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It’s taken two days of driving rough, 
chaotic roads — picking our way through 
rockfall and honking around hairpin, high-
mountain turns — to penetrate one of 
the most remote regions of Vietnam, so 
we’re practically levitating with anticipation 
when we finally remove our bikes from the 
van to ride. Mist hangs heavy in the cool air. 
In every direction, black mountains launch 
into the clouds like giant stalagmites. As 
we prepare our gear, an elderly woman and 
young girl holding hands walk past on the 
road in brilliant, varicolored clothes and 
scarves cut from rainbows. Ahead, where 
the road snakes past a toss of rudimentary 
houses, women in bright skirts carry hand-
made bamboo baskets and children scamper 
on sharp black rocks that puncture the 
ground like upturned dragon’s scales. The 
young girl turns and looks over her shoul-
der at us like she’s never seen large white 
men with bicycles and funny clothes before.

“Uh, guys, I’m pretty sure we’re on 
another planet,” I say to my father and Ron.

We jump on the bikes and start rolling 
down a paved, black ribbon across the skirts 
of the mountains. Soon, we wheel into a 
Hmong village where women hand wash 
clothes beside the road. Other women step 
out from their homes in brightly colored 
headdresses and look at us inquisitively as 
if we’re from another world. There’s little 
doubt we are.

“These people are the real deal,” Ron 
says.

On our drive into these mountains we’d 
passed a lone sign on a jungly road that 
read: Frontier Area. The border with China 
is only a few miles away, but I’m starting to 
realize that we’ve already crossed the real 
frontier. 

“I’m really enjoying this time away from 
Earth,” I say, as we climb into the van 
a couple hours later. Ron anoints it the 
most beautiful place he’s ever seen and our 

excitement is palpable. “What do you guys 
think we should call this planet?”

It’s silent for a moment, then Ron lifts his 
palms upward and says, as if it were self-
evident, “Shangri-La.”

Ron and I have come to Vietnam with 
my father, who wanted to return to the 
country he fought a war in 40 years ago. 
After a week surveying the landscape of 
Dad’s wartime past, we came up here to 
ride bikes and explore. We’d been looking 
for someplace off the tourist track when 
we caught wind of Ha Giang, the country’s 
poorest and most isolated province. Ron has 
a Frommer’s guidebook that says Northern 
Vietnam is “where the rubber hits the road 
for adventure seekers” but then only dis-
cusses the less remote areas, not mentioning 

Ha Giang at all. My Lonely Planet guide, 
long the imprint for more adventurous trav-
elers, says the area is a “mind blower” with 
“some of the most spectacular scenery in 
the country,” but devotes only a single page 
to discussing it. A few scattered reports on 
internet message boards described a land-
scape riddled with limestone spires, caves, 
and deep canyons populated by almost mys-
tical hill tribes entirely removed from the 
modern world. It sounded almost absurdly 
compelling.

Then we learned that thanks to invasions 
by the Chinese as recently as 1979, the area 
is still under military control and foreign-
ers must secure permits to enter. Joe, the 
Vietnamese cycling guide we’d hired for our 
initial travels, said he could get them for us. 

He knew Ha Giang and would take us there 
with bicycles. The plan was set. 

After a few hours of wide-eyed riding 
our first day there, we head to the utilitarian 
town of Meo Vac, where we faced more than 
one cultural hurdle. There are two hotels 
there, both recently built, and we stay in 
the nicer one, which is simple and clean and 
just fine, except our bathroom has no toilet 
seat. I get nominated to go to the front desk 
and ask about it. 

“But they don’t speak English,” I protest.
“You’ll just have to pantomime,” Dad 

says with a mischievous laugh. 
Fortunately, I find Joe in the lobby who 

spares me the indignity.
That evening, as we enjoy 75-cent Bia 

Ha Noi beers in a dingy restaurant, Joe 
walks up and says, “Can you eat heart and 
kidney?”

“No!” Ron says. “No organs.”
“Can you eat frogs?”
“No!”
“Snakes?”
“No!”
“Grasshoppers?”  
“No!”
“Scorpions?” 
“No!”

“I’ll try any of those,” I say. “Do they 
have them?”

“Not now,” Joe says, “Maybe tomorrow.” 
It’s not clear if he’s serious or just messing 
with us. Then we discover the reason for his 
alternate-meat inquiry—the kitchen is out 
of chicken. Considering the countless chick-
ens we’ve seen around every corner, I’m not 
sure how this is possible, but I keep quiet. 

