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i
t was the late 1990s at a tiny, nameless coffee shop. 
One expat was a regular, sitting on the plastic 
chairs a few times a week, sipping ca phe sua da and 
making polite conversation with the shop’s owner, 

an aging and unassuming local man. But it wasn’t 
the coffee that kept him coming back. He’d heard 
whispers that there was something spectacular only 
metres away in the shop owner’s back garden — a 
treasure trove of epic proportions. It took nearly a 
year before the shop owner let down his guard and 
invited him in.

What he saw in the garden’s messy overgrowth 
were dozens of classic Harley-Davidson motorbikes, 
packed tightly together and in various levels of 
disrepair. It’d been years since most of them had 
been driven — none of them had been restored — but 
the collection must have been worth thousands and 
thousands of dollars. When he asked the shop owner 
how he had gotten them, these monuments of luxury 
in two-wheeled form, he got an unexpected answer: 
he had traded them for bicycles.

“Between the late 1970s and the early 1980s, petrol 
was in short supply,” recalls the expat. “People 
needed to get from point A to point B, and the only 
reliable way to do it was with something that required 

no petrol at all. They needed bicycles.” 
So, desperate motorbike owners traded in their 

luxury vehicles for pedal power. Yet, at a time when 
ostentatiousness was the exception rather than the 
rule, he kept them hidden away in his back garden 
and open to the elements.

Motorbikes ‘R Us
As Vietnam has grown richer, the once-downplayed 
obsession with status has returned. And nowhere 
is this status demonstrated more openly than in the 
vehicle we drive — whether it’s a car, a motorbike or 
even a bicycle. No longer is a motorbike just about 
getting from A to B. Now it’s an instrument of passion, 
a vehicle of love, and an arbiter of image. Today, the 
concept of storing away 100 Harleys in a back garden 
is unthinkable. 

Yet, becoming a country whose transport system 
is ruled by the sometime humble, sometime showy 
motorbike has been a long process. It is a process 
that makes this country unique, since nowhere else 
has succumbed to the power of two wheels quite like 
Vietnam. 

As George Orwell once miswrote, “Four wheels are 
good, two wheels are better.”
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i
t was the late 1990s at a tiny, nameless coffee shop. 
One expat was a regular, sitting on the plastic 
chairs a few times a week, sipping ca phe sua da and 
making polite conversation with the shop’s owner, 

an aging and unassuming local man. But it wasn’t 
the coffee that kept him coming back. He’d heard 
whispers that there was something spectacular only 
metres away in the shop owner’s back garden — a 
treasure trove of epic proportions. It took nearly a 
year before the shop owner let down his guard and 
invited him in.

What he saw in the garden’s messy overgrowth 
were dozens of classic Harley-Davidson motorbikes, 
packed tightly together and in various levels of 
disrepair. It’d been years since most of them had 
been driven — none of them had been restored — but 
the collection must have been worth thousands and 
thousands of dollars. When he asked the shop owner 
how he had gotten them, these monuments of luxury 
in two-wheeled form, he got an unexpected answer: 
he had traded them for bicycles.

“Between the late 1970s and the early 1980s, petrol 
was in short supply,” recalls the expat. “People 
needed to get from point A to point B, and the only 
reliable way to do it was with something that required 

no petrol at all. They needed bicycles.” 
So, desperate motorbike owners traded in their 

luxury vehicles for pedal power. Yet, at a time when 
ostentatiousness was the exception rather than the 
rule, he kept them hidden away in his back garden 
and open to the elements.

Motorbikes ‘R Us
As Vietnam has grown richer, the once-downplayed 
obsession with status has returned. And nowhere 
is this status demonstrated more openly than in the 
vehicle we drive — whether it’s a car, a motorbike or 
even a bicycle. No longer is a motorbike just about 
getting from A to B. Now it’s an instrument of passion, 
a vehicle of love, and an arbiter of image. Today, the 
concept of storing away 100 Harleys in a back garden 
is unthinkable. 

Yet, becoming a country whose transport system 
is ruled by the sometime humble, sometime showy 
motorbike has been a long process. It is a process 
that makes this country unique, since nowhere else 
has succumbed to the power of two wheels quite like 
Vietnam. 

As George Orwell once miswrote, “Four wheels are 
good, two wheels are better.” — Karen Hewell
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A S hort History

The lifeblood of Vietnam, the motorbike has continued what the  
bicycle started, an obsession for travel on two wheels rather than four.  

Compiled by Ed Weinberg. Illustration by Cristina Nualart
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of Motor bikes

1950s to 1970s — Mobylette.

A product of a more carefree 
time, these 50cc two-strokers 
cruised the streets in style, 
one remembered fondly by 
Mobylette enthusiasts to this 
day.

1950s to 1960s — BMWs, 
Vespas and Lambrettas.  

With the oldest Vespa in Vietnam 
dating to 1952, and the oldest 
Lambretta, 1954, the 1950s and 
1960s were the era of all things 
Italian. However, the German 
BMWs weren’t to be outdone, 
also having an impact on 
the market. The oldest BMW 
motorcycle presently known to 
exist in Vietnam dates in 1939.

1960s to 1970s — Honda 67. 

These stylish numbers were 
among the first wave of Japanese 
motorcycles in Vietnam, and 
some of the most popular. From 
their pre-war heyday to now 
they’ve achieved mythical status, 
making a comeback on the 
Hanoi and Saigon streets of the 
2010s.
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1970s to 1980s — Minsk. 

This ‘old buffalo’ was a belching, 
rumbling sight even in its 
production years, when the 
Belarusian product terrorised 
quiet streets around Hanoi. Due 
to privatisation hiccups back 
home, the steady flow of Minsks 
into Vietnam stopped in the 
2000s, and most of the Minsks 
you’re likely to see nowadays 
have the scars to prove their 
age. In 2012 after a short hiatus, 
production re-started and there 
is now a new range of rebranded 
Minsks — now called M1NSK — 
coming off the production lines.

1980s — Honda Cub. 

These low-powered city cruisers 
first took to the streets in the 
1980s, where their clean lines 
and modest fuel consumption 
made them a favourite of a 
slower-paced Vietnam. Today, 
these 50cc ‘Cubbies’ can still be 
seen lumbering to the devil-
may-care throttles of legally-
helmetless riders.

1980s — Motorcycle Modesty. 

As motorbikes were coming 
into vogue, Vietnam’s roadside 
ateliers worked on a new fashion 
standard. The no-peeping aprons 
and colourful facemasks would 
become standard wear two 
decades later, when motorbikes 
became a way of life.

