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Introduction

We know very little about the author of this travelogue o Laos and Siam. And
linde do we want factual information because this was and is a book of impres-
sions and leelings. Mme Marthe Bassenne had carlier published. in Le Tour du
Monde. an account of her travel to Cochinchina where her husband. Doctor
Bassenne, wax employed. Like 50 many French professionals. it 1s likely that the
lure of this relatively peaceful part of French Indochina had set their hearts racing.
The trip 1o their place of work wok them overland, across Central Asiz. The
present original first edition. and perhaps the only edition as no books of Marthe
are known. was also published in the French travel magazine Le Tour du Monde.

The magazine Le Tomr du Monde was lounded in 1860 under the direction of
Edouard Charton and the engravings to illustrate it. were done by “our most
celebrated artists.” The Libraric Hachette et Cie published it from its office in
Paris at the Boulevard Saint-Germain and listed its British olfice on King William
Sircet. al the Strand, on the [rontispicce. However, the conlent was neither
germane 1o the Parisians. nor were most of the regions, citics and countries
described on its pages saiotly. This was the beginning of an age of the rough and
ready explorers. under the patronage of princes. Kings and businessmen with an
eyve on overseas cxpansion. They went on a rampage (o acquire fame, business
interests. trading posts, and land...as much territory as possible. for settlers from
Europe.

Le Tour du Monde must have been and was until well into the twentieth century. a
notable magazine. Not only hecause 1t was lavishly illustrated. with engravings
first. and by the 1890s also with splendid photographs. but also because famous
and infumous explorers published their stories in it. These were often first edi-
tions. without the tedium of scientific and business reports. certainly with any
‘trade intelligence’ prudently removed. but with colorful anecdotes of wild ani-
mals. local mystery men. and semi-civilized tribes, since. in that age. no-one
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In Laos and Siam

questioned the superionity of a Judeo-Christian Western world concept that had
not yet been seriously challenged by Darwinism or modern seientific develop-
ments. Among the notable accounts were also translations: for example A, R.
Wallace'™s discovenies in the Indo-Malayan wortld of animals and plants. were
“hot” enough to find thewr way into Le Torr du Moade as books i their first French
translation. Stanley™s attempts to find Livingstone and the Tatter’™s own final hours
andd decease, as recorded in his dianes. were translated for consumption by the
vast number of intellectuals and politicians who mastered French. then sill a
fingua franca and the diplomatic language par excellence, better than English, a
trader’s parlance.

Often, we no longer remember such first. serialized editions: who would. lor
exiumple. know that Francis Garnier’s account of the mission that had begun with
Doudart de Lagrée™s exploration of the Mckong. had been published in Le four du
Monde's editions of the early 1870s. Ino 1863, volume VI of the magazine camied
the Vovage duny fex Rovammes de Siam. de Cambodge, de Luos et Antres Parties
Centrales de 'lndo-Chine of Henri Mouhot. “a French naturalist.” Richly illus-
trated with drawings based on photographs that was cach one in itsell a master-
picce, cven though the magazine was, of course, all black and white.

Thus, do we take ail what has been deseribed in these pages in black and white.
More so becawse, like Manthe Bassenne™s work. mmany travelogues were almaost
copied word-by-word [rom a carefully conserved amd religiously kept up-to-date
diary. Even though engravings are often marked as “d ‘apres M. Mouhot for his
work as for most others, we believe, thal. in most editions. the artist’s creativity
has been neatly channeled., il not restrained. by meticuelously detailed deseniptions
of what struck the cyc ol the Western traveler in these strange worlds of savage
rivers and dense jungles. Marthe Bassenne however, writing in 1909. and appar-
ently armed with a camera. was already living in that age of stills, albeit black and
while. that leave much less to be filled in by the imagination of the artist. What she
did not record hersell. was documented with other photographs. produced by
contcmporary artists, tumed commercial agenls and salesmen of fonristic prints
avant-la-lettre. The inescapable J. Antonio, a Bangkok based photographer who
had first worked as a drawing wechnician for the Royal Siamese Railway Depart-
ment, also higures here. One would almost wish to be hiy inheritor, if only his
master collection of negatives [or the prints that traveled worldwide in suitcases of
numerous travelers, could be located!
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Introduction

We should however not forget that Marthe Bassenne and Le Torer di Monde were
soldly French — ‘cedon” we nmght add. Such feelings of. almoat too neuotral
admiration for these clever people who managed to remain a buffer state between
Indochina and British Burma. as we can read between the lines in Bassenne’s
bricf report on who controls trade in Bangkok. remind us of the wounded pnde of
the Irench colonial interests. s aptly frustrated by the support to Siam of some
other. unmentionable arch-neutralists, the Belgians. One must never forget what
lics behind. and takes precedence over, the observer’s eves. A French mind in a
French body. And thiit is what we do oot have here. a body to go with this French
woman’s account of impressions and feclings — maintes fois caressés’ 100, no
doubt. during that tong period from 15 December 1909 until 27 January 1912, the
publication date of the account. Probably read many more times than just that one
tme. admitted in January 191(: *1 open this journal de rowte once more (o add 1o
it a melancholic note...” One of her many [riends on the road: her cook—unable to
cook. because no Siamese would sell any scrap of fresh food to a despicable
French wonim-- had died, and. even for a Westerner. dying is a bit ike traveling
1o that other strange land, into another adventure. into a new life.

Dr. Walter E. ). Tips
October 1994
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Sources of Illustrations

Most of the seventy pictures, oniginally published in the magazine. have been
repraduced here from the French edition in which the travel account was Hirst
published. [However, some have been taken Irom an abbreviated version of the
original 1ext that had been published in 1913, in the Dutch cquivalent of Le Tonr
du Monde. This magazine was called De Aarde enr Houar Volken— The Lanh and
its Peoples— and it was published in the Netherlands by H. D. Tjcenk Willink &
Zoon from Haarlem.

In crediting photographs o photographers. other than hersell. o secms Marthe
Bassenne has not always been accurate: seme of the pictures incorporated in the
scction on Bangkok look remarkably well like J. Antonio’s. Yet. his name docs oot
figure in the caption. Such oversights apant. the photographs present some unu-
sual aspects of traveling upcountry in those days.

The map. with the route of the travels of Marthe Bassenne and her husband

indicated by a heavy broken line, was originally published in the French version.
Nothing has been aliered.
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Chapter 1

The Lower Mekong and the Rapids
of Kemmarat

On the Bassac—The railway of the Island Khéne—The loading
of the Garceric—Laatian huty in Pakse—in the rapids of
Kemmarat—The tripy by pirogue—In Savanoket—7The mission-
aries nf the Mekong—The gold of Luox—How one builds a
pirogue—Crocodile hunting

31 Octoher 1909

Leaving Saigon on October 27, we fulfill a desire which we have toved with many
times since our amrival in Cochinchina, i.c.. a visit 10 Laos. Cuniosity draws us 10
this relatively recently annexed region. of which the inhabitants have not vet lost
their primitive customs upon contact with Europeans. We especially want 10 visil
the Luang-Prabang country bordering Burma. and of which once hears so many
strange things.

This journcy usually takes three months. There are no roads. The sole entry point
o our destination is along the Mckong. This immense waterway is amongst the
largest in the world. It descends from Tibet and covers a distance of more than
4000 kilometers. It sows rapids and is famous for its overflows too. The primary
mode of transporation is the slow pirogue. Nevertheless. every year. during the
short time that the medium high waters last. the Messageries Fluviales of
Cochinchina manage to make a few journeys by steamer up 10 Vientiane. at 1,400
kilometers from the mouth of the stream. However. one has (o resort again to
pirogues to cover the 600 kilometers that separate Vientiane tom Luang-Prabang,
sihce navigation on this streteh is not organized lor public scrvice.
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lLuckily., Mr. Mahé. the amiable résident supericar of Laos, has offered my
husband two places in a government rowboat that will bring him {rom Vientiane
to Luang-Prabang at the end of November. This is the preeise time when the
height of the waters allows an wtempt o cross the rapids, For us now, we must try
to arrive a Vientiane by way of the Messageries Flinviales. carly enough to make
use of this unexpected offer. Big festivitics are announced in Luang-Prabang for
the end of the twellth Laotian month, which is for 17, 18, 19 and 20 November. Il
the waters do not descend 100 carly and i we do not fail on a great rapid. we will
be there. The lowering of the waters will certainly prevent us from retuming by
the same route. However. it is our intention to leave the Mekong in Upper Laos
and 1o travel overland o reach the Menam, by following the scarce tracks that
have been worn out of the creepers of the forest by bullock caravans. The Menan.
which runs from the North o the South. across Sizan. will Ieiwd us o Bangkok.,

We take along our cook, Ba. an old devoted Annamite, who knows a hit of
Chinese with us, since Laos and Siam have been invaded by Chinese merchanis,
Albso. we happen to hire. as bov-interpreter. a voung Cambodian of Siamese
onigin, by the name of Kac, who, proud of hix new appointment. ~struts about in a
costume the color of young green shoots and begins cach sentence with, “Me bien
corpnaisse.” s duties as an attendant, the care for the horses, the Siamese
language and its derivative. Laotian— be knows it all. We will see him at work.

