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When BRM got the invite to sample one 
of Pro Rider’s Thailand Tours, we knew 

we were in for something special.
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With varying degrees of riding ability ranging 
from racer to average rider, the group needed 
to be managed using regular regrouping stops, 
but we were also briefed on using the ‘corner-
man’ system at any intersections. 

Over the course of the seven days of riding 
however, there wasn’t much need for using 
the system, as we regrouped before towns 
and generally we were on the same twisting, 
carving road for many kilometres.

Heading out of Chiang Mai on a Sunday 
morning was a good plan by the Pro Rider team, 
with light traffic and cooler temperatures helping 
us get out of the hubbub of this large city. 

A quick stop at a petrol station to set tyre 
pressures – which were wildly varying – gave us 
all a bit more confidence in our rides (mine felt 
like it had no suspension, probably something to 
do with the 55PSI in both tyres!), and before long, 
we were out of town and cruising highways. 

Our destination was to the top of Thailand’s 
highest peak, although on the way we detoured 
through a small traditional Thai town to stop at 
a beautiful waterfall nestled within green and 
lush bush. 

into the swing of riding in Thailand, it soon 
became easier, especially when we got our first 
taste of some of the awesome roads we were 
going to experience over the coming days. 

The temple (the first of many) was an 
outstanding example of Thai history, with the 
views over the city simply stunning. The 300 
steps to get there was a bit of a shocker, 
especially in riding gear and in 30-degree heat, 
but it was well worth the effort. 

Young children dressed in traditional costume 
on the stairs were gorgeous to see, until you 
realised they were there to lure tourists into 
paying for photos, but this was our first taste of 
the real Thailand, and we were all loving it. 

READY TO RIDE
Karel and Howard have, over the years, 
developed a system for conducting group tours 
safely and successfully. With the two of them 
linked together via Bluetooth communication 
and one designated leader with the other 
tail-end Charlie, both had flashing LED strobe 
lights fitted to their Hondas so that riders can 
instantly see where they are. 

A
rriving at the BP Chiang Mai hotel 
via a cheap taxi ride, it was great 
to find our hosts, Howard and Karel 
waiting for us in reception, ready to 

help check us in and get us to our room after a 
traumatic 29 hours of travel. 

An Air New Zealand stuff up had seen us 
diverted to – and then stranded in – Bangkok, our 
luggage lost and a few more grey hairs grown. 

But we’d eventually arrived and, with a 
good night’s sleep in a proper bed, we were 
a bit more prepared to face the world (and 
the Thai traffic) the following morning, when 
we joined the rest of the tour and headed to 
collect our bikes. 

With a fleet of Honda CB500Xs waiting for 
us, we took the time to do a quick check over 
to make sure everything was working (this 
isn’t like picking up a Honda from a dealer in 
NZ) before hitting the busy streets of Chiang 
Mai for a quick ride up to a temple, which 
overlooks the city from the highest point. 

Negotiating the traffic while trying to 
keep together with the group was a bit of a 
challenge at first. But as we all began to get 

Practice day on the street of Chiang Mai

There’s lots of these Karel set to lead
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TRIALS AND TRIBULATIONS
Running a tour successfully means you need 
to be able to deal with any situation that arises. 
After a lovely night in a hotel located on one 
of the tiny streets in Mae Sariang, I discovered 
my Honda was resembling a low-rider in the 
morning, with zero PSI in the back tyre. 

No worries, Howard and I scooted off to a 
petrol station he knew of around the corner 
where we could pump it up, and if needed, 
repair it with the kit he carries. The Pro Rider 
team carry a host of necessities, including a 
first aid kit, in the tail end bike and both riders 
are first-aid trained, so – should the worst 
happen – you know you’ve got help on hand. 
And with Lowie, the Thai ute driver following 
the group, there’s additional support should a 
bike have a breakdown or worse.

Unfortunately, that ute was going to come 
into play on day two, with a rider having to take 
avoiding action on the road and clipping a local on 
a scooter in the process, thankfully, coming away 
with only a couple of bruises and scratches. 

Howard and Lowie sorted out the aftermath, 
while Karel took the rest of the group from the 
World War II museum we had been visiting, on 
to our lunch stop, an Italian restaurant owned by 
an Austrian. Once again, lunch was incredible, 
with everybody’s tastes catered for.