The calls of roosters wake us the next 
morning, as they do on every morning in 
Vietnam, but there’s another sound, too. 
As we step out of our hotel we see the foot 
trails webbing the mountains around Meo 
Vac delivering a stream of Hmong and other 
ethnic minorities. It’s market day and the 
center of town is a sea of milling, chattering 
people from the region’s dozen tribes. The 
sound is not unlike a massive flock of birds. 

We walk around, towering over the 
kaleidoscopic milieu, watching women in 
resplendently colorful textiles sell vegeta-
bles and handicrafts, little mountain people 
everywhere, talking, bartering, laughing. 
None of the women are over five feet tall. 
The men, only slightly taller and typically 
garbed in all black, gather at long tables 
and drink extraordinary quantities of corn 
whiskey. My attempt to take pictures of one 

of these tables without being noticed fails 
when a man holding a bamboo bong sees 
me and vigorously waves me over. Though 
I haven’t eaten breakfast, and am not in the 
habit of downing homemade liquor before 
bike rides in the mountains, there’s no way 
to politely refuse. This is actually the second 
time this has happened to me this morning, 
so I’m unusually “happy” when we sit down 
for breakfast in a small, cement-walled res-
taurant where a pretty woman cooks bowls 
of pho, the omnipresent Vietnamese noodle 
soup, over an open fire.

Two hours later we’re riding a paved road 
that feels more like a bike path on the moon, 
as it cuts into the side of a nearly treeless 
valley of black rock, mountains rising into 
the low clouds like fangs. This entire region 
is karst topography — an eroded landscape 
of tortured limestone — at it’s most extreme. 
As usual, there are virtually no cars. We 
stop at a pass, the road continuing into more 
mist-shrouded moonscape. In the valley just 
below us a family with young children tend 
to their emerald plot of vegetables amid 
fields of spiking black rock. They wave and 
laugh and when they see us. 

“Imagine growing up here,” I say to Dad 
and Ron. “What if this was all you knew of 

Watch that guardrail. Descending through mist on the road from Ma Pi Leng Pass.
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the world?”
We talk about how the average American 

would cope living in this environment, 
where people work to the bone just to sur-
vive, while our countrymen who have so 
much find ever more reasons to be dissatis-
fied. There’s no doubt life here is hard as 
stone, yet nearly everyone we’d met smiled 
as readily as they breathed. Not just polite 
smiles, but smiles from their entire face, 
radiating like flame. 

The Hmong lived in mountains similar 
to these in southern China for thousands of 
years until the 18th Century, when govern-
ment persecution forced them south into 
Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand. In the last 
century, they fought alongside the French 
and Americans against Vietnamese com-
munists. Fiercely independent, they still 
don’t consider themselves Vietnamese. They 
are Hmong, a word that some scholars say 
means “free people.” They exist — always 
in the highest, most remote mountains — 
independent of anyone’s notion of borders 
or country. More than once Joe’s attempts 
at asking for directions from Hmong we 
meet on road fail when they don’t speak 
Vietnamese. When I ask him about the 
Hmong’s relationship to the rest of Vietnam 

he says, “Not good. Vietnamese don’t under-
stand them. They won’t come down in the 
valley. They want to stay up here.” 

The Hmong may be disinterested in 
the Vietnamese nation, but the military 
still controls the roadways. Though their 
presence is not often seen, we do come to 
a police checkpoint that afternoon as we 
ride into the region’s highest mountains. It 
doesn’t take long before we’re letting the 
curious officers ride our bikes. They grin 

like kids and insist on taking pictures with 
us before we pedal off. We don’t share with 
them the irony of taking smiling pictures 
with my father, who only a few decades 
earlier was shooting at anyone wearing the 
same uniform. 

Soon we’re riding a smooth dirt road that 
twists like a serpent as it carves a high-wire 
path along a mountainside. The sky is still 
murky, but we’ve moved out of the land of 
tightly packed pyramids and into a higher, 

bigger place. A deep gorge falls away to 
our side, reaching into the distance where 
clouds spill off the mountains and every-
thing turns to mist. A patchwork of rice 
paddies terrace down the russet and green 
slopes below us. Sharp clusters of peaks stab 
into the sky ahead. An occasional scooter 
and people walking are the only traffic, 
which is good because we’re having a hard 
time keeping our eyes on the road. 

Then we climb to Ma Pi Leng Pass, or 
“the gates of heaven,” where a canyon of 
such startling severity and depth opens 
ahead of us that we can only grab our 
brakes, stop, and stare. The deepest canyon 
in Southeast Asia, it plunges off the road to 
the Nho Que River 2,600-feet below. This 
is the last gasp of the Himalaya and above 
us unseen summits atop sheer walls of gray 
limestone disappear into the clouds. 