It is possible that we will have to batle against ditficulues and face some dangers
before making it 1o our desunation. The rapids have rendered many victims: the
tiger inhabited forest is full of Tevers. At least the first few days ol our journey
have passed by in the greatest calm. Two boats of the Messegeries Flindales have
brought us in four days up the fower course of the Mekong covering 7K} kilometers.
Alfter the low and swampy shores of the delta of Cochinchina, in Camboldia we
have scen banks arise whicli border this immense tablecloth of water of several
kilommeters. From this water. which is charged with alluvium dunng this scason.
cmceree big islands and beacons in masonry that indicate the channel for the boats.

Today there was a compleie change in seenery. We no longer saw the cultivated
bantks and the Cambodian huts perched on piles. There were only big trees on all
sides: we navigated in dense jungle. Our boat, the Bassac. has inellect lelt Stang
Treng. the capital of the last province ol Cambodia. this morimg o enter a real
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The Lower Mekong and the Rapids of Kenunara

An army of coolies stacked the merchandise in simall. open train-cars wherein we
piled in. together with the locals, balancing oursclves on the luggage in utter
chaos. The train pulled vs. strugpling along, grating and with the clashing sound
ol steel. across the island that is covered by assorted teak trees mixed with
bumboo, the branches of which brush across our face. The (emperature was
extremely high and the sun which filicred through the trees evaporated putrid and
fevered fumes from the entimeled undergrowth. Sweal caked my hair under my
colonial hat. Through my clothes the heat roasted my arms and the mosquitoes.,
profiting from my listlessness attacked me as they pleased. all over my hands and
tace which 1 surrendered to their mercy.

Then. upon landing in North Khéne, the coolies loaded our new boat. the
Gareerie. [Uis a boat only thirty-lwo meters long. A higger boat would not be
able to navigate through the abrupt bends of the channel we are following. We
will be quite crammed because about a hundred locals, of which fifty are
Annamites on their way 1o work at the removal of rocks at the Kemmarat rapids.
have 1o be accommodated. We also have to hother with merchandise that is too
heavy for the pirogues and which has been waiting for the waters o rise high
enough o allow one of the rare journeys of the Gareerie. Bags of cement and
cnormous crales are taken from the Taunch and placed on the bridge of the ship.
Cn starhoard T bumgp into the firewood for the ship’s engine: on backboard 1
stumible over the pieces of a dredge that will be used 1o extract gold dust from a
tributary of the Mckong.

The locals climbed on the rool of the ship’s cabin. and squatted there amidst their
packages. their sleeping mats, their small suitcases, their every posscssion. Among
them there is a Laotian woman from Luang-Prabang who returns to her country
with a baby of four years. Qur co-passengers know her. She had. not so long ago,
the reputation of a great beauty, but, the climate ages women helore they arc
1wenty yeans old. She confirmed that the child is her adopted son. bought for eight
piasters itom needy parcats. The small child has more refined traits, more supple-
ness than the young Laotians and his bronzed face is brightened up by two big
impish. hardly slanted. black eyes. | asked him to embrace me in his own
language. He tended his hittle face and planted a big kiss on my cheek. I concluded
tfrom this that he was a French hali-breed. The children of the locals do not know
this atTectionate gesture of the Kiss,
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Talking about European passengers, the Gareerie never had so many. First, there
are two olficers of the militia and hcutenant Marc of the Geographical Service of
Indochina: all three are going 10 Savanakcl. Then Mr. Lester, a navy lieutcnant.
who was placed at the disposal of Public Works (Bridges and Roads of Indochina)
and who works as a scction chief in the service of navigation on the Kemmarat
rapids—which do not hold any scerets for him whatsocver. He has crossed them
during all seasons, risking one hundred times to be thrown against the rocks or to
be drowned by the whirlpools. Finally. we have aboard for just one hour. licuten-
ant Berger of the iofantry who is also employed by Public Works. He is building a
twenty Kilometer road on the left bank of the river. [t starts down stream from the
Island of Khéne and ends up stream near the village of Hoai Kinak. This road is
destined to replace the small railway line of the Island of Khéne when it will be
fumished with a Renard train.” In this way one will avoid the problems of
navigation which. during part of the vear, are serious on the Northern side of the
island. The river-bed of the Mekong streiches here over a width of ten kilometers.,
seven kilometers of which are 1skands.

For a moment. at Ban Huai Kinak. we enjoy the hospilality of the licutenant in a
house ingemously decorated by his lovely wite. A local, seated under the veran-
dah, serenaded us by playing the Ahéne. the national musical instrument of Laos.
[t is an assembly of seven, nine or thirteen bamboo sticks of various lengths. The
musician blows into a mouth-picce and moves his fingers over holes made in the
bamboo tubes, improvising in an infinitely melancholic and inadequate way. a
slow, monotonous chant that sounds like the uncertain and searching manifesta-
tion of his far away soul. With the complicity of a stormy atmosphere. a weariness
was invading us: every one wished to have a sicsta that would dispel the sensa-
tions induced by this vague and soft chant. However. the ship-bell summoned s,
We had to rejoin the Gareerie that will sail until 2 am. on this route without
pitfalis.

There was a short stop at the Island of Kong. the station of a resident. or rather a
compussarial because. in Laos, the provineial admimstrators are called commis-
siomers of the I'rench Government. Then. it was twilight, the short twilight of the
tropics that quickly makes room lor the night. 1 rested my clbows on the front of
the small boat. and [ could hardly distinguish anything of the stream heyond the
circle ol ight projected by the lamp of the pilot. And now. here o the mute shade.
a subtle and delicate perfume reached me from the earth: it was as if the river wax
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The T.ower Mekong and the Rapids of Kemimarat

sown with tubers and camations in a somewhat faded grassland. It goes 1o the
head. it intoxicates the senses and 1 was nearly taken in by 11 Then, the perfume
evaporated like if it was swept away by a jealous breeze never to retun. Yet. it
permeated the air once again even more penetrating, more mysterious. [owever.
na flower beds decorated the bank. no hand has mowed a missing grasslund, only
the inviolate Torest extends infinitely on the river bank and this scent that sur-
prised me. is simply the scent of Laos. L seems that it will fullow me all along the
stream and that 1 will also inhale it much later when | will sleep at night in the
forest. Is it produced by the odoriferous woods of Laos or by its jungle vines, or
by s0 many orchids— precious parasites of these trees—ot which some speci-
mens are sold for the price of gold in England? But. wherever it comes from_ |
respond to this salute of the Laotian carth and I receive it like a friendly omen lor
a good journey.

1 November 1'W9

When we woke we saw before us Bassac on the right bank of the Mekong.
Formerly. the capital of a Laotian Kingdom, it is today the most important village
of Lower Laos. It has been built at the foot of a chain of small. forested mountains
upon which a bluish haze gently siis this moming. Siam has only ceded Bassac,
with a strip of territory on the right bank. to us in 1904, and the capital of the
French province is upstream. at Pakse where we will arrive in eleven hours™ time.

The vast, deserted stream, widened still by the mouth of the Sedone. 1s calm here
like a lake and the immense forest, like a coat over the mountains of the opposite
bank in the distance, cxudes an oppressive gloom. Gradually. the sadness of the
landscape grew bigger still: a stormn was approaching from beyond the horizon,
suddenly striated by rain, and the thunder broke, arousing sinister echoes. This
evening of | November. which in France we dedicate to the dead. seemed to me 10
be singularly logubrious and as if haunted by the shadows of the unlucky who
sleep their fitful slecp at the depths of this murderous stream, in the rapids of
Kemmarat that we were then appreaching.

Pakse, 2 November 1909

By clearing a comer of the forest, some houses for the civil servants of the
commissariet have recently been built for the local guard and for an ambulance
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Among all these peoples of Indochina, | expericnee the same apprehension (o
distinguish men from women. because their identical hairewis mislead me. The
Annamites wear their hair long and turned back in buns on the crown.
However, men and women of Cambaodia and Laos have crew cuts. This fashion
was carlier imposed by the Siamese. conquerors of these countrics. who had
the heads of women shaved off while they themselves had shont hair. Neverthe-
less, young Laotian girls now retain their long, black hairdo and tie it on the
crowns of their heads. very high. as a smooth shell that rests partially on one
car. [t makes their small. pale faces more saucy. A crew cut indicales that the
woman is marricd. [nstead of the black silk costumes that the Annamites and
their women wear. here we have a medley of light silks rolled around brown
bodies. which the men pull up between the legs to fashion inte a small sumpot.
or shortpants—-also used by the Siamese and the Cambodians. The women, in
aencral, prefler 1o let their fabrics drop to their loins and they half cover their
breasts . _ .

ITaving left Pakse at noon, before long we reached the confluence of the Se Moun,
the only large tributary of the river to the right. Starting from this point, over 850
kilometers, this right bank which was French from Bassac onwards. becomes
Siamese and the Mckong lorms the border between Siamese Laos and French
Lacs. We madc a stopuver for the night a1 Ban Koun where we increased our load
of firewood in preparation for the rapids that we will cross lomorrow. Some
miserable huts constitute the whole village. The inhabitants squal around what
one could call the public square: a beat-up space in the middle of which the
buffaloes are posted together 1o be better able to guard them against atiempls at
theft during the night. For the first time. T sce buffaloes with pink hairs that bare a
striking contrast, by their faded robes, to their brothers in black fur.