Late 1990s  
— Honda Spacy. 

First hitting the streets in 1995, 
the Spacy was the bike of choice 
for Vietnam’s millennial femme 
fatales. Its purse-accommodating 
body spelled class at a time 
when semi-automatics — with 
their tiny storage holds — ruled 
the road.

2000s — Transitioning  
the Roadways. 

Behind the market expansion 
of the China shock and the rise 
of local assemblers, motorcycle 
consumption jumped from 
under a half-million per year at 
the end of the 1990s to nearly 
three million per year at the end 
of the 2000s. Motorcycles quickly 
became a must-have, and just 
like that the age of the bicycle 
was over.

2002 — Yamaha Nouvo 
Ushers in the Scooter Era. 

Breaking the Honda stranglehold 
on the region, Yamaha dipped 
out of the racing market for this 
125cc entry, which brought the 
scooter craze to Vietnam and 
made automatic transmissions 
the desired standard. To this day, 
Yamaha holds 25 percent of the 
domestic market.

2007 — Honda Air Blade. 

In a long-delayed response to 
Yamaha’s market incursion, 
Honda released the Air Blade, 
taking back market share in the 
process — only cooling off a bit 
four years later, as recession hit 
and the design flaws of the 2011 
model became apparent.

2000s to 2010s  
— Honda Lead. 

Bulking up the purse 
compartment even more, Honda 
replaced its Spacy line with these 
cool customers, whose 125cc 
engine was powerful enough to 
take its bulky back-end wherever 
it needed to go.
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1990s to 2000s  
— Honda Win. 

Not only the favourite of 
motopackers, these 110cc road 
warriors are exceptionally fuel 
efficient and trail-tested, making 
them a natural choice for the 
mountains of northern Vietnam. 
Along with Minsks, of course.

1990s to 2000s  
— Honda Dream. 

Actually a Super Cub, with the 
engine bumped up to 100cc and 
a slight makeover, the Honda 
Dream took Vietnam by storm 
in the 1990s, briefly becoming 
Vietnam’s ‘it’ bike before the 
Yamaha takeover. These smooth 
rides can still be seen under the 
posteriors of the classier xe om 
drivers.

1997 — First Honda Vietnam 
Factory Established. 

Responding to new import 
restrictions, Honda Vietnam’s 
first factory was set up in Vinh 
Phuc Province, 32km northwest 
of Hanoi. Today joined by 
a second Vinh Phuc factory 
built in 2008 and a 2012 Ha 
Nam Province location, Honda 
Vietnam has a production 
capacity of 2.5 million 
motorcycles, with their bike sales 
accounting for nearly 65 percent 
of the market.

2000s — Suzuki and SYM 
Try Their Luck. 

Hoping to carve space into a 
scooter market dominated by 
Yamaha and Honda, Suzuki and 
SYM both released automatic 
models. However, despite 
the modest success of bikes 
such as SYM’s Atilla, neither 
really gained the foothold they 
were looking for, and today 
concentrate on 50cc “naked 
bikes”. Together with Piaggio, 
these companies share the 
10 percent of the market not 
controlled by Honda or Yamaha.

2010s — Piaggio. 

Piaggio rebooted its Vespa 
and Piaggio lines for domestic 
consumption in 2009, and 
soon erased memories of the 
smoking relics of yesteryear. 
Nowadays, the classic lines of 
bikes made in their Vinh Phuc 
factory support the very chicest 
of Vietnam’s commuters, as 
well as commuters in the other 
Southeast Asian countries to 
which they export.

2013 — Vietnam Takes to the 
Global Export Market. 

Having come far from the days 
when the quality of domestically 
bought Hondas couldn’t be 
assured, Vietnam-produced 
Hondas are now being exported 
for sale in their country of 
trademark origin, Japan. This 
is only part of a new market 
reality, which sees the five major 
motorbike makers continually 
raising their production capacity 
— to nearly 5.5 million bikes a 
year, currently — and domestic 
consumption falling, now only 
accounting for about three 
million of those produced.

March 2014 — 175cc  
Within Reach. 

As of this month, new legislation 
will allow anyone passing 
the standard driving test to 
qualify for an A2 license — and 
own motorbikes with engines 
larger than 175cc — which 
previously was only available 
to government officials and 
members of motorcycle clubs. 
How this will affect the desire 
to keep motorbikes in-country 
below the 36 million mark 
targeted by 2020 — there are 
currently 37 million registered — 
can only be speculated upon.

Early 2000s — ‘China Shock’. 

As the Vietnamese market 
looked to be reaching capacity, 
it began to be flooded with 
low-priced imitations of 
Japanese motorcycles imported 
from China. Not only did this 
jumpstart the stagnant industry 
— at one point accounting for 80 
percent of the four-fold increase 
in annual sales — it also forced 
Honda’s hand in releasing the 
Wave Alpha at a third of the 
price of the company’s previous 
models. Behind the Wave Alpha, 
Honda quickly gained back 
market share, as the low quality 
of the Chinese products became 
more widely known.
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Top Fear

Forget Clarkson, Hammond and May, Nick Ross and yves Schiepek bypassed Top Gear 
and tried the motorbikes on Vietnam’s roads for themselves. Eight test-driven vehicles 
later, and not even a scratch to blight that perfect bodywork, together they managed to 

get an insight into locally-available bikes that can get you from more than just A to Z



March 2014 Word | 63

i
t was 8am on Valentine’s Day and the sun was 
burning hazily through the smog of the city. Perched 
outside Saigon’s IBIS Hotel in District 7, we watched 
the beasts arrive. First a 1962 Lambretta, or as 

someone described it, sex on wheels. Italian sex on 
wheels.

Was this to be our Valentine’s date?
Then the Hell’s Angels rocked up, or at least, the closest 

version you’re likely to find in Vietnam. Sat astride their 
four Harley-Davidsons, booming rumbles preceded them 
as they rolled down the road in movie-like unison. All we 
needed now was an outdoor screen showing the classic 
flick, Easy Rider, with Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper 
(R.I.P.) on hand to sign autographs. It was not to be.

I had spent the previous sleepless night in between a 
mix of terror and self-affirmation. I’ve driven bikes for 
25 years, glided through Europe, parts of North America 

and four countries in Asia. Thanks to a close friend, I now 
own a Honda Trail Bike, a 30-year-old off-roader, and 
have ridden almost every type of bike you’re likely to find 
on the roads of Vietnam. But never a Harley. And never a 
KTM, too, one of the other speedy beasts I was going to 
try. Would I be able to manage it?

