us along H ighw ay 1 
for m uch o f the journey. This is 
p re tty  m u ch  at sea  level, 
satu rated  w ith  huge exhaust- 
belching trucks and  is in a state 
o f re-construction.

We w an ted  to  see m ore of 
V ietnam  an d  the hinterland, so 
the itinerary w as revam ped  to  
reflect this. It m ean t a tougher, 
m ore m ountainous route, b u t 
w e got to  the parts o f the 
country  that tourists rarely see.

So after a rest day that saw  
us g ro u n d ed  as a cyclone com e 
in from  the  South China Sea, w e 
w ere  back  in h igh-sided ravines 
w ith thick bu sh  that becam e 
rolling hillsides and  grasslands. 
T hrough B uon Ma T huot -  the 
coffee capital of V ietnam  and  on  
to Lak Lake.

This w as o n e  of the  great 
m om ents o f the trip. We spen t 
the night in a traditional long- 
house -  no  tourist village, bu t a 
w orking com m unity. Pigs snuffle 
around  your feet and  chickens 
strut abou t oblivious to  your 
presence. The locals w ork  the 
surrounding  fields and  harvest 
w eed  from  the lake.

W ith n o  h o t w a te r o r 
electricity it is sim ple living that 
w e w ere  privileged to  w itness. A 
b reeze off the  lake keeps the 
long-house cool at night and  
m osquito  nets k eep  o u t the  
unwanted. So at an unprecedented 
8.15 pm , eight heavy heads hit 
the pillows.

Up at daw n and w e cycled out 
th rough  film set V ietnam  -  w ater 
buffalo in padi fields, m ountain  
peaks peering  th rough  the  early 
m orning mist, w orkers already 
busy  scything the  rice harvest.

Up the  sp ine of Vietnam, 
fo llow ing  th e  b o rd e r w ith  
Cambodia, through acre after acre 
of pepper vines. Then a change of 
crop and  huge rubber plantations 
ran from our eyeline to the skyline. 
T hen m ore coffee plantations 
and  on  th rough  cashew , acacia 
and  jackw ood forests.
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one had  to  w alk  the last few  
h u n d red  m etres to  the summit. 
And all o f us w ere  w recked!

We had  all trained for the 
m ileage, bu t no th ing could  have 
p rep a red  us for the energy­
sapping heat. And a beast o f a 
climb -  over tw o hours. So 
m uch  for changing the itinerary!

Day ten  saw  us on  a truck 
swerving, diesel belching, w hite- 
knuckle ride along the d read ed  
H ighw ay 1. Thankfully w e soon  
cam e off th is ta rm acad am  
m onster and  to o k  an  in land 
rou te to  Hoi An. This w as idyllic 
countryside. The em erald  greens 
o f padis, grazing cattle and  a 
w in d in g  river give a m ore  
Constable than  C oppola feel to 
the landscape. And the  breeze 
com ing off th e  river w as a 
cooling ally.
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b u t so far in the  country. The 
ride d o w n  w as a 12-kilom etre 
b reeze , ap a rt from  th e  o d d  
rogue lorry; and  th en  it w as 
along the  flat coast line for a 
w ell ea rn ed  lunch.

After that w e sashayed into 
the form er capital city H ue for 
an  o v ern ig h t stay  an d  a 
celebratory  feast, including a 
bottle  o f very fine cham pagne. 
The French w ere  once the rulers 
h ere  rem em ber.

It w as always schedu led  to 
en d  in H ue, b u t w e m ade one 
last ride aro u n d  the city and  
th en  took  ou r (by  now ) beloved  
b ikes on to  the D ragon Boats for 
a short river cruise and the chance 
to  re-en ter H ue by a cross­
country  route. It w as a magical 
m om ent and  w e did it. Mission 
accom plished! O ver l,000km s -

Day n ine w as alw ays going 
to  be  the longest day, so w e 
w ere  u p  before it w as light and  
out o n  the  road  at five past 
daw n. The first 50 kilom etres to 
Kon Turn w ere  th rough  rolling 
hills and  w e m ade good  time.

H ow ever the  road  east from  
Kon Turn w as impossible to  cycle 
-  barely m anageable by  bus -  
and  w e b o ard ed  the support 
vehicle for a couple  o f hours.

Just before the high mountains 
w e w ere  back  on  b ikes again. 
But the  sun  w as by  n o w  w ell up  
in the sky, and  getting hotter. 
This w as to  becom e a ride of 
attrition and  the longest also 
becam e the  toughest.

The countryside was stunning, 
but the riding w as not pretty. O ne 
of the gang cam e off his bike, 
gashed  his leg and  w as taken  on  
by the support vehicle. Some 
w ere  feeling faint and  dizzy, tw o 
o f us w ere  roadside -  vom iting,

Hoi An is k now n  as ‘the 
peaceful m eeting  p lace’ and  it 
certainly gave that first impression, 
as a very m ellow  g roup  cycled 
into tow n.