3 November 1'W9

There is much commeotion, starting from 3 a.m. in preparation tor the dangerous
crossing of the Kemmarat rapids. The stokers ignite the firchbox. the mechanic
checks the boiler and. since loading the high part of the boat would be dangerous
during the passage of the rapids, the commissioner orders the Jocals. on the roof,
1o come down and he distributes them over the lower bridge. They are prohibited
from moving. in anticipation of a panic situation that may hurl them all over the
same side.
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cngulfed by any whirlpools or swollen holes that attract all that drifts, crippled by
the water. The waves rose upwards ahead of us. offenstve. The water entered at
the front. the lower bridge was swept away. The strecam swelled under the boat
like a breathing tlank. To the right and the left, depressions were hollowed out,
forming large howls in which dim cresis of foam appeared 1o buil. Nol once did
the captain leave the mdder. An old Laotian pilot. wearing red. signaled. ftom
time to time, a short word of caution extending a skinny sibyvl arm to show the
way. The boat veered., inclining sharply as it lunged lorward in successive spurts
as it struggled in new whirlpools. We advanced forward. but barely. The steam
engine spewed its breath. All the powers of the boal—her brain power and
physical stamina—were stretched o the limit in the fierce battle © . . Finally. in a
last compelling effort. it nghted itsetf and all was at cest - the din of the rapids and
the incessant hum of the boiler. The blanket of water that surrounded us was calm.
The line of foam. once again viclated. closed in behind us.

The old pilot. squatted on the bridge. waiting for the next rapid. revealing trom his
cover A horribly deformed lace: Torehead and nose Nauened. jaws jutting out like
a chimpanzee. The fall of a bunch of coconuts had him disfigured thus. [Uis not an
infrequent mishap in Laos. The good La Fontaine bad not foreseen it when he
wroic his fable Le Glund et La Citrouiile.”

1 complained a bit for having my feet made wel by the gushing waler that
inundated the bridge and evervone shouted out: “You are short of training!” What
is a foot-bath compared o the misenics one endures when one has 1o ascend the
Kemmarat rapids by pirogue? We will start by day-break. together with the
merchandise on the bottom of the small vessel. Some twenty escorts are to pull
the pirogue by a rope when it 1s in the low waters and sometimes the esconts even
carry the pirogue with all her contents in their arms. In the high waters. these
unlucky escorts are no longer able to even tow her. They then advance with the aid
ol sticks. anmed with harpoons which they hook onto the so1l and on submierged
trees. Sometimes they lese several hours of work because the point of support of
thi harpoons has given way and they bave been taken adrift. So much effort 15
involved i advancing three kilometers a day! In the morming, one can see the
sand bank or the rock that will be reached in the evening.

A descend by pirogue s net advisable. Speed is not lacking. on the contrary.
Especially in very high waters when the flood line reaches twenty-nine meters in
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certain points. In all the rapids the pirogue moves like an arrow. [Cs an ardent
battle between the skill of the rowers and the pitfalls of the stream which secks
viclims. Then. one is not very concerned about the 1ons of water coterning the
boat. Of prime concerm is not to crash into a rock. fall into a whirlpool, or. get
sucked into the hollows of a tunnel . . . . The logs of teak wood, thrown into the
stream, reappear without much damage 300 meters downstream. But a similar
immersion kills a man. And if. with much effort, onc escapes this center of
attraction. it is only after having been spun around in circles for hours. This was
the casc with an officer who accompanied. in this macabre dance, the corpsce of a
drowned person. How many have never come to the surface again! Each rapid is
like a common grave of unlucky victims because one seldom finds the corpse.
Regarding the merchandise that is enveloped up by the stream. one no longer
counts on it. Onc day. while trying to recover some shipwrecked Decauville
cquipment.* the Laotians salvaged a casc of champagne and another with pots of
jam that had, beyond doubt. been lying on a bed of mud with no trace of the
Decauville equipment!

‘But do not believe,” somebody adds charitably. “that on the Garcerie we are not
in any danger. There is the danger of being stranded on a sand bank where the
boat. transformed before us into the raft of the Medusa. will be entrenched unil
the high walers of the following summer. Therc is the danger of seeing il ripped
apart. tom by the rocks at the botlom. and. if the pressure is not strong enough,
there is a danger of being swirled about, overturned with the tail in the air, 1ossed
about like a simple pirogue in the abysses of the stream.”

While [ forgot the present cngrossed in these tales, the old Laotian had silently
rcgained his place, close to the captain. Suddenly. I was abruptly flung to the
ground and relled to the other side. T cried out . . . this time, the locals did the
same . . ..’ Shut up.’ the captain abruptly said. ‘it’s nothing: just the small caress of
a rock!” We were in a rapid! Hopefully the leak won't be serious! This question.
however, did not scem (o be the captain’s most important preaccupation and he
remained carefully at the helm. The rock was clearly visible. on the left side, just
next to the boat. and to the right we were by the cdge of an immense whirlpool.
W dared not advance. the situation was critical. the minutes long . . . .

Finally, Mr. Lester rushed 1o a crank, the boat backed up a hit, while turning, then
it advanced softly while bracing the edge of the whirlpool. And now. well
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The series of rapids that followed were less dangerous. At 11 a.m.. leaving behind
us the Keng Yapeu. the last large rapid we were to encounter, we penetrated what
onc calls “the corridors of the Mekong'. Ilere the stream narrows until it is only
300 meters wide. [ts depth is frightening. A wall of rock. eighty 10 hundred meters
high. cut by caves and from which waterfalls emerge. rises vertically from all
sides. Enormous Mat stones overhang them as il haphazardly lad there by a giant.
How would one compare this funncl to the gorges ol the torrents’™ Some of the
gorges appear o be even more ferocious because of their tightened faces which
only sparingly dispense air and light. Nothing could. however, compare with the
grandiose image portraved by this natural canal. its formidable mass of water
gushing down between titanic walls.

At the exit of this pass. two beautiful rapids renewed my emotions of the morning,
with their rocks. strewn in the middle of the stream. around which the water
cascaded. Finally, at 6 p.nt. we stopped tor the might at Ban Tapane. On the
riverband. there was the melancholy sithouctie of a European—an employee of
the local Postal Services who was repaining the telegraphic lines.

Since leaving the corridors the stream has widened a hitde. On the embankments
of the river. even the smallest picee of land is cultivated and cotton 1s grown by the
locals of the forest villages. This s because the embanknwents of the Mekong.
somelimes twenty (o thirty meters high, are remarkably fertile due to the flood
time alluvium deposits. Also. the Taotians have a practice sinular to the riverside
residents of the Nile. When the water recedes. the few babitants of the
neighborhood arrive, sow and take advantage of this nawral fetilizer for their
plantations. As a result cotton and other vegetabies color the banks green until the
next invasion of the waters. This did not imply that the bank was deserted than
cvening—sniall monkeys wandered about in full safety!

How different thas is from the severe loncliness of the landscapes of the Delta in
Cochinchina! The climate tsell is completely different. The iemperature here
drops to +10 degrees Centigrade for two or three months of the year and fails
much lower, 1 seems. in northern Laos. The air was heavy. saturated with
humidity, and a light breese, unknown in Saigon. whipped our laces. It was
delightful. And the scent. the sweet scent of Laos reappeared tonight from the
stream, like compensation for our day of efforts. At the same time. a sensation of
mystery. of miense, keenly felt. melancholy descended upon us. Qur boat seemed
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o be the only false note in this wild decorum. Nevertheless, she deserved 1o be in
Laos to which she brought. despile so many obstacles, the impatently awaited
clements ol well-being stored tn her hull. All night long [ heard the aspiration of
the pump that cxhausted the hold of water.

4 November 199

OUne or two very dangerous rapids in low waters, but insignificant during this
scason, close the series of rapids of Kemmarat. unjustly named after a Siamesc
village of the right bank which. in reality. is situated vpstream from these rapids.
Aller having left Mr. Lester and his burdensome Nifty Annamites behind in the
hamlct of Ban Aprat Sun, we arrived in Savimaket at 4 p.m. [tis a charming litle
post. created by the French. with welcomming colonial houses and flowering
aardens. bordenng the Mckong, along an alley of wild coconut trees.

Mr 12-5.. resident clerk, received us on behalf of the commissioner of the
Government and placed his bouse at our disposal without allowing us to make use
of the sede. or guest house. a straw hut., which in Laos replaces the hotels wherein
travelers install their bivouac beds. and unpack their provisions. A change in the
timetable of the Messageries Fluviales obliged us o reside here for three days,
sharing. not without remorse, the provisions which the French ol Savanaket
obtain so wediously.