Then one of us says, “Is that a house?” 
We look and, impossibly, there is a scatter-
ing of homes amid a loose web of foot trails 
somehow hewing to the mountainsides. 

As we ride — soaring across the moun-
tainsides and tunneling through the mist 
— we encounter more people than vehicles, 
mainly children. Girls too young to babysit 

in the U.S. carry infants in slings on their 
back. Young boys herd goats on precipitous 
slopes. Others scamper around on the road 
with small sickles in their hands. We’re 
starting to wonder what all these kids are 

doing romping unsupervised on a road that 
hangs like a shelf on a cliffside when the 
sound of talking and laughter tip us off 
— their families are tending fields on the 
slopes plummeting below us. In some sort of 

Bike paths on the moon? Riding empty roads through Karst topography in Ha Giang.

The future Free People. Hmong children pose warily for the camera.

Nuts & Bolts: Vietnam’s Ha Giang Province

When to go: 
We were there in February, when 
clouds often smother the hills and 
temperatures hovered in the 50s and 
60s fahrenheit. Vietnam is a country 
of microclimates, but the best months 
in the far north are probably March 
through June, when sun is common. 
September through November are 
cooler, not as wet as midsummer nor 
as cold as winter.

Riding: There are several enticing 
rides that we didn’t do in the area, 
including one up to the Chinese bor-
der. You could easily spend five days 
based in either Meo Vac or Dong 
Van and do a different mind-blowing 
ride every day. The road between the 
two towns is one of the most spec-
tacular stretches of road on Earth.

Guides: 
Joe Nguyen (bikingvietnam.com) 
offers cycling trips in the Ha Giang 
region and other areas of Vietnam, 

including Hanoi to Saigon rides. 
Perhaps the most alluring is a 
mountain-bike trip through northern 
Vietnam that uses dirt trails to con-
nect villages. 

On your own:
Buses are available from Hanoi to Ha 
Giang, where you will need a special 
permit to continue deeper into the 
province. It would be possible to ride 
here self-supported on touring bikes, 
but the constant steep climbs would 
require Herculean fitness, distances 
between towns are daunting, and 
decent campsites and surface water 
are hard to come by. That’s assuming 
the police and military who patrol this 
“frontier area” wouldn’t lock you up 
for even trying. 

Bikes: 
Joe has decent-quality mountain 
bikes but if you expect perfection 
— the derailleurs were somewhat 
misadjusted, one of my Dad’s brakes 

went out a few times, and my brakes 
were reversed (right lever controlled 
the front brake) — you should bring 
your own bike. He also rents a vari-
ety of mountain and touring bikes. 
Cyclocross bikes with strong wheels 
or stout touring bikes would be per-
fect on the roads in Ha Giang. 

Maps: 
The best single solution for seri-
ous navigation is the Vietnam 

Administrative Atlas from the 
Cartographic Publishing House, 
which shows all of the country’s 
roads. They’re based in Hanoi and 
the atlases, as well as a variety of 
other more and less detailed maps, 
can be purchased there. Other 
maps of Vietnam, as well as the the 
Atlas, can also be purchased from 
Omnimap (omni map.com/catalog/
vietnam.htm).

The author and his father, a Vietnam War vet, make a new friend. 



athletic miracle, many of them are actually 
using water buffalo as draft animals.

“If they fell they wouldn’t stop for a long 
time,” Dad says. 

This road through the heavens was built 
in the early 1960s, funded by the govern-
ment but cut into the mountainside by 
the muscle and sweat of the Hmong and 
other ethnic minorities. Until recently it was 
rough, rocky, and not wide enough for cars 
to pass. (In other words, it would have been 
great for mountain biking.) But in recent 
years the Vietnamese government, fueled 
by one of the fastest growing economies 
in Asia, has poured money into modern-
izing the region — paving roads, building 
schools, and bringing electricity to the 

mountains. Which, among other benefits, 
means that the Hmong now have a mightily 
impressive walking path. 

One American newspaper article describ-
ing the road said, “it’s not for the weak of 
stomach,” which missed the point entirely 
— this is a road for cyclists who like having 
their minds blown. 

Of course, for some people it’s simply 
home. Like the kid we meet on a classic 
developing-world bicycle: single-speed, rod 
brakes, battered-yet-functional rear rack 
and fenders. Though the temperature is 
in the 50s fahrenheit and the air misty, he 
wears no socks and his heavily soiled jacket 
is many sizes too small. He grins proudly 
next to his bike, but eyes ours curiously, 

with their countless gears, suspension forks, 
and disc brakes. I see his look, lower my 
seat all the way down, and hand it over to 
him for a spin. Cautious at first, soon he’s 
streaking down the road with a grin as big 
as the canyon. 