Hoi An w as scheduled  as a 
rest day, bu t w e dec ided  to  
cycle to  one  o f the great sites 
(and  sights) o f the  area -  Marble 
M ountain  -  five m agnificen t 
m onoliths that are the source of 
a w hole  industry. The tow n  is 
one  big m arble factory and  the 
so u n d  o f ham m ering echos from  
alm ost every shop  front. The 
p ro d u ce  ran g es from  h u g e  
B uddhas, vo luptuous goddesses, 
fountains and  eight-seater tables 
d o w n  to  p a p e r w eights and  
p lace mats.

Day tw elve and  w e w ere  
back on  the original itinerary 
and  this, w e w ere  w arned , w as 
the toughest day. We rode along 
fairly flat roads hugging  the 
coastline. T hen the m ountains 
appeared  out of the early morning 
mist. At this point they reach across 
from  the Central H ighlands to 
the sea. This is the craggy m assif 
o f th e  B ach Ma ran g e  tha t 
tow ers u p  at som e 1,500 feet. 
No w ay forw ard  b u t up!

We started  the  12-kilom etre 
climb, s topping  once in a w hile 
to  catch ou r b reath  and  take in 
the incredible views. D ropping 
away, alm ost vertically from  the 
roadside is the  thick bu sh  before 
thinning out to  becom e beautiful 
crescent beaches.

The incline stiffened and  
suddenly  w e w ere  on  the peak. 
C oaches and  cars c row ded  the 
view ing platform s and  peo p le  
w ere  spilling o u t a round  us. 
T hey  lo o k ed  at us in 
am azem en t. Eight b rea th less , 
sw eaty, exhaust-grim ed riders, 
w h o  looked  slightly m ad, bu t 
very happy.

After the self-inflicted peaks 
earlier in the w eek  the Hai Van 
pass actually held  no  horrors for 
us, and  apart from  the roaring o f 
the traffic and lung-choking fumes 
it w as a very m anageable ride. 
And can w e just admit to a m erest 
tingle of pride, as people expressed 
their am azem ent that w e have 
cycled not only u p  this mountain,

David Heard and his 
charity Sportability

Form ed in 1989, Sportability, a 
reg is te red  charity , o rgan ises 
sport and  challenging events for 
p e o p le  w ith  disabilities. The 
prim ary  objective is to  h e lp  
reb u ild  co n fid en ce  an d  self­
esteem  an d  to  b ro a d e n  th e  
concep t o f w hat is possible.

T he ch arity ’s C hairm an, 
David H eard, explains, “This is 
no t abou t creating elite sports­
m en  and  w om en, bu t it is about 
getting paralysed  peo p le  ou t o f 
their wheelchairs and into exciting 
and  absorbing experiences. It’s 
about trying something completely 
d ifferen t an d  getting  th a t 
adrenaline rush  -  the buzz back 
into life. O ur aim  is to  give 
p eo p le  a fun  time, b u t also to  
leave them  w ith  the though t “If I 
can  do  that th en  w hat else can  I 
do?” In short, w e take the ‘dis’ out 
of disability and focus on  ability.”

David H eard  has b een  a 
Suburb resident for som e seven 
years. He has a special affection 
for the area as his partner lived 
h ere  for nearly  tw enty  years 
before becom ing his wife. So he 
claim s it w as his cou rtin g  
g round  as w ell as his hom e.

But his affection em braces the 
practical as w ell as the rom antic. 
He jokes, “Many of the neighbours 
th ink  I w ork  for the Council as 
they  only ever see m e trim m ing 
the verges and  knocking in the 
anti-parking posts.”

I f  you would like to support 
D avid’s effort, please make 
cheque payable to Sportability 
MM Fund, Stuart House, Butt 
Street, Minchinhampton, Glos. 
GL69JS.

a m illion m etres -  o f cycled 
V ietnam  u n d er ou r w heels.

A slight p rob lem  w ith the 
train to  H anoi as there w as no  
book ing  for us, bu t ou r trusty 
D ong  go t us a last-m inute  
book ing  on  an  internal flight 
and  the team  hit H anoi for som e 
R&R. But just for the buzz w e 
h ired  som e local b ik es an d  
w ithout all the lycra, the w ater 
bo ttles , th e  p a d d e d  gloves, 
cleated  shoes and  crash helm ets, 
w e cycled a little o f V ietnam  like 
the locals.

Yes, w e ’ll reco u n t these  
w ar stories long after the aches 
and  pains have gone, b u t w e 
w ere  there  for a pu rpose. The 
fund-raising will m ake all the 
tra in ing  an d  th e  sw ea ted  
effort w orthw hile, and  m ore 
im portantly  relieve suffering 
that m akes o u r discom fort 
insignificant by  com parison.

So w ill yo u  p lease  
rem em b er the  cause  and  
give generously.

David's publicity material, produced to raise awareness o f his 
cycle ride through Vietnam, and hopefully raise sponsorship too.
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