Savanaket, 5 November 1909

This was the starting point of a route that wiil connect. when it will be completed.,
the Mckong with the Sca of Annam across the Arnamitc mountains. while the
precise route of the railway line is being studied. The construction of this raibway
ling of 350 kilomwters is the dream of the Laotians. In this way, the difficult
problem of the navigation of the Kemmarat rapids will be solved.

We gratefully enjoyed the attention we were paid. They made us forget the
cmations ol the rapids. But our boys appreciated the calmness of Savanaket
perhaps even more than us. Kaé, our Siamese boy, adopted an air ol importance:
he had tound friends. He knew the Chao Muong (the local governor) and he no
longer needed 1o make this known. And Ba, our cook. disoricnted and very far
from his Cochinchina, unable o understand Laotian. passed his days sitting in the
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shade. in the garden of our host. “Very naughty Mckong.” he said. One cannot
extract more than that from him.

7 November 19

Yesterday. we wilnessed Lthe departure of the Garcerie which 1s returning down
river to Khine. The leaks in his hull have been packed with cement as well as
possible. How many more times will this brave small vessel renew its bravery
before it wins its retirement. twisted and dented. Or perhaps it will have a heroic
end at the bottom of the Kemmarat rapids. It has disappeared in the distance in the
early morning light. passing the floats of tcak wood or bamboo which. descending
from the high regions. glide in the middle of the strcam. projecting a half-dead
cock tied in the front as a propitiation sacrifice of the locals o the evil goddesses
of the water. And today we will ourselves embark on the Colomberr | a brother of
the Garcerie. which provides the service of the superior reach of the Mekong.
herween Savanaket and Vienbane, 500 kilometers that one can safely sail all year
round by steamer.

The widened stream tlows in the middle of a sparsely inhabited valley covered
with forests and the jungle. Our only distraction on a long day of monotonous
navigation. was the view m the distanee of a chain of rocky and dennded moun-
1ains, a strange chaos of collapsed pyramids. of cones. peaks. and arrows which
cilled to mind the rocks of the bay of Along. that marvel of the Indochinese coast.

Then comes the night and with her a large flock of flying bugs crashed into the
boat while it docked at the French post of Pak Hin Boun. Qur feet crushed them
on the bodge and. since we could not keep them out of our food. we renounced
dinner. After we had sent ashore the mail of Pak Hin Boun. the caprain decided o
advance all night 10 compensate for a long stop-over tomorrow during which we
would be obliged to unload the merchandise at Pak Sane.

8 November 1909
We arrived af the small Laotan village of Pak Sane at 3 p.m. On the bank. a
missionary awaited us with a group of s tlock. Is it under his pressure, and the

dictates of Western prudishness, that the Laotian women converts have sacrificed
their transparant shawl which traditdonally covered their young breasts? Esthetics
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which 1s being formed. the missionary of Pak Sane reccives today the dredge
which has been bothering us since Khone.

Unul today. all attempts at setting up a lucrative business in gold exploitation in
Laws have been in vain. Nevertheless, according to the prospectors, there is gold
everywhere in the country. However. it is so widcely spread that one does not find
veins that are sufficicotly productive. Moreover, there is a total dearth of labour
for the strenuous cxtraction because of the laziness of the locals. Thus. there
remains the gold that the rivers sweep down. The dredge that we are bringing.
could only just compete with the primitive methods that the Laotian gold-washers
adopt. They etfectively separate the gold from the mud and the sand and they
entrust it then o their goldsmiths who transforms it into heavy jewelry for their
women. Do not offer a Laotian woman any imitation ol the precious metal; she
would scomn iL. preferring (ragile hangers of scented MMowers il she were 100 poor
to cover hersell with real gold. The Laotians alse gild their Buddhas. If the faithful
can not completely cover the God that they invoke. at least they will offer him as
homage. very small picces of gold glued about everywhere, in yellow patches on
his nose, his forehead. his pavel. We have seen in almost every hamlel where we
stopped, Buddhas decorated in this way.

On a whini. 1 used the last hours ot the day to ascend the banks of the Nam Sane.
a beawtiful river which plunges at this point into the Mekong. The waters here
display a perfect brightness and cleamess that form an absolute contrast to the
waters of the large stream. always cloudy and muddy. On the trees on the bank are
moored a few of these slender pirogues. The Laotians are skilled artisans who
construct these boats out ol wee trunks twelve to filteen meters in length. On a
level planc, using an ax or saw. they cut a large longitudinal cavity. stopping at one
mcter from cach end. Then with the help of woaden struts they separate bit-by-bat
the two borders of the cavity in which they make a fire to render the wood more
supple. The largest widening 15 carved in the middle of the piece where one
ohtains an enipty space considerably larger than the diameter of the tree, while the
two other extrenuities run ogether into a spindle. The whole vessel 1s subject W a
thorough finishing touch. The inner surtaces become very thin and of uniform
width. Thesc beats boast an elegance that small boats of other countries do not
possess. And. if the pirogue must transport passengers, they cover it up. in its
median section. with mats placed on hall-hoops, for shelier from the rain and the
sum.
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laree pool of blood and they died at the bottom of the stream where their corpses
served as food for their brothers.

The valley has widened even more and the mwountains on the horizon have
disappeared. Around us were the plancs, or, rather the forest glades—the insipid
jungie. Along the desented banks flocks of marabous trailed their wings as they
marched with small measured steps, like old invahds. Or. they stood around on
one leg. in a straight line, just like soldiers in a parade. as we passed them.
Suddeniy. obeying I know not what signal. i fraction of them separated. took wing
simultancously, and aligned themselves further ahead in an advance post. Then.
the centire NMock took flight and ils compact group stained the hortzon. For seme
hours there was no other trace of life around us. Then. by evening. the banks were
tull of people—construction wharves for pirogues emploved many locals. Vientiane
was no longer far away.

The first part of our sojourn has ended: we rejoined Mr. Mahé at the appoimmed
date for our departure 1o Luang-Prabang.






Chapter 2

From Vientiane to Luang-Prabang
The Ruins of Vientiane

The residence of Vientiane—Walks in the citv—On the La
Grandieére -In the rapids -Arrival at Luang-Prabany—Palday-
Regarding rigers

10 November 1909

Vientianc! The Colombers sailed in a 8.30 a.m. and we climbed the banks nat
without trouble. hecause the embankment was so much the higher since the level
of the water had fallen. Ah! This receding of the water. how it worried us! Our [irst
question 1o Mr. Mahé who waited for us on thee bank. testified our wormies: “Can
one go 1o Luang-Prabang?— Yes. ves, the La Grandiére is ready. you will leave
tomomow.”

We walked towards the residence: three charmung pavilions in the middle of a
Mowering grassland, consirucied where carlier the palace of the old kings of
Vientiane stood. We took asylum in a wing that is reserved for guests. The central
pavilion was inhabited by the résident superienr. It drew special atiention to its
very large hall that runs all along the tront of the building—a sort of waiting room
or atrivm—where carlier the local chiefs assembled and. along the perimeter of
which. are aligned enormous. bronze Buddhas. These statues stand on platforms
in the three classical posturcs: reclining Buddhas, Buddhas standing in the preaching
position. and Buddhas seated cross-legged. one arm pulled back to the navel. the
other extended to the toe. They all had the same arched waist. the same graceful
bady: the head. with fine traits. with a fixed snnle was crowned by a pointed tiara
ur a skulleap formed out of some sort of rounded balls arranged in regular rows.



In lLaos and Siam

They are able to rest in their own country. these dethroned gods, bul. how many
others. torn away from the ruins, have lefi for unforescen destinations! Previously.
no European would leave Laos without taking in his baggage some specimien of a
lost art and the pagodas were thus being denuded. The time 1s not far when the
Laotian gods will be everywhere, except in Laos. The Adniinistration has strictly
forbidden this exodus. The Cusioms ol Khéne vefuse the passage of every Bud-
dha. big or small. that gets there. It concerns us very little since we have never
thought of encumbering ourselves with such voluminous travel souvenirs. We are
content to admire the Buddhas a1 home, in the midst of all these old ruins that wll
ol a prosperous past.