Before we zoom down to Meo Vac for 
the evening, we see a pair of fires flashing 
through the fog on a slope above 1,000-foot 
canyon walls. The Hmong are burning. 
Along with paving roads and bringing in 
electricity, the government is working to 
stop their practice of slash and burn agri-
culture, which isn’t exactly environmentally 
friendly. But they’ve been living this way 
for centuries and aren’t interested in chang-
ing. At least not here, in the last stronghold 

of the old ways. 
I’m riding alone ahead of Dad and Ron 

when the road descends into a side valley 
away from the canyon and towards Meo 
Vac. There is no sound except my tires on 
the pavement and unknown birds calling 
from the trees. Hmong work their fields, 
and everywhere is brown tilled earth and 
lunar rock climbing to the clouds. The 
smell of cooking fires carries from lime-
stone-brick houses, their doorways aglow. 
Mothers nurse on porches and children play 
in the draining light. Women walking up 
the roadside call “hello” and giggle as I pass. 
I ride slowly, soaking it all in as corn leaves 
gently rustle in the wind and dusk settles 
over the land. 

The next morning, our last in Ha Giang, 
we head right back up to the road to Ma Pi 
Leng Pass. We have to see it one last time. 
“Well, I just hope we get some good scenery 
today,” Ron says on the ride up.

As we stand on the roadside looking out 
over the world a short while later, a vibrant 
line of women walking to a leafy plot far 
below, mist rising from the mouth of the 
chasm and swirling overhead—it occurs to 
me that this may be the most visually strik-
ing combination of people and landscape 
on the planet. I don’t yet understand how 
lucky we are to be here now, at this moment 
in time. We won’t realize just how endan-
gered the Hmong’s lives here are until the 
last days of our trip, when we ride into the 
mountains to the south.

Before we push off for our final descent 
of these mountains, Ron says, “Well guys, 
now that we’ve seen this, what’s the mean-
ing of life?”

We’re quiet for a minute, then Dad says, 
“I’ve decided it’s not about my car.”

This is why we travel. To find places that 
fill us with wonder, with people so differ-
ent they cause us to question the way we 
live — and maybe even help us discover the 
meaning of life. 

As we steer our bikes once more across 
the mountain faces of Ha Giang, repeated 
calls of “Woo woo!” carry from the moun-
tainside above. I stop to look up, and hear a 
cascade of laughter when I wave at a group 
of a dozen women and children tending 
field together. Talking and laughter seem to 
issue constantly from these singing moun-
tains, where the hill tribes are forever at 
work coaxing life from stone. 

We have three more days of cycling in 
Vietnam and I’d happily spend them here 
in these lost mountains, but Ron is, as he 
puts it, “complete” with the area and Dad 

seems ready to see some new country, too. 
Plus, the cold, stark, almost Soviet-feeling 
town of Meo Vac and its restaurants leave 
something to be desired. So we drive south, 
to see what the world is like there. 

That afternoon, as we ride along a sinu-
ous dirt road through a deeply cut valley 
of wooden homes and terraced hillsides, I 
repeatedly propose we drop down one of 
the innumerable and enticing foot paths 
that crosshatch the slopes. I have no idea 
where they go, just that they look really, 
really fun to bike. Touring little-used road-
ways is great fun, but I can’t help salivat-
ing over the region’s potential of mountain 
biking. Fortunately, Dad and Ron resist, as 

we invariably see later that the trails would 
have left us in some dead-end mountainside 
or another, on the wrong side of a river, or 
in some other corner of Vietnamese nowhere 
where white people on bicycles have never 
tread. 

The landscape is beautiful — all moun-
tains and rivers and rice paddies and ham-
lets — but as we ride it hits me like sad 
news: we’ve left Shangri-La. We’ve left the 
high-mountain Hmong stronghold and are 
back in Vietnam. It’s still hill tribe country, 
but it’s lower, more developed, and domi-
nated by the Tay Tribe, the largest ethnic 
minority in Vietnam. The Tay live in the 
valleys and are more readily adopting the 

Nighttime market. Hungry for fresh produce, Harold Teasdale and Ron Gorayeb buy fruit in a village near Ba Be National Park.

Negotiations. Living birds are kept in handmade cages and sold at the Meo Vac Market.



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.