The answer, as I discovered, was yes. Not always with 
ease, though. The largest of the Harleys weighed in at 
almost 400kg and, with its 1,800cc-plus engine, is faster 
than the speed of light. Well, it felt that way. 

Nought to 100kmph in under two seconds is not to be 
sniffed at. But once you’re used to driving a manual bike, 
and have taken it through a variety of terrains, both on-
road and off, converting your skills to something bigger, 
more powerful and — if the word is apt, better — is not 
such an arduous task.

So, here’s the lowdown.Top Fear
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The Lambretta
Model: TV175
Year: 1964

This curvaceous beauty of the biking world 
is so rare now, that only the collectors out 
there will understand how desirable it is 
to own a TV175. As owner Steve Mueller 
reiterated, in its day this was a favourite of 
the air pilots, who liked to cruise around 
Saigon and the surrounding countryside in 
Roman Holiday style. He should know. The 
man behind Vietnam Vespa Adventures, he 
has 75 classic Vespas in his keeping, many 
used for tours. But for Steve, the Lambretta 
is a little bit special.

Riding and Handling
This is a heavy bike, with the engine rattling 
through every part of the body. Yet it takes 
the rough and tumble of the roads with 
surprising grace. And for a bike of such age, 
it switches into neutral with ease. 

Appearance
Italian chic. Simple yet robust, curvaceous 
yet sexy. A real looker.

Engine
For a 1964 vehicle, super smooth.

Value
According to Steve, if you can find a 
TV175, you’ll be looking at over VND100 
million. Even 15 years ago when Vespas 
and Lambrettas captured the imagination 
of foreigners visiting and living in Vietnam, 
this particular model was going for up to 
VND15 million.

Equipment
Sorry?

Who it’s for
For people who like a Sunday drive on a 
frame of beautifully crafted metal and paint. 
It’s a collector’s bike, the kind driven by a 
mod out of the cult movie Quadrophenia.

Overall
If you know your bikes, and like to go for 
something classic, then Lambrettas and 
Vespas may just be the models for you. It’s 
a love affair. But beware the spark plug. 
In the rain it can get soaked and leave you 
stranded. 

“in its day this was 
a favourite of the air 
pilots, who liked to 

cruise around Saigon 
and the surrounding 

countryside in Roman 
Holiday style”
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Honda Automatics
Models: SH Mode and Air Blade Deluxe
Year: 2013 / 2014

If one company can lay claim to pushing 
forward the motorbike industry in Vietnam, 
it’s Honda. From the Honda Cubs and 
Honda 67s through to the Honda Dreams 
and more recently the Waves, Futures, 
Spacys and SHs, Honda have played a role 
in making this country into the motorbike-
obsessed nation it is today.

Riding and Handling
I own an Air Blade. So, comparing the 
latest model to my own 2010 whizz buster 
was fascinating. What improvements 
would there be? As I discovered, all were 
incremental and in the details. The engine 
is softer, less noisy. The acceleration 
is smoother, the electric starter almost 
soundless. And even the speedometer has 
been changed up — now it has a digital 
element. 

The SH Mode was equally smooth. 
Honda’s main scooter model, it is powerful 
yet to drive it feels effortless. Honda bikes 
are all about a smooth, calming ride. And in 
the heat of frenetic traffic they are difficult 
to beat.

Appearance
Attractive with nice curves. The Air Blade 
retains its sporty attire while the SH Mode 
has curves and swirls.

Engine
Did I say smooth one too many times? Time 
to add in the word powerful, then. For 
relatively small-engine automatics, these 
bikes really fly.

Value
Hondas retain their value. So, while you’re 
going to pay more for an Air Blade or an SH 
than you would for a competitor equivalent, 
the reliability of the bikes means that 
secondhand they are as good a buy as new.

Equipment
Simple yet sleek, now with digital features 
on the dashboard to complement all those 
‘ometers.

Who it’s for
People who can afford it and in particular, 
people who are searching for bikes that will 
last. Here Honda is in a world of its own.

Overall
As city bikes with some speed and yet easy 
to operate in traffic, both the Air Blade and 
the SH Mode are in their element. Attractive 
yet practical, and most importantly, a brand 
you can rely on.

“Did i say smooth one 
too many times?”
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KTM
Models: Duke 200 and Duke 390
Year: 2013

A new addition to the Vietnamese market, 
KTMs started off as off-road and racing bikes. 
The recent transition of this Austrian brand 
to smaller engine models is a masterstroke. 
Light yet speedy, sporty yet easy to 
manoeuver, their range of manual bikes in 
Vietnam starts at the Duke 125 before heading 
upwards into the precipices of the superbike.

Riding and Handling
Like a dream. Light but with the power of a 
rocket in its spleen, the Duke 200 is only an 
entry model but is something to be reckoned 
with. Good in traffic, but despite its speed it 
never feels like it’s too difficult to handle. 

And then there’s the Duke 390. Now we’re 
getting somewhere.

Appearance
Sleek, orange, white and black. Sporty, 
distinctive and yet easy on the eye. Has 
‘racer’ written all over it.

Engine
A nice purr, a soft rumble, and when the gas 
is down, the whizz of acceleration is a dream. 
For the real deal, switch up to the 390. Now 
we’re talking.

Value
The word ‘reasonable’ does this brand justice. 
We’re not going to mention exact prices here, 
but for under VND150 million you can have 
yourself one helluva bike.

Equipment
Simple buttons and switches, but check out 
that digital speedometer. Everything you 
need to know about your bike on one simple 
screen. Watching the speed go up and down 
as you accelerate or change down gears adds 
to the sense of usability.

Who it’s for
According to KTM, mainly 20 to 35-year-olds. 
According to me, people who like speed 
but want a bike that can navigate the city in 
heavy traffic.

Overall
Possibly the perfect bike for both the city 
and the open road — if you like speed, that 
is. The 200 and 390 are so light that you will 
never feel you have too much weight on your 
hands. And moving up and down the gears 
— we’re talking six in both these instances — 
is effortless. As is changing down into neutral. 
What more could you ask for of a manual 
bike, especially one negotiating traffic?