Poor country! At the onsct of our cxcursion today in the old Vientiane., we
understood the desolation that was doomed its fate. Before. it was the capital of a
(lounishing 1.aotian kingdom., as Luang-Prabang was too. What is lelt of this
today? The bellicose Siamese came during the last century., destroyed the temples,
seized their riches and hamessed in chains women and children whom these
gentle people had not been able to defend. The conquered were dispatched 10
Bangkok as slaves—yel unbeknown to them—and the devastated country was lelt
to mourn in solitude. Here. just like in Angkor. the wopical vegetation has thrown
a veil over so many disasters. Unfortunately. the roots of the giant trees have
continucd the Siamese work of destruction, deceitfully weakening the founda-
tions of the wmples that were still standing, and the imertwining lanas have
beheaded the precarious frontons! No trace of the ancient civilization would have
remained visible had Eastern Laos not become French in 1893, As soon as the
country had been organized, our residents mused upon fighting with the jungle for
these remainders of the old capital. to lift it out of its ruins, 1o re-populate the city.
Morcover, the creation of this new Vientiane, has resvlied in its becoming the
administrative capital of the wholc of Laos. Thus, little-by-little the city has
regained s importance. but. what conscientious efforts, what determination and
encrgy is still necessary 1o render it its past splendour! They hacked across this
jungle that was a city. to pave roads along which, alternating with the bumboo
huts. are crected stone houses in which public services are housed. This is a slow
process done within the limits of the budgetary resources that one has to detfend
cvery inch of the way. each year. Laos is so far away! The last newcomer in our
Indochinese Empire is forgotten—dcliberately. it 1s said—to the benclit of the
other territories, Luckily, Mr. Mahé has confidence: confhidence in the future of
the country. confidence in the possibility to improve navigation on the Mckong.
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devastating onslaught of the forest, while these wars of Vientiane, which, one
believes to be of a later date, have been demolished almost Lo their foundations.
For example. what remains of the Phyawat? Some shaky walls. grand masks that
are mutilated and turn moldy in the grass and a delightful entrance to the temple:
two slender colonnades that support a pinnacle with five decayed foundation
stoncs, cnding 0 a pointed spire. But what refinement in the detail of the
scolptures! Each part is so undercut. subdivided. and worked open in ernaments
with the chisel that the whole gives the impression of the work of a goldsmith. Sct
in equilibrium on these two colonnades is a sort of Gara. colossal, yes. but
nevertheless fragile and hight because of the serration. And here, behind this
pinnacle that serves as an clernal crown., appears, scaled unshakably on his plinth.
a giant Buddha of six o eight meters tall. surviving impassively the decaying of
the temple. He is there. under the sole archway of the sky, braving the bad
weathers which have smeared 1o his body a green leprosy. A vigorous tree. born in
the debris of a wall. extends the shadow of its leaves over his head as supreme
protection. It is impressive beyond belief. this image of divinity that victoriously
riscs up above the rubble.

Lven more impressive were the three Buddhas. abandoned at the edge of the
farest. along a road full of rut that loses itself in the forest. The shrubs encirele this
colossus in bronze unable, however, to smother it: the three heads risc above the
foliage. spreading open their branches. as if these melal stalues were marching to
some sancluary. What are they doing there, on the naked soil. these old gods.
when around them there 1s not even some debris of an enclosure left which could
eiplain their presence? Where can one find the secret of this past. every day more
obscure. more impenctrable? Mysterious statucs sculpted in imperishable mate-
rial does your survival matter. if humanity merciful for the human suflering of the
past—can not read on your closed lips the events that have dispersed your adorers
and covered your altars with blood? The calmness of your immontality makes our
ignorance even more disconcerting.

The Siamese have not but dragged with them slaves: they have not but looted
jewelry, There was in the Phra Keo. the most renowned of the pagodas in the
Laotian country, a Buddha with an emerald bead that was the plory and the
protection of Vicntiane. Graceful legends idohzed it and we were fold that the
Siamese were faced with all the trouble in the world for taking it away. It
grounded the boats that carried it. and disappeared to the boitom of the rivers of
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Siam. then 1t was found back in its dear Phra Keo, mysteriously transported
withoul anyone knowing how, Nevertheless. today it is in Bangkok and the
Siamese. 1o reconcile it with its exile, have constructed for it, based on thi: plans
which were discovered in the war in Vientiane, a new Phra Keo that is one of the
most beautiful pagodas of Bangkok. However, it is said that it a pilgnim from
Yientiane comes o visit it in ils new wemple, the emerald Buddha will ery before
his eves, so nostalgic is it for Laos.

01 Phra Kco. there is only a roined enclosure left. walls veiled with lianas and two
porticos with delicate spires. One of these porticos has conserved intact its door in
precious. carved wood. where grimacing dwarls support costumed spirits, dis-
playing hicratic gestures. on their heads.

A single pagoda of Vientianc remains. Itis Sisaket, or the Pagoda of the Qath; the
priests of 4 monastery are in charge of it. The chiefs ol the neighbonng provinces
come Lo i, on lixed dates, to pay tribule to the representative of France. in the
same gesture of vassalage that Bangkok demanded from them before. The walls
of Wat Sisaket are covered with frescos that are glaringly illuminated in the sivle
of the Far Last; warriors and princes arc seated astride horses— without observing
the laws of perspective—and according to legends. the significance of which we
find not the time to search for.

That lett us to visit a strange and gigantic religious, rather well conserved.
monument some kilometers away from Vientiane—the That Luong. A that is a
very slender construction in masonry. usually in the form of a sert of a pointed
church tower. It scems that the erection of these thars denves from an ancient cult.
much carlicr than Buddhism, which has mierged with it and numcerous traces ol
which arce found in Laos and Siam. In as much as the Laoctians do not vencrate the
dead as the neighboring peoples, some tombs are surmounted by rhrats. Do the
ashes of a great person rest below the pile of cemented bricks that one calls the
That [Luong of Vientiane”? Or clse. was it never more than the symbol of a cult lost
today or corrupted by traditions? When one emerges in the open space that
isolates it from the {orest. majestic. under the pale sky. it seemed to be a challenge
thrown at death, at nothingness.

The Thiw Luong consists, in reality. of several shats: first an cnormously big.
central one: then all around. on the sides of a square, thiny-two thars that are
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smaller. more detinled. and that barely reach the first plinth of the viant thar.
Several of these have deteriorated somewhat, others arce decapitated and there are
attempts al present at striving to restore all. Fimally, a dilapidated wall in ruins,
atop an adjoining railing in masonry. ¢ncircles the monument. This wall. scpa-
riated from the line of the thats by a circular path, measures, it scems to me. about
seventy or cighty meters to the side. In the center of each side, a small pavilion
that serves as an entrance. [orms an cxterior projection and offers. under its curved
back rool remnants—in the fashion of the I'ar East—the remainders of a fine
work of sculpture. All along the length of the wall inside. is a covered gallery— a
<ort of inner courtyard that formerly sheliered a large number of Buddhas. Twelve
very beautiful images remain.

Today. one sees a resurgence of the That Luong from its lorpor. Preparations for
the festivitics of the twelfth month. or of the Laotian New Year., are on going. We
will abserve them. bul more impressive. in Luang-Prabang. Workers provisionally
reconstruct parts of the gallery that have crumbled with bamboo and mats. They
construct platforms on which actors. dancers and singers invited 10 the festivitics,
will perform as in some kind of religious fancy-tair. to which the whole of
Vientianc will attend next week.

We return, crossing a race track, since recently sporting cvents. on which one
counts for encouraging the breeding of the small Laotian horses, have been
created. By denuding pant of this wseless jungle. it has been easy to cneate a
marvelous race track.

That evening there was a dinmer at the residence, in our honour. It reunited the
civil servants of Vientiane. Among the guests were two ladies —two Frenchmen
have taken their wives and children, who lightheartedly support their exile. o
Laos. We were twenty-tive 10 thirty persons gathered around the flowery table,
i.¢., about one-fifth of the Europeans that live in this immense Eaos that 1s bigger
than all of France. The men were wearing mildewed smokings, the women fresh
diner outhits and T found this ¢ffor quite meritorious in a country so far away.

Some of our fellow citizens will be like us. passengers on the Lo Grandiére. They
are officers, a medical doctor and civil servants. The evemng continued late in
animated talk. Everyone thoroughly enjoyed the congenial atmosphere and hespi-
tality of the attentive hostess of the house. We forgol that this state of well-heing
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Let's hit the road. 1eCs keave! Butnot yet! At the moment of departare. we did not
see Kaé, Where could we find our strange interpreler who until now, having
translited nothing yet. specialized in being unpunctual? We searched the lodgings
of ¥ientiame and afier a quarter of an hour, he was brooght (o us, held by the car
He had fallen asleep under the hall of the marketplace, completely drunken. so 0
iy, on opium and rice whisky. Darzed. he collapsed on a pile of rigeing ropes and
the bout disappeared. full steam ahead, to mahe up lost time.

What convenicnt accomodation had been reserved lor us! They have convened
the L Grundiére. which was formerly a small gun-boat, into an agrecable yacht
m the s¢rvice of the Administration of Laos, The engine is in the nuddie. The Iront
part forms a rather large cabin that can be divided in two, as desired. by a curtain
lixed 1o a rail. We sheep on a large divan which is on one side of the room. the
ather will serve as the dining room for everyone. The bathroom cabinel is in the
extreme front of the boat. equipped with two comfortable wash-basins in the open
air olfering an opportunity for only the monkeys on the banks o spy on us. The
back also forms a cabin in which four of our companions will sleep. For the two
other passengers. the space on the superior deck s what remains—a small deck
above our cabin. close 10 the rudder. Using a miller’s ladder. one brings up the
maltresses and covers.

We had barely scitled 1 our gquaners. when Kaé, completely sober by now. threw
himscll at the feet of the caplain in an act of folly and cried out. "Make the boat
turn back! I have left my case at Vientiane!” Pititul adventure! In his state of
drunkenness. he had not thought about the transport of his case that was Iell
hehind in some comoer of Vientiane with all the beautiful sezipors in soft silk and
all the coquettish apparel to fan lamselfl” like a peacock in Luang-Prabang and
Bangkok. He was in despair; he pulled his hair; he wanted 1o return.

