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            Advance Praise for Soft Nut Bike Tour

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m still nervous every time they head off with Chris to these remote places. However, I thoroughly enjoyed reading Tracy and Les’ diary of the trip.

      

      
        
        Gwen McCullough (Tracy’s mother)
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          Brisbane to Bangkok

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      A river of salty sweat mixed with sun cream was leeching painfully into my eyes, I blinked furiously but to no avail. Eventually, not for the first time that day, I dismounted from my bike and reached for the grubby, green sweat towel clamped on my bike rack. The suffering was exacerbated because I was also three days into a cold. I reassured myself that I had not caught the dreaded Corona virus which was wreaking havoc in Wuhan, China and causing widespread panic around the world and most particularly at my parent’s house who could not understand why, at the age of 56, I had decided to go on a bike trip in Southern Myanmar.

      

      I was four days into the Soft Nut Bike Tour of Burma which was being undertaken during the laughably misnamed cool season. South-East Asia has three official seasons; the hot, the cool and the wet. These are often referred to by visiting foreigners as the hot, the very hot and the so hot my shorts are melting. I was travelling in the cool season so it was just hot and horribly humid from ten o’clock each morning until four pm each afternoon.

      

      The air was smoky making breathing difficult, even for those without a potentially contagious, possibly fatal, lung disease. The bumpy roads were rattling my bike and my resolution to cycle all the way. Chris, our fearless leader, had the uncanny ability to conjure up chicken-out options from pretty much anywhere and for pretty much any situation ranging from sickness to laziness. These included a truck or tuk tuk to transport us to the next destination in relative comfort to a hotel of some description and maybe a hot shower. I cleared my nasal passages, remounted the bike and decided to soldier on.

      

      This book describes our journey by bike, train and boat from Mae Sot to Huay Plu via Myanmar, a country of towering temples, wonderfully dressed women and inquisitive children on the Soft Nut Bike Tour of Burma. I say ‘our’ to include the cohort of ten who comprised the multi-nation cycling group. As will be revealed, a sudden debilitating back spasm pre-departure, meant my husband Les was unable to join us. He did however keep in regular contact by Facebook Messenger and updated his own diary throughout the journey. His reflections are sprinkled throughout this retelling of our expedition.

      

      This book also describes the planning for the trip and the start of the journey from Brisbane to Bangkok. If you’ve bought this book just to read about the bike trip in Myanmar then I would suggest you go directly to Part 2, to the start of the Soft Nut journey in Mae Sot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We dedicate this book to Chris Jedrzycki our fearless and redoubtable leader on the Soft Nut Bike Tour of Burma

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Why Soft Nut Bike Tour of Burma?

          

        

      

    

    
      Les and I met Chris and Areeya shortly after arriving in Thailand in 2008. We’d been keen to identify somewhere in the countryside, no more than an hour from Bangkok, where we could escape the hectic city life and take our beloved bikes for an occasional spin. Les found Hidden Holiday House through Google and we knew from our first visit, that this beautiful house on the river, just outside of Huay Plu, would be our go-to place.

      

      It was during one of our many visits that Chris mentioned that he was organising a bike trip along the border between Thailand and Laos with a few of his other regular guests.

      

      ‘Would you be interested in coming along?’ Chris asked.

      

      ‘Sure’, we replied, and that was the beginning of our adventures with a collection of once-a-year cycling friends from around the world, who would visit locations across Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, China and Malaysia during the very short ‘cool’ season.

      

      I’m not sure how long Myanmar, or Burma as it was previously known during British rule, had been on Chris’ potential trip list. We were interested to visit this country that had only opened up completely to tourists in 2012, allowing them to enter for up to a month. Previously, tourists were only allowed to visit major tourist sites on a one week visa. It was particularly attractive that we were visiting areas outside the main cities of Yangon (previously called Rangoon) and Mandalay. From previous trips, Chris knew that the Baby Boomer members of his cycling community, preferred shorter cycling days and more frequent stops. So he created two tours.

      

      Participants on the Tough Nut Tour of Burma needed to be able to ride 100 kilometres a day with few refreshment breaks. Those on the gentler, Soft Nut Tour, would need to be fit enough to ride 60 kilometres over greatly-varying terrain, and would be allowed frequent stops to consume iced coffee and to allow the blood to return to their numbed posteriors. For his older clientele, Chris had come to understand the specific sleeping, showering and bathroom needs so took this in to account when undertaking the scouting trip in order to identify suitable routes and places to rest our heads at night.

      

      The 2020 cohort for the Soft Nut Tour comprised ten people from seven nationalities. (Chris’s wife Areeya was a late and very welcome inclusion to the troupe.)

      

      
        
        
        French - 3

        Thai - 2

        Canadian - 1

        Malaysian - 1

        Taiwanese - 1

        English - 1

        Australian - 1

      

        

      

      

      As a result of our mixed nationalities, there were numerous languages spoken at any time including English, French, Thai and Chinese. I had no problem with English (obviously) and made use of my conversational French and limited Thai, mainly when checking the spiciness of food, ‘Mai Phet Ka’, (not too spicy please).