“The recent transition 
of this Austrian brand to 
smaller engine models is 

a masterstroke”
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Harley-Davidson
Models: 883, Forty-eight and Street Glider
Year: 2012 / 2013

Now over a century old, Harley-Davidson are 
the classic American-built beasts of the road. 
When I say beasts, despite their size and their 
almost perfect, stuff-of-dreams black and chrome 
bodywork, get these things moving and they are 
light. Very light. Even the almost 400kg-heavy 
Street Glide, the ultimate touring bike and the 
producer’s best-known model, is light once you 
get it past walking pace. And wow does it fly! 

The recent opening of the Harley-Davidson 
dealership in Ho Chi Minh City means these 
bikes can now be purchased in Vietnam. And 
with the HOG groups (Harley-Davidson owner 
groups) already claiming scores of members, the 
fascination with these bikes is set to grow.

Riding and Handling
Beautiful. Smooth with that insane comforting 
rumble. Amazing acceleration, but controlled. 
My favourite bike, the Forty-eight, with its 
stripped down, nothing-to-hide bodywork, 
was low-slung, small and light with wide 
handlebars and your legs stretched out in front. 
Described as an urban brawler, turning in a 
circle on this boom-boom, double exhaust baby 
was surprisingly easy. So easy that I must have 
taken it for 10 rounds of U-turns before our 
photographer finally got the shot he required. 

Appearance
Black and silver and more black and silver. 
When it comes to art and motorbikes merged 
into one, Harleys are beauties. But for me the 
real beauty of all the beasts was the Forty-eight. 

Engine
The 883 was slightly tinny, but in that classic sort 
of way and always with that rumble. The 1,200cc 
Forty-eight was roaring, displaying a hunger for 
power and a passion for speed. And the Street 
Glide, designed for long-haul touring comfort, 
was all strength, low-end torque and raw, horse-
infused power. There was 1,800cc of it, after all.

Value
The Vietnamese phrase “Tien nao cua nay” comes 
to mind here. You pay your price, you get your 
quality. Think VND350 million and up, up and 
up. Here you are truly paying for quality.

Equipment
The 883 and the Forty-eight by Harley standards 
are fairly simplistic. But then it’s all about that 
classic look. And after all, who needs all the 
mod cons? Now as for the Street Glide, this is 
the equivalent of a car on two wheels — all the 
comfort of a four-wheeler fitted into a bike.

Who it’s for
For someone who likes to be seen and look 
mean. Owning a Harley requires a certain 
outlook on life. Fortunately, there are so many 
different models available that there’s something 
for everyone. For me? The Forty-eight. 

Overall
I want it, I want it, I want it!

“The Vietnamese phrase ‘Tien nao cua 
nay’ comes to mind here. you pay your 

price, you get your quality”
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Zen and the Art of

Everything you thought you knew but didn’t know and  
certainly may want to know about owning and  

driving a motorbike. Words by Hoa Le. 
Photos by yves Schiepek

Motorcyc le Maintenanc e

Getting a Motorbike License

To legally drive a motorbike with a 
capacity of over 50cc in Vietnam you need a 
Vietnamese license — international licenses 
are not valid here but can be converted into 
a temporary Vietnamese driver’s license. 
Here are the things you need to know to get 
a Vietnamese license:
— Submit an application package including 
a copy of your valid visa and passport and 
six photos.
— Take a medical check which tests your 
eyesight and general health. This takes place 
at the driving test site before you take the 
test.
— Take the driving test. You’ll need to drive 
around a short figure of eight and obstacle 
course usually involving a few speed bumps 
and a corner, without stalling or putting 
your feet down. If foreigners  

 

have a motorbike or car driving license 
from overseas, they are not expected 
to complete the written test as it is in 
Vietnamese. But if you do, you’ll usually 
be provided with a translator.
— Wait 10 to 15 days to receive your 
license if you pass the test.
— Fee: VND225,000

In Hanoi, visit the Centre for 
Automotive Training and Mechanism 
(83A Ly Thuong Kiet, Hoan Kiem, Tel: 
(04) 3942 2715). In Ho Chi Minh City, 
contact the Office of Transportation (63 
Ly Tu Trong, Q1, Tel: (08) 3822 3760). In 
provincial areas, you should consult local 
police authorities.

An international driver’s license or your 
home country’s driver’s license can both 
be converted into a temporary Vietnamese  

 
 

driver’s license — but in the latter case,  
you’ll need to get your license translated 
into Vietnamese before applying. Contact the 
offices above for further information.

Big Bikes
For motorbike under 50cc such as a 
Honda Cub 49cc, you don’t need to 
apply for a driver ’s license. Starting 
this month, you can apply individually 
for a special driver ’s license for riding 
a motorbike with a capacity over 175cc. 
This was not possible before as it was 
required that you be a member of a 
recognised motorcycle club. You’ll 
need to do a test on a 250cc motorcycle 
no matter what bike capacity you’re 
applying for. Contact the offices above to 
get more information.
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Getting Insurance

It is compulsory that you have a civil 
liability insurance when driving a 
motorbike in Vietnam. It costs VND66,000 
per year for bikes of under 50cc and 
VND80,000 per year for bikes of under 
150cc. This is to cover up to VND50 
million if the driver damages property, 
gets injured or dies from an accident. Bao 
Viet, Bao Minh or Pijico are the three major 
companies that you can get this insurance 
from.

Another type of insurance you can 
buy to protect your bike or increase your 
coverage is the voluntary third party 
liability. This can cover up to US$20,000 
(VND420 million) and you pay a fee of 
about four to five times higher than the 
compulsory fee or from 0.1 to 0.2 percent of 
the value of your motorbike. This insurance  

 
 
 
won’t cover you if you fall or lose some 
parts of the bikes. You also need to legal 
documents to show that you own the bike 
or the benefits will go to its legal owner 
— or sometimes no-one when ownership 
can’t be proven.

This insurance also only pays for full 
loss or full forcible theft. If your motorbike 
is brand new, you need to agree with the 
insurer that they will pay the brand new 
price for one year or at least six months 
— otherwise you may be stuck with the 
market value — this can be much lower.

Effective medical treatment in case of an 
accident requires good medical insurance. 
This can cover your hospital treatment, 
evacuation and post-hospital treatment 
including rehabilitation in Vietnam or 
other countries such as Thailand,  

 
 
 
Singapore and even Europe and North 
America.

While an international insurer may not 
over-scrutinise if you have an accident, a 
Vietnam-based insurance company will 
check the situation carefully before they 
decide to cover your case. They will need 
proof that you can drive legally in Vietnam 
including your driver’s license, a valid 
visa and passport, and whether or not you 
were wearing a helmet. Police records, 
a hospital admission form, a doctor’s 
declaration and accident claim forms are 
all taken into consideration. A locally 
based insurer will also want proof of no 
drug or alcohol usage.