We reached the summit in the rain and 
Howard admits he’s never seen the view, since 
the weather here is always like this, so a quick 
Kodak moment next to the sign to say ‘we’ve 
been there’ is all that’s required before we’re all 
back on our bikes and heading back down the 
way we’ve come. 

With many donning wet weather jackets, the 
descent was followed by another slippery road 
before a stop for lunch in a traditional village 
next to a river. 

Lunch, by the way, was never a 
disappointment throughout the trip, with  
the Pro Rider team doing their homework and 
making sure the catering was good  
and plentiful.

Our destination after lunch was the town of 
Mae Sariang, and – with the wet weather at 
our backs – we spent the afternoon sampling 
the delights of northern Thailand’s stunning 
roads, which traverse through terraced rice 
paddies, forests and small Thai towns, all with 
something interesting to see. 

Dogs unfortunately, are a big thing in 
Thailand, so while you’re looking at the stalls 
and people in these towns, you also need 
to keep an eye on any canines who have a 
habit of strolling into traffic without a care. No 
wonder you see so many of them limping!

The contrast within the small towns is 
astonishing, with many of the small, traditional 
houses which more often than not resemble 
huts, still having a satellite dish outside and a 
newish ute parked out front. 

Street vendors are cooking and selling 
food and the colours, smells and atmosphere 
makes you feel like you’re a world away from 
New Zealand.

Heading to the peak meant a quick stop 
to pay a small fee to enter the national 
park, although it was worth paying the Bhat 
(Thailand’s national currency), as we were soon 
sampling some of the stunning roads that were 
to become a common feature of the trip. 

Unfortunately, we soon encountered another 
common feature, a fine mist of rain, which got 
heavier the higher we climbed up the mountain. 

Fog made the ride even more challenging, 
as did the addition of a hundred or so cyclists 
who were climbing up the endless hill for some 
bizarre reason known only to themselves. 

With the hill steep enough for a drop into first 
gear in places and continuing for kilometres, it 
was hardly surprising to find cyclists pushing 
their bikes or zigzagging across the road as 
they struggled to pedal, and there was even the 
occasional rider sitting on the ground with tears 
of despair pouring down their cheeks. 
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It wasn’t just a boy’s trip Telling tales!
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The morning’s roads were once again open 
and flowing, carving through glades, forests 
and rice paddies with views to mountains all 
around us. 

A stop to take in some incredible caves at 
lunchtime made a change to the Thai temples, 
although it’s obvious Thailand doesn’t take into 
consideration protecting natural wonders like 
this, with many of the stalactites damaged from 
tourists touching them. Still, it was worth the 
walk and the small fee to get in.

Lunch was underneath a tin roof with 
the sound of rain beating on top, but with 
everybody already soaked from the morning, 
we were hoping for the sun to come back 
to dry us out before reaching our evening 
destination, the Angkhang Nature Resort, 
situated in bush 1500m above sea level. 

With the road getting narrower the higher 
we climbed, mud, leaves, sticks and shiny 
surfaces made the riding a challenge, 
especially as the climb seemed to be almost 
vertical in places, with switchbacks thrown in 
for good measure. 

A warm shower before meeting for Chang 
time was required to get everyone back into 
high spirits once again, before sampling the 
banquet waiting for us. With waiters loitering 
around the tables to replenish glasses, mix 
rums and bring out more delicious food, we 
certainly weren’t going hungry on this trip.

Buddhist; religion and temples are a major 
fact of life, while praying could be a full-time 
occupation for this gentle and polite nation.

After we’d dried off, “Chang Time” as it was 
known, became a tradition for our party before 
dinner, with the group meeting at 6pm for a few 
drinks and a vote on any “Chang moments” 
throughout the day. 

A ’Chang moment’ is where a member 
of the tour has witnessed a dumb or dodgy 
move, indiscretion or downright stupid action 
by another rider. The group then votes on 
each Chang moment, with the two winners 
(well, losers really) having to wear the Chang 
Trophy of a coloured fluffy toy on them for 24 
hours and contributing 100Baht ($4NZD) to the 
Chang fund. 

The stories were often colourful and ranged 
from leaving indicators on, leaving the road 
or even leaving a top box, although that was 
classed as a mechanical malfunction, due to 
the box leaving the bike at speed. 