As conselation. a passenger promised Kad that he would take care of his case as
soon as he returned 1o Vientiane and would have it delivered to lam in Pnom Penh
in the more or less distant future. Then. we troied to convinee him of the Tact that he
would be much bener off walking through the jungle without his case.

The landscape changed by degrees. We rediscovered mountains on the horizon.
The temperature also dropped. 1t was cold on the spar deck and | feared that the
(wo passengers silently cursed me the following night for that old gallantry that
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obliged them to catch cold in the open air so that 1 could be lodged so comfort-
ably. A game of bridge that reunited us in the front cabin immediately created the
companionship common on boats. Then there was the first dinner together at the
extreme front around a rather small table for cight diners.

Atter dinner, we rested at Kok Peung, the end-point of the stcam-service of the
Messageries Fluviales. From here, all year round. there are only pirogues 1o
transport the mail, the passengers and the luggage. They use twenty to twenty-five
days to cover this stretch with difficulty. up to Luang-Prabang. which we are
counling on to cover in five days. The young Laotian woman from Luang-Prabang
who accompanied us with her half-breed baby to Vientiane, will henceforth travel
there 10 this way. I met her yesterday in Vientianc. She was jealous of our speedy
mode of transport. But the résident superienr was inflexible on this issuc: no local
women are allowed on the La Grandiére.

Since he belongs to the Administration and thanks to the skill of the pilot. our
good boat accomplishes the feat of sailing up the river to Luang-Prabang once a
year. Formerly, as a gun-boat. it had even explored the Mcekong above Luang-
Prabang up to the Burmesce border. So much daring will perhaps cost it its life onc
day but nevertheless, it has motivated an enterprising businessman from Vicntiane
to cmulate it. He has constructed a small steamer that, loaded with merchandise.
has alrcady covered the route from Vientiane 10 Luang-Prabang twice. The name
of this litlle vessel, the Maulgré Tout." indicates the many obstacles her enterprising
proprictor has already mct with in constructing it in place, without workshops and
without expericnced workers and with the parts being shipped by pirogue. We
belicve we will cross paths. when she makes her return trip. Captain Mélan was
not without anxicty about this: he feared a collision in a rapid.

As soon as we had moored. the locals of Kok Peung came aboard the spar deck
and offered us, in a silver bowl (the & in Laotian). the symbolic welcome gifis:
first a bouquct of leaves that substitute the customary flowers that the suddenncss
ol our arrival has not allowed the locals o gather from the forest, then candles of
wax. four candles big as fingers and made out of yellow wax that embalms the
wild honey taken from bee hives in the jungle. The Laotians arc in effect very
good at discovering and looting these nests of wild bees. and by so doing
competing with the small honey-bears which one encounters from time 10 ime in
the country. They are so funny with their wide necklaces of tawny hairs contrast-
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ing with the dark coat. How could we thank the locals for their gilis? We poured a
glass of rum. full to the brim. for the chicf who had presided over the rites of
homage. *That’s better than rice whisky.” he said. His fellow men cast him glances
of envy. but, our limited provisions did oot allow us to booze up the whole
delegation.

12 November 1909

It was a day of rapids. Especially, the morning passcd by fighting against the
currents that rolled from one river-bank to the other, and in avoiding the rocks that
appeared in the middle of the stream. awash with [oam. Here is the Keng Ngan
Kho, the Keng You and also the Keng Tiane that. in February 1905, had devoured
the medical doctor who accompanied the French-Siamese border delimitation
mission of Colonel Bemard. This unfortunale doctor descended the Mekong on a
raft made of two pirogucs tied together. Two members of the same mission, who
traveled in the same way, considered it wise to leave their rafts in the hands of
carsmen for the passage of the rapids and 10 follow the bank on foot. Only the
doctor. 11l with a fit of fever, tempted his luck. The two other rafts passed without
damage but his. engulfed by whirlpool. was sucked into the abyss. and disap-
peared with men and mice. The corpse of the doctor was found 300 meters
downstream after several days of searching but ncver was anything seen of the
oarsmen or ol the raft.

It is not surprising then that these mystenous disappearances have lelt impres-
stons on the naive imaginations of the Laotians who imagine the depths of a
stream to be inhabited by gods and spirits that arc both beneficial and fearsome. A
local chicl of Vientiane, nevertheless with a rather open. intelligen mind. was
surprised at the sight of the La Grandiére—that onc could sail like this, without
oarsmen and without cars. The mechanism of the steam-engine was expluned 1o
him: he was shown the boiler, the pision; it seemed 1o interest him, he assured us
that he had understood it well, then. after a silence, he said: “Yes, Isee. Isee! ...
But vou did not tell me which is the phv (the spirit) that makes your boat run.”

Mountains, covered from the foothills to the top with thick vegetation, bordered
the banks of the river. The stream seemed to be very narrow. the size of a stream in
Europe. Sudden bends veiled its course. The moming’s washing up and Iunch
were interrupted by incidents caused by fits of rolling, becausc the boat twirled
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started anew. Yot again we crossed over rocks. We eluded, as far as possible, the
powers of the currents by zigzagging—nevertheless the boat rolled, pitched, dived
and rose again as il encountering a day of bad weather. Oh! Captain Mélan will
you not allow us to lunch quietly and will you not have pity on vur stomachs that
are driven wild by the distress of scasickness—really. scasickness. precisely! The
afternoon was calm. We stcamwed up a reach without rapids to arrive hefore long at
Muong Paklay. on the right hand bank of the Meckong.

Here we are then in the kingdom of Luang-Prabang. this operetta kingdom that
the French Govermnent has allowed 1o continue 1o exist in the North of Laos.
perhaps as an amusement. being satisfied with assening an active protectorate
over it that provides to the commissioncer, or the resident. all effective authonty. In
1904, on the occasion of the convention with Stam. 300 kilometers of the right
bank in which Paklay 15 enclosed as an enclave. and which previously formed the
neutral zone. were ceded o us because they righttully belong o the kingdom of
[.vang-Prabang. in Paklay. this strip of land extends into the interior over sixty
kilomelers to the top of the chain that forms the line of division between the
valleys of the Mckong and the Menam.

We took a walk through the village. 1t was the first completely Laotian center that
we encountered. since Vientiane and Savanaket are marked by the footprints of
the Luropeans that live there and the small villages thal we visited on the banks
are bul smadl conglomerations of huats. There are two hundred Laotian houses
here. comstructed on the border of the stream or along shady avenues cut through
the {orest. [eaning against the vigorous and straight trunks of tropical trees. these
light habitations scem to be fragile bird-cages, unsteadily balanced on their poles.
Honestly, these are lively and chattering bird-lhike beings, the pou sae who rnisk
their little impish faces in the small square openings which appear in partitions 1o
serve as windows. Unlorunately, there are also. as prominent lforeground ligures,
old. ape-like women. carrying their yelling babies at their breasts, while squatting
on the steps of ladders.

‘The two whites of the country are lodged in houses that are a little bit bigger. They
arc the administrator and a cawvil servant of the Postal Services. The latter is
charged with installing the telegraphic line that will link Paklay with Vicotiane.
The line from Vientiane to Luang-Prabang passes through the interior of the
country. thus avoiding the large loop that the Mckong makes ncar Paklay. This
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several days. he decided 10 use a willing soldier as a substitote. He put him w
sleep on the ground. on the very spot and in the same condition in which the
corpse had been discovered. He then spread around his head the contents of a box
of concentrated milk, o represent the brain. and sprayed his whole body with a
bottle of red ink . . . the spilled blood! The mosquite™s. auracted by the sweetened
milk. tckled the forehead of the soldier who could not cemiain as still as a corpse
and the murderer. not at all alfecied. offered only vivid demals at the administra-
tor’s question: "Do you recognize the victim?™ The whole village. which was
present at the scene. was overtaken by cheerfulness, the supposed corpse and the
accused jomned in, only the peor administrator. far from laughing. cursed and
swore. [urous with the lack of success ol his contrivance.

It is. however, not untrue that one can easily bluff the naive Laotians. The
subterfuge that one ascribes to an old commissioner of Laos, the most spiritual of
the representatives of France in Indochina. clearly tlustrates this. Going on tour.
he asked the notables of a province te come to him and. while with them, he
soleminly dropped his glass eve inlo a decanter of water—because he was a one-
eved man—saying to them: “I'm leaving. but | leave you my eye. By it I will
continue o watch over vou!” The Fear lor this fetish eye was sufticient 1o preserve
respect in the provinee.

Another incident proves very well the gullibility of the Laotians: gullibiliy that.
this time. had catastrophic consequences for them. Some years ago. W the Fast of
Savanaket, the loecals mounted an uprising against the local police, an agitator
having assured them that in case of repression the bullets of the French would
convert themselves into almond owers. The conlidence of these untortunate
revolutionaries did not last beyond the tirst volley of bullets that wounded some of
them. Moreover. 1t was the only revolt that had 1o be suppressed since the
beginming of the French occupation. The Laotians are very happy under our
euardianship which they long awaited as a safeyoard against the successive
incursions of the Siamese and the Chinese from Yunnan.