For more details about insurance, 
consult your insurance company or contact 
If Consulting (insuranceinvietnam.com).
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What to Look For When Buying a Bike

Here are a few tips for you if you’re thinking 
about purchasing a secondhand motorbike:
— A Honda is many people’s first option as 
it’s reasonably priced and reliable. You can 
find many Honda dealers or shops around, 
so it’s easy to replace parts or fix when 
necessary.
— Make sure the bike is an original and 
its parts haven’t been changed. You can 
take the bike to a reputable garage, shop or 
mechanic to have it checked. Even better, get 
a mechanic to take a look at the bike before 
you buy it.
— Make sure the bike has a registration card, 
a frame number, an engine number and a 
number plate that all match up.
— Whether you buy a brand new bike or a 
secondhand one, you should always make 
sure you have papers. No papers means no 
insurance claim if anything goes wrong.

General Laws

You’ll need to obey these rules if you want to 
be safe on the roads and not get pulled over:

— Drive in the lane for motorbikes when 
you’re in the city. When you go outside of 
the city, be aware that some highways are for 
cars only.

— Go under the speed limit. Unless 
marked otherwise, it’s 40km/h in the city 
and 50km/h outside the city for normal 
motorbikes.

— Always bring a valid Vietnamese 
driver’s license with you when riding a 
motorbike over 50cc.

— Wear a helmet at all times, including 
when travelling as a passenger. Violation 
will result in a fine of up to VND200,000.

— Make sure the motorbike has simple 
components such as wing mirrors and 
working front and rear lights.

— There is presently a crackdown on 
signaling. So get into the habit. Indicate not just 
when turning, but when changing lanes, too.

Owning a Motorbike

— Make sure you take your motorbike for 
scheduled maintenance and servicing. Good 
bike rental places provide you with monthly 
servicing.
— If you need to change parts, go to 
reputable garages or your bike’s dealership. 
There are chances that you will get inferior 
copies when you buy on the black market or 
in small shops.
— Always make sure the tyres are pumped 
to the correct pressure because it makes the 
bike safer and easier to ride. The standard 
pressure is 30 psi (about 2.1 kg/cm2). The 
front tyre often needs a bit less air than the 
rear one.
— Always adjust the brakes to the right level 
and regularly lubricate them.
— Change your engine oil regularly. Make 
sure you use good oil (see the next column). 
Inferior quality oil can affect performance 
and damage the engine.
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— For abrasions, bleeding. While a 
severe abrasion should be seen and cleaned 
by a physician, you can do some things to 
promote healing. first, because abrasions 
can easily become infected, you should 
clean the area thoroughly and remove any 
dirt and debris. Ideally, you want to irrigate 
the area with a nontoxic surfactant such as 
0.9 sodium chloride or Shur-clens with a bit 
of pressure (use a syringe if possible). the 
area must be completely clean. If necessary, 
use a clean gauze to gently scrub the area. 
do not scrub vigorously, as this can cause 
more tissue damage. check your tetanus 
immunisation as well.

— For sprains. begin rIcE (an acronym 
for rest, ice, compression and elevation) 
immediately. delaying this could mean more 
pain and swelling, and a longer recovery 
period. So start these self-care steps the 
minute you’ve sustained an injury

rest. cut back on normal daily activities and 
avoid putting weight on the injured body part.

ice. use an ice pack on the injured area for 
10 to 20 minutes at a time, anywhere from 
four to eight times per day. don’t use the ice 
pack for longer than 20 minutes, and wrap 
it in a t-shirt or thin towel so you don’t burn 
your skin.

compression. to reduce pain and swelling, 
wrap the injured area with an elastic 
bandage or another doctor-recommended 
compression brace or device — not too 
tightly, though. and ask your doctor for how 
long and how many times each day.

elevation. use pillows or blankets to raise 
the injured limb above the level of the heart to 
minimise swelling.

— moderate to severe Head injury

a) call emergency right away. fV 
hospital’s emergency number in ho chi 
minh city is (08) 5411 3500 and the french 
hospital’s number in hanoi is (04) 3574 1111.

b) check the person’s airways, breathing 
and circulation. If necessary, begin rescue 
breathing and cardiopulmonary resuscitation 
(cPr).

c) If the person’s breathing and heart rate 
are normal but the person is unconscious, 
treat them as if they have a spinal injury. 
Stabilise the head and neck by placing your 
hands on both sides of the person’s head. 
Keep the head in line with the spine and 
prevent movement. Wait for medical help.

d) Stop any bleeding by firmly pressing 
a clean cloth on the wound. If the injury is 
serious, be careful not to move the person’s 
head. If blood soaks through the cloth, do 
not remove it. Place another cloth over the 
first one.

e) If you suspect a skull fracture, do not 
apply direct pressure to the bleeding site, and 
do not remove any debris from the wound. 
cover the wound with sterile gauze dressing.

f) If the person is vomiting, to prevent 
choking, roll the person’s  head, neck and 
body as one unit onto his or her side. this still 
protects the spine, which you must always 
assume is injured in the case of a head injury. 
children often vomit after a head injury. this 
may not be a problem, but call a doctor for 
further guidance.

g) apply ice packs to swollen areas. 
a more serious head injury that involves 
bleeding or brain damage must be treated in 
a hospital.

— For broken bones

a) If the skin is injured, it should be treated 
immediately to prevent infection. don’t 
breathe on the wound or probe it. If possible, 
lightly rinse the wound to remove visible dirt 
or other contamination, but do not vigorously 
scrub or flush the wound. cover with sterile 
dressings.

b) If needed, immobilise the broken bone 
with a splint or sling. Possible splints include 
a rolled-up newspaper or strips of wood. 
Immobilise the area both above and below 
the injured bone.

c) apply ice packs to the injured leg or arm 
to reduce pain and swelling.

What to do in an Accident
here are a few tips from the doctors at fV hospital:

Oil & Lubricants

— Use products from reputable companies 
because good quality oil protects the inside 
of your engine. Module, Castrol or Shell 
Gold are among the better oils out there.
— Depending on the quality of the oil, how 
often you ride the bike and the conditions 
you ride in, engine oil should be changed 
accordingly. In perfect conditions, it can be 
changed after 3,000km. But if you’re riding 
through rivers or during rainy season, 
change it more frequently.
— Check the level of the oil by using the 
dip-stick. It should always be full.
— When you have your oil changed at a 
garage, make sure it’s new and the bottle 
hasn’t been opened yet. If you don’t have a 
choice, make sure the colour of the oil is OK. 
The new oil should be the colour of honey or 
light Lipton tea. Black is not good and needs 
to be changed.
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Motor bike  
C lubs  

in  
Hanoi 
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Keen to roll with other petrol heads? David Mann visits two of Hanoi’s  
largest motorcycle clubs to get the word on Vietnam’s burgeoning motorbike scene. 