Thankfully, not only did the other riders avoid 
the box, it managed to retain the clothes rather 
than detonating and spreading undies across 
a Thai road.

LIKE HOME, ALMOST
We knew we were in for rain just looking at 
the skies in the morning, so the decision was 
made early to get some waterproofs on. 

From the tight twisty roads in the morning, 
the afternoon turned into completely different 
riding, with a climb of 1500m towards the town 
of Pai giving us plenty of opportunity to test 
our skills at switchbacks, with the corners tight 
and cambered enough that I watched a Toyota 
Hilux come to a stop with a rear wheel off the 
ground, spinning helplessly. 

First or second gear and slipping the clutch 
was the key, and – with the Thai roads offering 
better grip than the roads we get back home – 
as the switchbacks opened up and the corners 
became more fluid, we could once again get 
the little Hondas singing.

After coming over the top of another range 
of hills (we were learning that northern Thailand 
is a hilly country), it became clear that Pai was 
more of a tourist mecca, with the roads starting 
to fill with Europeans riding scooters. 

With only a few wearing helmets and many 
only in shorts and singlets, it was a sharp 
contrast to our group of ‘real’ motorcyclists 
wearing full-face helmets, armoured clothing 
and riding – rather than the struggling 50cc 
scooters – big bikes!

This night featured chalet-style 
accommodation, but the first stop after getting 
to our rooms was the glorious swimming pool, 
which looked out over fruit plantations to a 
golden temple, something there’s no shortage of 
in Thailand. With 98 per cent of the population 
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Our gaggle of Hondas

Wrong bike guys! Murray got  
‘chang-ed’

Not pretty, but it worked
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motorcycling mecca, but nothing could 
prepare us for the incredible stretch of road we 
encountered in the afternoon, which went on for 
what felt like over one hundred kilometres. 

It was a twisting, winding, undulating biking 
nirvana, with a grippy surface, was surrounded 
by stunning views and threw everything at us 
from fifth gear sweepers to first gear hairpins. 
It went on and on, consigning anything that 
we think is a great biking road in NZ into 
insignificance, especially with a total lack of 
police or any other inhabitants meaning you 
could stretch the legs of the little 500Xs and 
really get into a groove. 

With a regroup along the way to make sure 
that everyone was okay and that the tour 
wasn’t getting too stretched out, the gushing 
from every rider and pillion about just how 
amazing the road was (and some of these guys 
have ridden all round the world) shows just 
how special the 1148 Highway is.

With this also the longest day on the road, 
it wasn’t until after 4.00pm when we pulled 
into our accommodation for the evening, and 
just like the riding during the day, the hotel 
was also out of this world, with gigantic, plush 
bedrooms, and bathrooms big enough to 
house a family of four. 

A beautiful pool let everyone cool off and 
discuss their favourite bits of the ride (and any 
stuff ups they’d made), with drinks afterwards 
on another veranda with a fountain alongside 
before dinner with more food than any of us 
could manage.

skin, we all said this was one of the best riding 
days yet.

The Imperial Hotel where we were staying 
in the Golden Triangle, is a stunning building 
complete with a great pool, its own restaurant 
and some of the best views in the area. The 
rooms are comfortable and well equipped, and 
the main area of town is only a five-minute 
walk down the road. Another perfect spot 
searched out by the Pro Rider team.

This was to be our rest day, so with dinner 
for all of us over at a local restaurant and 
everybody able to do whatever takes their 
fancy the following day, a few beers were 
sunk and tales told while the Thai’s dished up 
another incredible meal.

SIMPLY THE BEST, EVER
With a day exploring the delights of the Golden 
Triangle, complete with a trip over to Laos on 
a longboat (bucket list tick again), the next day 
of riding was rumoured to be the best, and the 
reality surpassed all our expectations. 

With a relatively boring route along main 
highways, navigating the traffic of Chiang Rae 
(where their driving is slightly more aggressive 
than in the countryside), we eventually turned 
into a nondescript road, only to be confronted 
with the most incredible temple of the entire trip. 

The White Temple is a project from a Thai 
designer, and he’s really gone to town to make 
his masterpiece more ornate and stunning than 
any of the gold versions we’d seen up until now. 

