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The jungle is open

Five:British Columbians make the
first commercialWhitewater rafting
tnpinLacs STORY, Page D3
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Laotian raft trip a first

British Columbians join
in as former communist
stronghold opens up to

adventure tourism

By Frank Wolf
Special to The Province

The medicine man-and 30 orso children
kicked up a cloud of dust as they circled
around and stared at Josh blankly like he'd
just stepped off a hovering UFQ.

They'd never seen the likes of Big Josh
from Vernon before, He was B-inoi-2, 230
pounds and quite well ied — by far the
biggest “falang” (foreigner) to ever enter
into Ban Nalan village. The biggest man
in their village stood maybe 5-foot-5 and
weighed a buck thirty.

We all gulped and locked around when
the medicine man told us he'd seen a tiger
two weeks hefore. He was cartain that the
village hunter who'd gone missing three
days earlier had provided the big cat with
its meal that day. Big Josh would be the
ultimate notch in that tiger's belt.

Ban Nalan is arcadless tribal village locat-
ed in the heart of the isolated Nam Ha Bios-
phere Reserve in northwestern Laos, a
220,000-hectare site sandwiched belween
the Chinese and Burmese borders in South-
east Asia, where UNESCO (United Nations
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Educational, Scientific and Coltural Orga-
nization) has established an ecotourism
project. .

The area is one of the largest and most
diverse pristine jungle habitats on earth,
with a healthy population of figers, leop-
ards, deer, sun-bears and more than 300
bird species. The Nam Ha river is the
snaking, sinewy vein that runs through this
emerald paradise.

Big Josh was one of five British
Columbians lucky enough to be the guests
on the first commercial whitewater rafting
tripin the history of Laos, a formerly closed
communist country that has recently loos-
ened restrictions and opened up its land
of jungle-coverad mountains and river val-
levs to tourism.

Last year, Australian Mick (VShea laid the
groundwork for the trip by parinering with
local businessman Inthy Devansavanh to
create Wildside-Laos, the first profession-
al outdoors company in the country. | had
met Mick a couple of years sarlier while
whitewater kayaking in Malaysiz and WmE
in contact with him via e-mail ever since.
He told meof his plans to raft the Nam Ha
and [ was irresistibly drawn along with fel-
Iow Vaneouverite and photographer Kevin
Vallely.

Mick trained local people as guides to
navigate rafts down the Class 3 Nam Ha
and share with clients their unigue knowl-
edge of the flora. fauna-and mysticism of
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the area. The food is simple Laotian fare
prepared by the guides. Mixing the raft-
ing experience with local river culture, the

Jouwrney stops overmight in an indigenous

village where paddiers share in tradition-
al customs and hospitality.

Before we set off, Mick tried to hustle up
a few more adventurers for the trip at the
caféinthelocal town of Luang Namtha. He
came back with three people, all from B.C:;
Jen Lee, afilm maker from Vancouver, Greg
from Vernon and, of course, Big Josh, Thou-
sands of miles from our homes, the river
gods had convened and determined it
would bean all-B.C. first descent.

The narrow, winding, river required pre-
cize navigation by our guides as the raft
maneuvered between submerged bushes
and slots with several blind corners. High-
guallty rapids with metre-high wawve trains
soaked us as we plowed through pound-
ing spray. The major difference between
rafting in Laos and B.C. was obvious after
wewent through the first wave. The water
was bathtub-warm instead of the bonechilk
ing variety we're used to 4t home. Ahhb-.
hh.

Between rapids, we were treated toa
staggeringly beautiful natural paradise. On
either side of the river, bamboo, betel nut
ving, palms,; banana trees, liana vines, and
strangler fig spilled in a tangled mash of
green and brown [or hundreds of feet from
the top of the valley to the river's edge:
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1 ABOVE: The expedition’s head guide

explains the menu during a lunch stop
at the side of the river, while guides
spread food out on banana leaves on the
ground.

LEFT: The tour group and guides draw
a crowd of villagers as they uniead the
raft and get ready to put in at the start
of the trip.

Towering teak trees with their ivory trunks
loomed high over us on either side. Gib-
bons squawked from hidden perches. A
Sambar deer bounded out of the shallows
and Into the shadows like a skipping stone.
Afive-foot long constrictor swam through
some light rapids In front of the raft. King-
fishers, river chats and redslarts darted in
and gut of the black jungle crevices, The
twisting,; turning path of the blue-grean
water sent us Inexorably onward through
sets of standing waves, over river-wide fish
traps and under rickety bambeo and vine
bridges.

The highlight was our overnight stay in
Ban Nalan. whose inhabitants had seen
only two foreigners before we arrived. We
werewelcomed into a central stilled bam-
boo hut with afeast of water buffalo meat,
wildvegetables and gallons of Lao Lao rice
whiskev. As new friends from different
parts of the world, we enjoyed life on the
river into the wee hours of the morning.

Rafting the Nam-Ha

Information about Wildside-Laos and raft-
ing the Nam Ha can be obtained by con-
taeting the Luang Namtha tourism office:

st 086-312-047 or by e-malling the Nam

mm.mnﬁmm.uﬁﬂﬂmﬁzan st namhaguides
Ehotmail.com. Online, yeu can visit the
Wild-Side website at wildsidedaos.oom