Photos by Francis Roux, translation by Tran Phuong Dung
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“T
here are many reasons to love 
a Harley-Davidson,” explains 
Nguyen Viet Tao, president of 
Hanoi HOG — more formally 

known as the Hanoi Harley Owners Group. 
“They are iconic, sexy and manly. They also 
represent freedom and a brotherhood that 
has translated very well in Vietnam.” 

HOG Hanoi is one of four motorcycle 
clubs based in the nation’s capital and 
devoted to worshipping iconic brands, 
joining a Royal Enfield club, a Ducati club 
and the nation’s oldest club, Moto Hanoi. 
Aided by the 2007 loosening of restrictions 
on importing high-powered foreign bikes, 
it’s no surprise that a vibrant motorbike 
subculture has emerged in a country with 
around 37 million motorbikes. 

And while typically a preserve of the 
wealthy, Vietnam’s fast-growing economy 
and progressively open market is paving the 
way for more motorcycle clubs. 

HOG Hanoi
HOG members share the creed of Harley-
Davidson riders everywhere: they’re tough 
and they live on the edge.

For any normal person, piloting an 
1,800cc Harley-Davidson (equivalent to the 
combined power of 15 Vespas) through the 
streets of Hanoi would be, well, terrifying. 
As such, it takes a particularly brave 
adrenalin junkie to roll with these guys.

Although one of the newer clubs in Hanoi, 
having only been founded in 2007, HOG 
Hanoi have seen a steady rise in members.

“The opening of a Harley-Davidson 
showroom in Ho Chi Minh City proves 
these bikes are becoming more popular in 
Vietnam,” says Tao. “In our club alone we 
have over 60 bikes.”

The club meets every Sunday and 
conducts monthly rides out of the capital. 
The weekend I talk to them, they are heading 
to Halong Bay to meet with other motorcycle 
clubs from around Hanoi.

“The relationship between motorcycle 
clubs is good here,” he says, although he 
admits it hasn’t always been this way. 

Much to my own surprise, Tao explains 
Vietnam has a growing list of paved 
highways well suited to long-distance 
cruising. “It has happened over the past two 
or three years. Now, there are more beautiful 

roads to ride on than before.
He adds: “We often go touring on the big 

highways to places like Quang Binh, Bac 
Kan, Sapa, Son La, Dien Bien Phu and even 
along the Ho Chi Minh City Highway.” 

The club is as authentic as any HOG 
chapter you will find in the US, with the 
same raucous enthusiasm for Harleys as 
their American counterparts. 

The Harley-Davidson logo is proudly 
emblazoned across T-shirts and leather 
jackets, worn with reinforced Blundstone 
boots. To Tao, it is a thing of beauty.

“We’ve had visitors come to Vietnam and 
be blown away by the brotherhood we have 
formed here and even by the calibre of bikes 
that are available,” he says. “It is a great time 
to be part of a club in Vietnam.”

Moto Hanoi
It’s a sentiment shared by Lan Van Nguyen, 
president of Vietnam’s oldest motorcycle 
club, Moto Hanoi. 

“We were the first club to be officially 
recognised by the government,” he says 
fondly.

The club boasts a wartime history dating 
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back to 1962. Back then, a handful of 
members helped to ferry goods and letters 
between provinces. Later, the club shifted 
its focus to performances, where members 
(both men and women) would perform 
tricks on their motorcycles as entertainment. 
The club’s website is a fascinating collage 
of images depicting members in a range of 
gravity-defying acts. 

“We celebrated our 50th anniversary in 
2011 and every year we have a party where 
we invite our old members back,” says Lan. 
“We have a very rich history.” 

Now the club dedicates itself to charitable 
causes. Members form motorcades for 
cyclists and host a wide range of charity 
events including blood donation drives. 
Moto members can even be seen riding 
around the streets of Hanoi bearing the 
national flag.

“In 2010, we even provided a guard 
around riders who cycled from Ho Chi Minh 
City all the way to Hanoi,” says Lan. 

The club now meets monthly to decide 
on group rides, occasionally linking up with 
other clubs in Hanoi. In the past, the club 
has ridden to Hai Phong, Danang, Ha Giang, 

Sapa and even toured the famed Highway 1 
route from Hue to Hoi An. 

The club welcomes anyone with a 
motorbike and passion for riding, and even 
claims a clutch of enthusiastic foreigners 
from Canada, the US and The Netherlands. 
Lan says that most of the club’s members are 
between the age of 25 and 30, but that ages 
vary from as young as 18 to well over 60.

“We also do a lot of workshops around 
safety and getting to know your bike,” he 
adds. “After 2007, when it became easier to 
buy powerful bikes, we got a lot of young 
people joining.”

According to Lan, younger generations 
are becoming even more active in 
motorcycle clubs, aided by the rising 
incomes that older generations didn’t have 
access to in the past. 

“They have more bikes to choose from 
and more money to enjoy them. I’ve been 
able to share this passion with my children.” 

While the authorities look to find ways to 
manage the increasing hordes of motorcycles 
cavorting their way down the roads, it seems 
Vietnam’s passion for two-wheeled vehicles 
shows no sign of slowing down.

information
for more information on the Hog club, 
go to facebook.com/hanoichapter.vn for 
the hanoi chapter. the Saigon club can 
be found at facebook.com/hog.saigon.

moto Hanoi is online at motohanoi.
vn and facebook.com/moto.hanoi and is 
located at 36 tran Phu, hoan Kiem. 

the are also some motorbike clubs in 
ho chi minh city including saigonmoto 
club (saigonmoto.com.vn) and the 
best known, ace mtsg. check out 
their website — acemtsg.com. they also 
have a café at 45 dinh tien hoang, Q1.



76 | Word March 2014

The Bike 
Pimps

Love it, hate it, like it, lust it, make your bike into something just  
that little bit special. Here are 10 owners who got into pimp mode.  