Karel had told us the 1148 road was Thailand’s 

BACK DOWN TO EARTH
Leaving Angkhang was like falling from the sky, 
with a drop of 1500m in the space of 10km 
giving us an instant dose of riding nirvana. The 
roads had dried too, so we could hook into 
scratching mode and sample the delights of 
this awesome stretch of tarmac. 

A fuel stop at the bottom was followed by 
a few straight, flat and busier highways before 
Karel – our leader this day – peeled off and we 
left the crowds and the straight road behind, 
replacing it with a tight stretch which once 
again, climbed endlessly upwards. 

Tight hairpin corners were a feature of 
this trip and this road didn’t disappoint, with 
switchbacks so tight, the little Hondas once 
again needed to be dropped into first gear if 
you wanted at least some sort of decent drive 
out the other side. 

Reaching the top and heading onto the ridges, 
we witnessed stunning views on either side 
before calling into a tea plantation to sample 
some of the different teas grown in this area. 

The afternoon continued the hunt for 
the tightest, twistiest road (and I think we 
succeeded in finding it), before heading 
down onto the flat, only to be greeted by a 
horrendous tropical storm, which drenched 
us within seconds and turned the roads into 
raging torrents within minutes. 

I’m not exaggerating when I say I was 
contemplating standing on the pegs, the water 
was getting that deep, but we all made it safely 
to our hotel, and despite being soaked to the 
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Afternoon tea One of the top riding roads!
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comfortable, reliable, fast enough to be fun, yet 
not too quick to get you into trouble. You needed 
to work to get the most out of them, and when 
you managed it, you also got a great buzz.

FRIENDS FOR LIFE
This is by far the best motorbike trip I’ve been 
on, no question there. I wasn’t particularly keen 
to go back to Thailand after going to Bangkok 
and Phuket many years ago, but Northern 
Thailand is a completely different experience, 
and as Kerry said to me one morning, “It just 
goes to show how you can label an entire 
country just from one experience.” Well, now 
my label for Thailand and the Thai people is 
friendly, gracious, caring, kind and wonderful – 
everywhere we went, the people were amazing.

But it was also the people who joined us 
on the trip which made the experience even 
better. From Greg, who’s raced and was 
always at the pointy end, to Murray with his 
wife Wendy on the back who were permanently 
smiling and having fun. Philip and Ian with their 
continuous ‘Changs’ kept us all amused in the 
evenings, while DT recounted tales of the day. 
And then there was Karel and Howard, who 
had successfully herded us around the roads, 
hotels, bars and restaurants for six days, and 
they’d done a bloody good job getting us all 
back in one piece.

Somehow, Karel and Howard have managed 
to put together a tour which doesn’t have 
any boring bits. At no point did I wish I was 
somewhere else. 

The accommodation was incredible, the 
places we stopped were sometimes simple, 
but full of local flavour and the roads were out 
of this world. Okay, you might have your local 
favourite set of twisties which you think are the 
best, but here, the bends just never end.

THE RETURN
The final day saw us on the return journey to 
Chiang Mai, although not before Karel and 
Howard managed to find us another series of 
stunning roads to play on before entering the 
hustle and bustle of the northern Thai Mecca. 

Within only a couple of kilometres of leaving 
the hotel, we were once again into a series of 
empty Thai roads, tackling the corners with the 
confidence we’d gained after six days of epic 
riding, while stealing the occasional glance at 
the scenery of this beautiful country. 

A highlight was a two-lane climb of a range 
that made the Kaimai Road look average, the 
sweeping corners, pristine tarseal and wide 
lanes allowing us all to wring out the little 
Hondas and use the occasional cars, buses 
and scooters as moving chicanes as we swept 
up to a view point. 

It was like the road engineers had really 
wanted to build a racetrack, but as they were 
supposed to be building a road, they combined 
the two together. 

Smoothies at the top while checking out 
the view cooled us all down before we were 
off again, but now it was time for the traffic to 
gradually build up as we got closer to the city. 

Cruising in on the main State Highway was a 
bit of a chore, but a necessary evil to get back 
to the bike hire shop and the BP Chiang Mai 
Hotel where we were spending our last night. 