14 November 199
We left Paklay at 7 am.. taking with us the adnnmsirator. Again this damned fog

rendered an uncertainty in navigation and that went to the hearts of the passen-
eers! All wok refuge in the cabin in front. idle because the wsual distractions were
& g
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missing: one could pot see the banks. which resulted in disappointments for those
who were content with ohserving the scenery, and an even greater disappointment
for the hunters who habitually excrcised their skills on tflocks of peacocks. That
moming then. books became the only saviour from boredom: somie volumes of
Kipling had been appropriated trom the small hibrary in Vientiane. To read them in
a country so alike the Indian jungle described by the author, in the company of
people who have often Lived the lives of heroes in these tales, was 1o increase our
sinouring them tenfold.

[ike yesterday. the fog dissipated by 11 a.m. when we stopped for our supply of
firewood. In front of us. on the keft bank. an enormouws. superb rock dominated us
and its smooth flank. which the sun starkly lit, [ell vertically into the stream. On
the bank that we accosted. some locals roamed about idly with an air of indiffer-
cnce on the outskins of a small village. the huts of which were almostall in ruins.
[ entered one of these huts. No erics ol children. no grunting of the pigs that are so
dear in Indochma. It's desolation; it's death. Three vears ago, an epidemic ol
cholera had decimated the village. Most of the survivors bad fled and the victori-
ous jungle cmbraced the cuined huts.

During lunch seme colhsions of the plates prepared us for the emotions of the
aflternoon. At 3 p.m.. in the middle of a game of bridge for which no-one mustered
any passion. a violent shock came to us. This was followed by a cracking that
immobilized us on a rock. we ran aground. Maybe it s the end of 1he rip! A
second of silence. ol anguish, then it was the pandemonium that such an adven-
ture brings aboard: the ringing of bells, appeals, orders hurled across at the
stokers. The engine spat, the steel plates shuddered, we tried 10 sail backwards
before the traitorous rock could reassure its grip . . . . Hurrah! The boat disen-
vaged herself. She disengaged so well that we sailed backwards a hundred meters
at full speed. Quickly 1o the holds! They were dry. all is well. A jolt at the helm
and we restarted the painful march by trial and error. the slow and patient fight
against the current. the assault on the whirlpools. the flight for the reefs.

During the course of the entire day. the bed of the Mekong was so narrow. and the
mouniains veiled by tall black forests projected so much shadow on the bends and
roundabouts, before us, to the fght. and (o the Ieft, that the water appeared dark
and grim like an infernal stream. The wild appearance of the landscape was
oppressing. [T only the sun had brought us ~ome light for a few hours today.
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We scarched for a quict loop 10 pass the night and tound a sandy bank at the cdge
ol the river. We tied up the boat. On the sand. fresh tracks of tigers and panthers
mixed with those of peacocks. the fine hoofs of doues, the umed-back claws of
monkeys and the sofl furmows ol repliles. These puests of the forest came to drimk
at the Mekong last night. under the light of the moon. While we sleep. they will
comg back. smothered fool steps, contemplating this big. unknown machinge that
is our boat. The ferocious beasts will smell the living flesh protected against their
lusts by the Manks of the La Grandiere. 1 will dream ol tigers and pamthers all
night long. because they have talked about them all evening. That is, if 1 am not
woken up by the noiscs of a fight. as 11 sometimes happens between tigers and
elephants. in the depths of the forest. 1 have heard about a tame elephant called
Cleo. who was made te work in the exploitation ol woeod on an island of the
Lower Mckong. She fought a fnightful strugele against a tiger one night. We are
no longer in ‘the times when the animals could talk” and the brave animal has not
recounted her feat. Only in the moming, when Cleo regained her place of work,
her feet were stained with the blood of another beast. and a bit Guther., lay a dead
tiger. that had been crushed under the weight of the pachyderm.

The uger is a neighbor te be feared. here like anywhere else in Indochina. boldly
scarching for its prey cven in villages. When the night arrives. the inhabitants have
every reason to fear from him. The celon of a village in the iterior heard the
terrificd neighing of his horse late one evening. He ran to the stable accompanicd
by a coolic and his local wife. who, while providing light. also carricd their child
i her arms. The light was dim. Ie did not sce his horse in the box. extended his
hand and encountered a warm fur. The woman brought the lamp nearer: a tiger
was sealed astride the horse lapping up blood. The coolic disappeared with a leap
imo the jungle. the woman, crying oul. dropped the {amp and the child 10 run
faster and the colon, shuddering with fear, groped for the child in the dark and
steathily slunk away. When he returned with a gun, the beast had gone,

Thus, the strongest feelings and the greatest affections will stop in the face of the
tright inspired by this terrible and deceitiul guest. The obsessive fear of the tiger
results in acts of cowardice brought on by the survival instinct. Witness the
adventure of this Furopean who was passing through a village in Laos and who
sharcd the mat of a shy, hittle Laotian woman. The night was hot. and he posi-
tioncd himself as close as possible to the door to get xome air, in a straw hut. the
floor of which was almost level with the soil. Suddenly. he was awakened by the
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strong. warnm breath of an animal on his face. “The uger.” he shouted. upnight at
once. He brually lifted his companion wheo was sleeping peacelully against the
wall. deposited her ax a sacrilice under the breath of the monsier and . . . took oft
through the window. A peal of lavghier from the pow sdo rang ot and halied his
flight. 1le learned midway through the jibe that this tiger was o well meaning
buffato who, prowling about around the hut. wanted 10 pay them a visit.

15 Novemhber 1999

Assuperb day! The valley narrowed further. the mountains rose in terraces around
us. Enormous rock formations. detached trom the iTanks of these mountiuns divert
and break the waters. if they cannot ride over them. With cach tum. we found the
mountains transformed. the rocks formed other pitfalls. Our route seemed to be
blocked in this way at every moment like a dead end wall from which the stream
scemed o emerge.

At 10 am we met the Malgre Tout in a passage that luckily was laree enough to
avoid a collision. The vessel saluted the La Grandiere and huriled down au fifty
Kilometers an hour, while we had so much trouble o ascending? She then ap-
puired to us like a wisp of straw taken in the direction of the maze of rocks. Then.
i lurn took her away from our vision. At noon. we boarded wood in a hamlet. the
inhabitants of which offered us the uswal gifts. Renewal of the scene in Kok
Peung: the leaves and the candles presented in an 6 and the libations of rum
offercd by us to the notable, a beautiful Laotian with a soft and fun-loving look.

The cook needed (o buy supplics. I assisted in the sacrifice of an unducky
suckling-pig and in an amusing chase. or rather. the capture of somie chickens. In
this country, the fowl is so wild and carefree that it is impossible for housewives 1o
catch it by hand. Well then. one spreads out some grain under the hut, between the
struts that support it. and [rom the interior of the house, as soon as the chicken
approaches. one Lissocs it.

After lunch. we entered a big rapid. the Keng Luong. The jolted boat was inundated
with foam. Captain Mélan forbade us to climb on the spar deck as long as the
equilibrium was unstable. In the cupboard, the plates were clanging against cach
other. W heard the boat groan and the boiler blow. The bumps threw us hike inert
objects on the seats of the tront cabin. Nothing escaped {rom being hanged
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Chapter 3
Luang-Prabang

Some Laotiun historv—The economic future of Laos  The dances
of the Khas and the moon rights in Lnang-Prabang- The mar-
ket Laotian customs—The elephants on a walk— King Sisavong
and hix court—A king who regrets Paris—A small. shy prin-
cess—Pirogue races—ILaotian orchestra’s—The pagodas and
the monks—The Buddha's fooprint—Burmese merchandise—A
vistt to the gueen mother—The Na Luang farm—Laotian
theater—The roval procession in That Luang—The folk-festivi-
ties of the rwelfth month—A Franco-Laotian supper—Depar-
ture from Luung-Prabang—The descend of the Mekong— The
wrecking of the La Grandiére

We now come to the pedod in my travelogue when we will be acquainted with the
kingdom of L.uang-Prabang. the most intercsting region of Laos, and the principal
motivation for my embarking on this trip. Before 1 talk about the festivitics that
we await, 1 think that I should give, in a nut shell, a description ol Laos in general
and the kingdom of Luang-Prabang in particular.

One can say that the Laotian countrics occupy the whole basin of the Mekong.
comprised between Cambodia, down stream, and Burma, up stream, i.e.. that it
stretches over 1,200 kilometers.

The French proteciorate extends over the basin of the left bank and also over two
territorics on the right bank. one in the South: the provinces of Bassac and
Malouprey (Cambodian border), the other in the North: the temritories of Paklay
forming pan of the Kingdom of 1.uang-Prabang. Everywhere clsc, the Mekong is
the limil that separates French Laos from Siamese Laos.
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French Laos is approximately as large as Siamese Laos, however. its population is
only 500,000 inhabitants, compared to the three million in Siamese Laos. This
difference is without doubt duc 10 the fact that the regions of the right bank are
more mountainous than those of the left bank.! The difference is also due to the
systematic depopulation of the left bank to the benefit of the right bank, imple-
mented by the Siamese during the last century. It goes without saying that the
figurcs that I provide here, are only approximations.