Compiled by Hoa Le and Nick Ross

Owner: Mai
Model: Honda Cub

Modifications: A fully-restored, enhanced 110cc engine and frame with 
custom six-layer paint work (candy green). Matching leather seats with 

leather handgrips and Japanese running gear.
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Owner: Toby
Model: Honda Cub 90cc

Modifications: Honda Win swing arm, custom-made 
handlebars, flat tracker 18” wheels and tires, 30cm 
extended frame with 15-degree raked front forks,  

‘67 tail light and custom mud guards.

Owner: Mr. Dung
Model: Kawasaki Z1000

Modifications: Inspired by the Ducati concept, except 
for the engine, gas tank, saddle and front lights, most 
of the parts have been replaced. The rear tyre, forks 

and exhaust pipe are imported from Thailand; the rear 
frame holding its monster back tyre is made from a 

180kg aluminum piece; the engine cooling system has 
been placed in the front, under the lights.

Owner: Viet
Model: Honda 67 (50cc)

Modifications: Installed a 100cc engine, modified the gas 
tank and straightened the handlebars.

Owner: Thiep
Model: Cub 79 (50cc)

Modifications: Gearbox changed from three to four 
ratios, 100cc engine installed, bigger tyres, electric 

starter, handlebar and lights all replaced.

[BIKE 1]



Owner: Damien
Model: SR 250 Yamaha

Modifications: Frame de-tabbed and shortened; flat pan 
seat, bare metal, pinstriped and aged fuel tank, Daytona 
handlebars and Coke bottle grips; custom front and rear 
lights. All electrics hidden. Shortened suspension. Flat 

black wheels and dual sport tyres. Custom exhaust.

Owner: Huy
Model: Full custom

Modifications: BMW classic Boxer frame with Honda 
250cc engine installed, flat tracker tyres, custom seats 

and much more.

Owner: Jeff
Model: 2011 Gia Toan Motors 50cc Solowins

Modifications:
Customised front fender, handlebars. Custom-made tank 

(10 litres), seat with storage compartment, side covers, 
extended swing arm, rear fender, number plate holder 
and tail light combo. Replaced rear wheel and tyres.

Owner: Scott
Model: 1965 Lambretta Li Series 3

Modifications:
Mod-style bike (think Quadrophenia) with fog lights, 

period accessories, aerials, badges and other era 
paraphernalia.

[BIKE 9]

[BIKE 7][BIKE 6]



Builder: Pat (now with a new owner)
Model: 1965 Lambretta Li Series 3

Modifications: Transformed into a chopper Lambretta 
which required just about every modification you can 

think of from extending the frame through to engraving 
and changing up the engine cylinders to 200cc. This 
was a week-by-week, Sunday afternoon project that 

took seven months.
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T
hanks to helmet laws that were 
applied to the whole country 
in 2007, the domestic rate of 
accidents has decreased every 

year since. In 2008, fatal accidents 
went down by 1,400 cases and injuries 
dropped 2,200 cases compared to the 

previous year. Yet, according to a 
report of the National Traffic Safety 
Committee, there were 458 accidents 
causing 212 dead and 481 injured during 
Tet 2014. In spite of the high rate of 
accidents, fake and low quality helmets 
still are seen around the country. Here, 

Word gives you our selection of the 
best helmets available in Vietnam, 
encompassing full-faced and double-
glassed protections, on-road and 
off-road designs, all of which will keep 
you looking cool and stylish while still 
protecting your brain.

Head First

Vemar Dirty Range ithilbor XP8C302 
Price: VND5.3 million 

With a loud design on its shell, this off-road 
helmet is the style pick of the litter.

Andes 611 
Price: VND2.1 million 

A lightweight and simple-looking modular 
helmet, it also has a removable chin guard. 

Shark RAW
Price: VND4.47 million 

A helmet for the zombie apocalypse, it’s 
constructed from injected thermoplastic 

resin, with an anti-scratch cover and 
anti-fog visor.

HJC RPHA-10 Jorge Lorenzo Replica
Price: VND11.05 million

The strong yet lightweight shell is a composite 
of carbon fibre, aramid epoxy, fibreglass and 

non-woven fabric, making for superior fit and 
comfort.

Andes A.3000 
Price: VND4.1 million 

Made of ABS plastic, and giving the most 
protection in the Andes line, this helmet is 

also designed for comfort with a 
flip-up double visor.

HJC CS-R1
Price: VND1.48 million

Using CAD technology, the HJC CS-R1 is 
built from polycarbonate composite, with 
95-percent UV protection and removable 

crown and check pads.

As bikes get bigger and texting fingers get itchier, it’s up to a new generation of 
helmets to save us from ourselves. Compiled by Vu Ha kim Vy
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Andes 202FB
Price: VND1.4 million 

Styled as a demi-jet open face helmet, this 
white number has a dual visor to help 

wearers protect their eyes during both day 
and night riding.

Vemar Urban Range Zero JBA1
Price: VND5.3 million 

This Italian import’s has one upper air 
intake, two laterals and three rear extractors 

for air to pass through, making the inside 
cooler and less humid.

Project Cafer Racer Hd Custom 
Nero Lucido

Price: VND5.3 million 

Built with fibreglass and little else, this 
visor-less helmet is a good pick for those 
who love the air and wind touching their 

skin as they drive around the city.

Andes 210 
Price: VND1.4 million 

A standard certified, light and compact 
helmet that fits easily into the boot 

of your bike. 

Project Smarty SMV02 
Price: VND5.3 million 

This Italian import is designed for young 
people — with a removable and washable 
interior, as well as a quick-release buckle 

with micro-sensitive adjustment. 

Project Flash Barry AV 83
Price: VND5.3 million 

With a shell made of Kevlar and three types 
of interchangeable visors, the AV 83 is 

suited for a wide variety of uses. It can even 
be used as a helmet.

The Helmet Washing Bag
A newly released, made-in-Vietnam product aimed at the motorbike market lets 

you safely and easily wash your helmet in a washing machine. The collapsible bag 
will protect both helmet and washing machine. Available in different helmet sizes. 

For more information, please visit the company website, mimimi.com.vn

andes sHowroom no. 1
112 nguyen thi minh Khai, Q3, hcmc
Stocks andes helmets exclusively

motoworld 
95 nguyen Van cu, Q5, hcmc
offers a wide range of hJc helmets and a 
selection of Sharks

saigon scooter centre 
80 Xuan thuy, Q2, hcmc
Stocks Vemar and Project helmets, offering 
shipping throughout the country

Hjc sHowroom 
388 cau giay, hanoi
Stocks hJc helmets exclusively

Huyen anH
23 nguyen thiep, hoan Kiem, hanoi
offers andes, honda, hJc, arai and acE 
helmets

Quality Distributors
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Unlucky
There’s a downside to the speed and chaos of  

driving in this country, and three of our editors  
have felt it personally. These are their stories.  