The vote was made for a quick dip in the 
pool after loading all our luggage into the 
comfortable rooms, with the considerably 
lighter bikes then returned to the hire company, 
many of us extremely sad to see them go. 

We might have quietly scoffed at the 
choice of the little Honda CB500X and it’s 
‘adventure’ styling at the beginning of the trip, 
but these bikes were the ideal tool for the job – 
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Kerry’s first motorcycling OE and she loved it!

Our tour leaders

Can’t be that different to a bike
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WHAT YOU NEED
A ride like this needs a certain amount of 
pre-planning, even though it’s an organised 
tour and the Pro Rider team have done all 
the hard yards. Thailand is hot, but also 
sometimes incredibly wet, so you need to 
prepare for every eventuality. Here are some 
of a few things we had, wished we had and 
really wanted…

Vented riding gear. When they say that 
the textile stuff we wear in NZ that just has 
a couple of zips to open for vents isn’t good 
enough, they’re not kidding. You need at 
the very least, a completely vented jacket, 
preferably mesh, so you can get respite from 
the heat when you’re moving.

A cooling vest. There are two options, we 
had the Macna version where you put 500ml 
of water inside and it works on evaporation. 
Adding water out of the fridge turbos the 
effect, but as the vest isn’t particularly 
breathable, it kinda makes you sweat too. The 
other option is the vest you soak in water, with 
Dave from Christchurch having a BMW vest he 
said worked really well. But you are then sitting 
in a dripping, wet vest…

You need something waterproof too. We 
hit 

WHAT’S A CHANG?
Well, it’s a beer. But it’s also the award 
you get for being seen doing something 
stupid during the day. The first order 
of the evening after every ride was to 
meet for a few drinks and nominate the 
‘Changs’ of the day, which were then 
voted on by the group. Not even the 
leaders were immune, with both Karel 
and Howard getting a Chang, which 
involves carrying a bright coloured 
fluffy toy with you for 24 hours. Some 
standout Chang moments were 
continually dropping things, including 
a wallet full of money (Ian), overtaking 
the ride leader (Greg), leaving indicators 
on continuously (Steve), and handlebar 
touching the ground (Philip)… There 
were many more, too!

THE ROADS 
(AND THE 
DRIVERS)
It took two days to get used to the 
Thai drivers. I imagine many of you are 
reading this with thoughts of terror about 
riding among the swarms of cars, trucks, 
Tuk Tuks and scooters that infest the 
Thai roads, but the fact is, once you get 
your head around how they behave, it’s 
really not so bad. With a predominantly 
Buddhist population, the general 
demeanour is relaxed, meaning there’s 
no road rage, aggressive manoeuvres 
or stupidity. Instead, the Thais tend to 
meander around the roads, meaning 
you get an idea of where they’re going 
without any actual indication from them. 
Ride with the fluidity of the traffic and 
no-one has, or causes you a drama. 
Okay, in the towns you need to keep an 
eye out for kamikaze scooter riders who 
appear from all sides and directions, but 
again, they all just tend to flow.

FANCY THE 
SAME
If you want to try one of these tours 
(and we thoroughly recommend it), 
then visit the Pro Rider website where 
there’s all the information you’ll need 
along with some videos we did along 
the way. Dates for next year are 8 to 20 
July and 28 July to 6 August. Check out: 
wwwprorider.co.nz for more info
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a couple of serious rain storms, which was 
enough to turn the roads into lakes. So you 
really need a decent (light) waterproof over 
jacket and probably over gloves, too. If they’re 
breathable, it will make life more comfortable, 
as even when it’s wet, it’s still hot.

Light clothing, but something warm as 
well. One stop in the mountains was incredibly 
picturesque, but pretty cold. With only limited 
space on the bikes, we packed light with only 
shorts and t-shirts, but a merino would have 
been a great asset here.

As there were two of us traveling, a 
Bluetooth intercom is a great bonus, simply 
because the rider in front can warn of any 
approaching hazards (dogs, cars over the 
centreline, more dogs…) so the rider behind 
can react.

A good attitude. This is not a race, a 
competition or anything else to get angry 
about. It’s a group of likeminded guys and gals 
who are there to enjoy the ride, the experience 
and the culture. Don’t whinge, moan, cut 
people off or be a dick. We had an awesome 
group and if you book this tour, you will have 
an excellent time.