      

      All of us were alumni of at least one of Chris’ previous tours through the back roads of Asia.  This was important as there was a need to be disciplined in getting our panniers packed and bikes on the road early, to take advantage of the cool riding hours in the morning while recognising that things happen, like saddles splitting and brakes breaking, which required extra time. Chris possesses an inborn hatred of the smoothest roads which means we visit villages not often seen, which is wonderful but our bikes may suffer as a result. There was also an underlying ethos of helping each other out and taking turns to ride at the back to ensure that no-one got left behind.

      

      We were aged between 49 and 71 with one participant celebrating his 50th birthday en route. Unfortunately, he spent most of his birthday in bed with a stomach bug recovering from a dodgy food choice at the night market the previous evening.

      

      Our troupe was of course not complete without Les, my husband who unfortunately had had a back incident three weeks prior to departure. I’ll leave it to him to share his story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Pain in the back (Les)

          

        

      

    

    
      A superheated knife is being pushed into your lower back, simultaneously a giant hand is clasping your flesh and squeezing tighter, ever tighter. Blazing spikes impale you. You have no idea how long this pain will last. In reality its duration is one or two seconds but in your mind an eternity passes before temporary respite comes. As you sense a new wave of agony about to assail you, you cry out pathetically “NO, NO”, convinced that if you plead sufficiently your willpower can make it stop. The pain is unheeding, it has no concept of sympathy. Eventually, in its own time, it subsides and you breathe deeply, relishing the temporary relief before it grabs at you again, unyielding, impervious to your pleas to cease the torment.

      

      The paramedics arrived as I was writhing and wailing pathetically and I hoped in vain for a magic shot directly into the spot which the devil himself had chosen to spawn his evil offspring. No such luck. They gave me a green plastic tube on which, they told me, I should inhale to relieve the agony. It did nothing, apart from make me cough. They loaded me into their vehicle and we bounced through the Brisbane streets to the hospital as I continued to whimper and rant.

      

      On arrival at the hospital my wife began to answer the standard registration questions; name, date of birth, phone number. She hesitated slightly when asked about any religious affiliation, “none” I yelled out between contortions from my trolley.  Why would any form of deity make me suffer like this, to what end? Methodically I ingested various drugs in an effort to quell the pain. Nothing worked. I was told to breathe through it and think of the colour blue. Useless, although I did appreciate the importance of breathing. Yelping like a wounded lion and repeatedly screeching expletives helped a little. Scans were done to eliminate causes such as kidney stones and, to my mind the most likely scenario, an alien presence. “It’s just muscle strain, very common,” they said as I was wheeled into short stay emergency.

      

      Time passed slowly. The attacks became less frequent. Bedridden, I’d been attempting to relieve my ever-filling bladder into an oddly shaped bottle but, no matter which position I painfully assumed, gravity and physiology failed to achieve the required result. I was fast coming to terms with the necessity of having a catheter inserted when nurse Saint Sarah appeared with a far less drastic solution. A wheelchair with a toilet seat attached. Once I was on the chair Saint Sarah simply wheeled me to the privacy of a nearby bathroom, positioned me with great precision and left me to attain my personal, beatific nirvana. “Just press the button when you're finished,” she said, as she floated away on a cloud. Boundless joy filled my soul.

      

      So, cutting to the chase, as I know that you did not buy this book to read the intricacies of my unexpected hospital sojourn, I recovered with the help of physiotherapy along with a new exercise regime and was released into my wife’s occasionally tender care. The doctor advised that it was probably not a great idea to go cycling in Myanmar at this time. So, like your good self, I followed the journey from the comfort of my sofa. I also kept a diary, so it felt a bit like I was there. I recognise that I’m no Samuel Peyps, but thought you might enjoy my musings which will be sprinkled throughout my wife’s reminiscences.  (Samuel Pepys was an administrator of the navy of England and Member of Parliament in the 17th century who is most famous for his detailed diary).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bye bye Brisbane

          

          25 January 2020

        

      

    

    
      Departure day was a strange day. It was weird to arrive at the airport and to see dozens of people wearing masks. I'm heading off at a time of the Corona virus and while at this stage, it doesn't seem to have the epic proportions of the SARS or the MERS virus, everyone is nervous, particularly my mother.

      

      I was delighted by the super easy check in. No longer do you need to fill in security forms or constantly show your passport at Brisbane airport. I sailed through and enjoyed my time reading in the departure lounge. I'd given myself $20 to spend at the airport which I thought would get me a cup of coffee, and two magazines. I was therefore surprised to see that a copy of The Economist and Times, still cost me $19. It was lucky that Les had paid for my coffee and biscuits before I left. I was pleased that I’d bought an empty water bottle and refilled at the airport. So I'm still on track with my budget. I've carefully calculated expenditure for every day with a few treats built in as well. This has been a lifelong habit which I acquired from my Dad, who was a careful spender.

      

      I'm also hoping on this trip, apart from being able to survive each of the 60 kilometre bike rides each day, to try and lose some weight. So definitely no alcohol and I need to keep off ice creams and sugary drinks. It's the Nescafe
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