Photo by Mads Monsen

Close Call

it was like a scene from a movie. I was 
lying on the street, staring up towards 

long grass and more than half a dozen 
people. I would have liked to take a 
picture, had I been able to at the time. 

A few minutes prior, I was running 
against time, trying to make it to Dalat 
before dark. I hadn’t fixed my headlight, and 
I wanted to avoid staying in a hotel along 
the way. I felt like I could make it — it was 
only 5pm and about 60km left — but I must 
have gotten tired somehow. My inevitable 
encounter with a car sent me sliding along 
the street for metres. The police later showed 
me a photo of the skid marks, and it seemed 
like I had been going too fast. I’m guessing, 
though, since I couldn’t tell the speed. The 
speedometer was broken, too.

As I hit the street, my collarbone snapped 
and my ribs were grazed, but I was lucky 
that it wasn’t worse. I got up, felt a stab 
in my chest. Breathing and walking with 
difficulty, I ran to the side of the road as fast  

 
 
as I could. I thought: what if these breaths 
had been my last? What if a car had run me 
over? What if nobody had found me lying 
there? In such moments of pain, the fear 
comes easily. 

One of the bystanders took me to the 
hospital in their car. Comparing the X-ray I 
got a week later in Saigon with the one from 
the day of the accident, I realised that my 
bus journey to Saigon didn’t help my injuries 
much. But in the end it healed anyway, 
without an operation — the one good thing 
about collarbone fractures.

Although on the day of the accident 
I promised myself to no longer drive 
in Vietnam, I eventually broke my own 
promise. As if not enough things were 
broken in this story, the accident was also the 
end of a kind of love story that later led to a 
broken heart. Even later a friend diagnosed 
my ‘broken heart’ as broken pride. But no 
matter what, most breaks will someday heal. 
— Yves Schiepek

How to Replace a Tooth in Vietnam

First, lose the tooth. In dramatic fashion 
is best. People will ask about it, it’s 

better to have a story to tell.
Heal up. Watch some movies during 

this. Don’t think about anything, because 
your mind will inevitably be pulled into 
regret.

Someone will text you, and give 
you a recommendation. The place they 
recommend will be expensive, but you’ll 
go there anyway. You don’t want to make 
two mistakes.

Your VND300,000 a day budget will 
be f-cked. You’ll think about this, and 
the fragility of life. You’ll commit to 
VND30 million in root canals, chipped-
tooth buildups, and a two-session crown 
implant.

People will take your stitches and 
broken teeth as an ‘OK’ to divulge their 
own past experiences. Most will be simple 
anecdotes, some will involve tragedy. 
The take-home point will either be “sh-t 
happens” or “you’re lucky” — both of 
which you know. Take it in good humour, 
with a minimum of bitterness. Look at 
their healed wounds and fixed teeth and 
think of the future, when all this will be  
behind you, too.

After two hours in the dentist’s chair, tell 
the dentist she didn’t get it quite right. She 
will frown and ask if you’re sure — after 
all, she’s taken your bib off. You’ll want 
to get this right, unlike all the barber’s 
mirrors you’ve ignored. You’ll bite down 
and it won’t be the right feeling, then the 
realisation will wash over you that the 
feeling will never again be right.

You’ll probe the inside of your new tooth, 
and it will feel too long, contoured in the 
wrong places. It will make you sad. You’ll 
realise with a numbness that touching your 
real teeth never made you happy.

People will compliment your new tooth, 
they’ll ask where you got it done. Some will 
ask how much you paid. Some will tell you 
you paid too much.

One guy will lift his upper lip to show off 
his fake front teeth, boasting they cost only 
VND4 million. You’ll admit they look good, 
and you’ll question your own choice. You 
won’t tell him this, and will go on to change 
the subject.

You’ll have to be patient, it will be another 
while before you smile wide enough to show 
off your own. — Ed Weinberg
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The Head Injury

it was the day after — it always is — 
when the reality comes into play. I was at 

lunch with three friends in a restaurant in 
Hanoi. My head was misshapen. Swollen. 
And a patch of gauze and cotton wool was 
taped to my left temple. Underneath was 
the gash, the gash caused by being cut up 
by a truck as I was leaving Yen Bai the day 
before.

“Have you been to the hospital yet?” 
everyone seemed to say to me in unison over 
our Italian starters. “It’s a head injury. You 
need to check it out.” They seemed to stare 
at me as if I was a being from outer space, 
but I could tell their thoughts. Why is he here? 
Is he okay?

I was still giddy, reeling from the accident, 
seeing the moment as my vision went from 
driving a motorbike at 50km/h to turning 
sideways in slow motion as I hit the asphalt.  
 

 
 
And then the next memory. Disorientated, 
people around me cleaning up the blood, my 
colleague Aaron looking me in the eyes to 
see if I was okay. My low-grade helmet had 
cracked on the asphalt, making an incision 
into my head. Despite its inadequacy, it had 
saved my life.

The mains came out. Pastas, gnocchi, a 
meat dish of some sort. The conversation 
shifted. I was able to focus and get involved,  
but my head was starting to throb. Once 
again the conversation returned to the 
injury. I was being stoic and trying to move 
on, but I had to have someone check this 
thing out. “Head injuries are dangerous,” 
I remember someone saying. That was the 
line I needed to change my resolve.

After the accident I was driven first to 
the hospital in Yen Bai and then the train 
station. My bike had survived with  
 

 
 
scratches. So had I. “If I’d hit the truck,” 
I kept on saying to myself, “if I’d hit the 
truck, I wouldn’t be here.” The image of 
being tangled up in its wheels came to 
me like a horror show. But somehow as I 
fell I’d skidded myself out of the way, a 
reaction which saved my life. Then there 
was the trip back to Hanoi, by train, my 
bike stored in a back compartment, me sat 
uncomfortably with Aaron on wooden seats 
in a carriage.

“Don’t worry, it’s covered,” said a friend 
as the bill came out. “But you’ll promise 
you’ll go to the hospital?”

I made my promise and did just that. There 
wasn’t much the hospital could do beyond 
X-rays, medicine, cleaning up the already 
stitched wound and observation. But having 
the care of professionals was important. I was 
lucky to be alive.  — Nick Ross


