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BRUCE SUMMERS’ SOUTHEAST ASIA TOUR,  NOVEMBER 11-26, 2006

Morgantown Country Roads Cyclist and owner of the Pathfinder, Bruce Summers saw an ad in “Adventure Cycling”   for the Bangkok 2 Saigon Cycle Challenge offered by Symbiosis Expeditions Planning, as a tour to also benefit four groups helping needy children in southeast Asia.   Here is his story.

The tour was advertised as “over 1,000 km  of ruts & bumps” and that was a modest appraisal.  I built up a hybrid bike for the mostly flat ride, but long before we finished, I wished I had gone with a mountain bike like the others. The distance ended up about 1,200 km (750 miles), which sounds reasonable for 15 days, but we had two 100 mile days and not many paved roads or rail-trail quality surfaces. I would have preferred a slower pace with more stops.

Our group of seven mature Americans got along well with each other and the cycling guides for each country were great. Organizer Chris Gow arranged for a sag van to follow where possible and one of the three women had to ride it all the way due to an injury just prior to the tour.  Fall in the tropics (10-15 degrees north latitude) turned out to be uncomfortably hot (90’s) and humid but without rain. (We heard thunder in the distance a few times.)  We ate well, enjoyed local foods, drank plenty of bottled water and all stayed healthy, although I had a nasty fall the third day when one of the group made a sudden turn in front of me. I went down, snapping off a bar-end and poking myself in the ribs.
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         The people were totally friendly.  We were treated like TV stars in Cambodia.  Our lodgings were generally

         deluxe and two were spectacular, though there was one therefore memorable gnarly dump.

Bangkok, capital of Thailand, was exotic, as expected. I found a bike shop named “The Cyclist’s Friend” and got a jersey with its name.  Traffic was terrible and all driving on the left, thanks to the English.  We were picked up there early on November 11 and shuttled about two hours northeast to Khao Yai National Park for local  sightseeing and a night in a luxurious tourist resort hotel.

I think Yai means “mountain,” because we started the day with a serious trail climb, more single-track  than back road. We ended at another resort hotel. “Okay, I could get used to this.”  The third day, we were in rice country, though we could see the distant hills of another National Park and we got into some foothills on the fourth day as we approached the Cambodian border.             We crossed into Cambodia without incident on day five 
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at a major commercial check point, and moved to the right  side of the road for the rest of our tour.  Chris routed us  quickly onto unpaved by-ways through small communities  where we were the excitement of  the day. Much of the next  day was along a very dusty road with more traffic than one  might enjoy, and we washed a lot of red dust down the drain in nice bathrooms that afternoon in Siem Reap, before an evening of traditional performances by one of the groups

                                we were supporting.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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Now it was time to visit Angkor

Wat and other ancient temple complexes in the area; two days to be amazed, awed and finally “templed out.”  With part of another day for a boat ride on the largest lake in southeast Asia (the Tonle Sap river widens out), we were ready to get back to cycling; meeting the country folks                                                                                                                                   
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in small villages on back roads, hiking up
Oodong Mountain for more temples and grand vistas.  On day ten, after a day of agrarian back roads, we reached the large urban area of Phnom Penh, capital of Cambodia and no place to enjoy biking.  On the following rest day we went to another of the charities, a school for street kids – elementary and vocational.  A vignette:  Four mendicant monks in bright orange robes were soliciting offerings.  We weren’t carrying much cash at the time, but they accepted a few Power Bars and offered blessings for a safe journey.                                                           .                                                                                            motor scooter repair class

On day 12, after a century we reached the Vietnam border and found a problem for one of our group, Laurel (No, not our Laurel) The guards were adamant. Her visa wouldn’t allow her in until the next day, so she had to backtrack to the last town to stay with a friend of one of our guides while we cruised into Chau Doc, Vietnam for a night at the spectacular Nui Sam Hotel, where hostesses greeted us with moist towelettes, we had black slate showers a good dinner and Swedish memory foam mattresses, etc., all of which we deserved, but it left us with a twinge of guilt for  poor Laurel, so after a spectacular buffet breakfast, we waited for her to arrive and eat.

[image: image10.jpg]


[image: image11.jpg]


Days 13, 14 and 15 were in the flat, lush Mekong delta, often on pathways where the van couldn’t follow, with narrow bridges and small boat crossings, on the way to our finish in the suburbs of Saigon.  At one of the narrow bridges without side guardrails, Laurel stopped on the “up ramp” but John decided he didn’t need to wait, veered around and charged on up, coming face-to-face with a small motor scooter at mid-span.  We still don’t know how they passed without one or both being knocked into the water, but only because John’s handlebars were high enough to pass directly over the scooter’s. I’d like to see a rerun. Again, because of the traffic, we were shuttled the last few miles into downtown Saigon.  (Most everyone seems to still call it Saigon, although the Northerners renamed it Ho Chi Minh City.  The last day, November 26 was a time to explore Saigon any way but cycling.  I got a t-shirt that brags, “I got to Vietnam before McDonalds” because they are coming next year.  KFC also beat them.  I also got a photo of one of the more modern buildings with a colorful Santa? house in front with a big sign “Candy Land at Saigon Centre.” (see color photo) 
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Many great potential shots and memorable incidents occurred when there was no chance to pull out the camera, which was acting up for a while, and a couple of times I just wasn’t thinking, “quick, take a picture.” but I got over 600 photos and   Bill can’t print a tenth of the good ones. Okay, I’m still learning but I’m about ready for another great adventure. 

Photos by Bruce Summers (digital format) except color: #2 ‘toon map, #6 Bruce on grass, #8 “The Cyclist’s Friend, #11 dusty road, page 2 #9 Mekong delta ferry, left thumbnail Bruce at the river, black & white: #2 three kids, #8 Tonle Sap boat ride, #13 Bruce the photographer, used with permission from Symbiosis Expeditions Planning.

For further information about Symbiosis Expeditions Planning, see their web site:   www.symbiosis-travel.com/  

For more photos, go to:   www.symbiosis-travel.com/cycleweb/photoviewer.php?destinationid=11&season=B2S06
Symbiosis is planning to repeat this adventure in November (3-18) 2007.  They now say it will be 1,100km.  They also offer a large variety of other tours and adventure vacations (not all cycling).