The population of Laos is composed almost exclusively of Laotians sersu strictu
and of Khas. The Laotians are a Thai race. The Thais, with origins in the
Southeast of China, have settled in the distant past in the valleys of Laecs and
Siam. The Khas arc considered the aborigines of Laos. These fetishist savages, of
a type completely different Lo the Laotians, live more or less independent lives in
the mountains, with their own customs and traditions.

Laos had been divided over many centurics into a great number of little kingdoms
and Loang-Prabang was one of the most important. These kingdoms, instead of
uniting among themselves, constantly battled with cach other, thereby allowing
their powerful neighbors to subjugate them on several occasions. They first
underwent the domination of the Khmers, the masters of Cambodia; then West-
Laos was incorporated into the kingdom of Pegu until the year 1225; later still, in
the sixteenth century, another part of Laos, the right bank of the Mekong, was
conquered by the Siamese.

In the seventecnih century, the kingdom of Luang-Prabang was successively
invaded by the Burmese and by the Annamites. However, it was especially in the
last century that this country was overwhelmed by fate. In 1828, when the
Siamese crossed the Mekong, destroyed Vientiane—the rival of Luang-Prabang
and sometime its vassal-~Luang-Prabang, 1o avoid the same fate and hoping to be
protected by the Siamese from Haw Chinese looters, oflered to pay tribulc 0
Bangkok, whilc continuing to pay tribute to Annam and even to China. That did
not, however, stop the ‘yellow flags’ from ravaging thc East of the kingdom in
1875. The Siamese who were approached for help, managed to finish the work of
the Chincse pirates, helding to ransom and depopulating the country of Luang-
Prabang, where they installed a commissioner and a Siamese garrison. From
there, they made incursions into neighboring countries and even into Tonkin. As a
conscquence, Luang-Prabang had to undergo, in 1887, retaliations for the looting
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donc by the Siamesc in the Black River— -the Tonkinese set the city ablaze, with
little resistance, that had been abandoned by the Siamese without struggle. The
old Laotian king and hs unfortunate subjects at once fled up te Paklay in
pirogues, many of which sunk at the passage of the rapids.

It is patural, afier so many adventurcs, that the [Laotians have volunlarily accepted
the establishment of a French protectorate in their country. Morcover, our explor-
crs had alrcady obtained the sympathy of the population. The first of these men
wis the naturalist Mouhout (from 1858 unul 1861).

After Mouhout. Luang-Prabang was visited by the mission of Doudar de Lagrée
that lollowed the route of the Mekong (1866 until 1868). Finally. ycars later. Mr.
Pavie and his collaborators accomplished in these territories of E.aos the marvelous
wark of penctration, and as a resuolt of this in 1893, the protectorate was estab-
lished on the grounds of France’s right to claim the sccular suzerainty of Annam
over Laos. That wias not accomplished without meeting with strong resistance
from the Siamese, the incursions of which on the lell bank of the Mekong had
partly served as a goal 1o be able 1o atiribute the right of the first occupant. One
had to deploy French troops on the Mekong and at the same time stage a naval
demonstration in Bangkok.

The treaty of 1893, by giving us the left bank of the Mckong. had created a neutral
zone twenty-five kilometers wide on the right bank. The treaty of 1904 canceled this
£onc and gave us on the right bank two territories that | have already ciled above.

Of the old kingdoms of Laos, only [uang-Prabang is still left. Her king has
limited atiributions that he shares with the Senak or the council of notables.

i'rom the economic angle. Laos 1s not deveid of natural resources. Mr. Doumer
had called it the agricultural. forest and mine reserve of Indochina. On the Laotian
slopes of the Annamite chain, one finds. together with the gold about which [have
already talked. lead. tin and copper. [ron and coal are also found there. Agricul-
tural life 1s especially developed in the middle Mckong. towards Savanaket. where
there is a vast plain of nce paddy and cows and buffalo-rcaring. The forests of
Upper Laos contain precious wood and especially a lot of tcak. In Laos, we can
also find benzoin, cardamom, and lac. Finally, cotton is cultivaled. which. like in
Cambodia, is very good and very silky. bul the Jocal method of shelling 1s
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delective in both countries and the cotion, being imperfectly separated from the
shell. is almost impossible 1o use in the mills of Europe.

Thanks to the Khas whoe are employed as lumberjacks. the exploitation of teak,
which can be rather easily floated on the Mekong in the right scason. has been
started. It would be very bencficial if this business could be further developed
because the teak of Burma and Siam is becoming rare as a result of unplanned
exploitation and the teak of Java. that 1s now on otfer in the European markets
scems o be of a quality quite inferior to that of Indochina.

Unfortunately. apart from rice culture. livestock-rearing, cutting 1cak and dredg-
ing lor gold, the cxploitation of the resources of Laos is nil, due to lack of
workers. and especially transportation routes.

The Khas, who only work in the forests, have potential as coolies if onc could
succeed in taming their savagery. Regarding the Laotians, they do nol know
anything other than sailing pirogues. You should not count on employing them for
work because they are lazy to the extreme—centurics of oppression have killed al!
cnergics in thenl. Moreover, they have few needs and scldom dream about sav-
ings. Among them. there are po artisis. except for the builders of pirogues.
lLuckily, the Annamites quite easily settle in Laos. It is they who monupolize the
proflessions of carpenter. mason, and baker. The Europeans are even obliged o
rely on them for domesitic help.

The creation of communication routes is cvidently a question of money. One has
renounced linking 1.aos with Tonkin by a ralway line. However, the administra-
tion has studied two projects for railways up to Vientiane: one from Savanaket 1o
Quantn (Annamj}, the other from Compong-Tiam (Cambodia) to Savanakcet, go-
ing around the Kemmarat rapids by the right bank of the Mekong. This last line
would be less expensive than the first. Nevertheless. one estimates an expense
amounting to 25 million French francs.

A service between Vientiane and Luang-Prabang would only function for part of
the year—assuming that a public steam navigation scrvice is infact established.
Also. the administration plans the construction of a route into the interior that
would link Luang-Prabang with the navigable reach of the Middle-Mekong and
with the planned railway lines.
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All these communication lincs need to be established urgently. Our occupation
has provided Laos with a security that it has never known before. Now we are lIeft
with the obligation of drawing it out of its isolation and making it participate in
the economic development of other countrics of Indochina.

16 November 199

As soon as we approached Loang-Prabang. the valley widened. At the same lime
the landscape brightened up and the presence of man manifests itself. On the
hillsides. large spaces that have been denoded by fire, are used for upland nice
cultivation. We passcd pirogues decorated with flowers and with banncrs and
loaded with passcngers who sang and conversed gaily. Everyone went to Luang-
Prabang for the festivities. We armived there at 2 p.m. and our La Grandiére
moored at the fool of a stonc staircase. higher than (wenty meters which the
stream hides during high waters. but which is. loday, aimost completely in the
open.

I believe that all of the Europeans of Luang-Prabang awaited our landing. It was
the distraction of the day. They had calculated the hour of our armnival. in case the
rapids would let us pass, and 1o receive us. we saw but smiles ol welcome, hands
oftfered. words of grecting. They escorted us along an avenuce with trees bordering
the stream. then into a larger cross-strect. which seemed 10 me 1o be the main
street of Luang-Prabang. But what a strange street for a capital city! It's more like
a path through a park. bordered by flowcering Japanese lilac trees which veiled.
with their purple bunches, the rickety houses in bamboo and the wooden lemples
with their pointed roofs.

W first stopped in the garden, under some sort of kiosk. very cowfeur focale,
pompously called: European Club. An amiable specch by the commissioner of the
Government. Mr. Grand. champagne in our glasses and we celebrated the success
of our jouncy. Then. the French shared the burden of lodging all of us. We
followed Mr. Grand who had prepared a small apartment for us at the commis-
sariat. a large old wooden house in the middle of the avenue with the Japanese
lilac trees. It transpired that the wood-lice eat away at the joists of this house. that
the snakes make their nests in the beams of the ceiling but the structure was
hugged closely by a marvelous garden full of shade, scents, flapping wings and
bird-song. Two old Chinese statucs in granite, represcenting I do not know what
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blissfully happy spirits, stand guard at the foot of the errace that precedes the
reception hall of the connnissariat and under the golden sun of this Laotian
autuimn. the house seems 1o radiate cntirely with the optimistic peace of mind
transfixed in the smile of these Chinese maggots.

It will do us good to stop bere - . . Our servants brought. with great troubie, our
luggage since one could not count duning thosce days on the people of the land
offering any help whatsoever. All were resting. There were no mare coolies.
There were only people celebrating the festivities who walked about and sang.
draping brilliant cotton dresses over their shoulders. tckling the por sae who
burst out laughing. In short, the most miscrable Laotians of [Luang-Prabang
despised working today and cared hittle Tor [utile profits. What good is hard work!
It’s the celebration. The sky was without clouds and tonight. the songs. the games,
the smiling flirtations will 1ake place as a sacred ritual under the clearness of the
propitious moon—of the moon who is the true goddess of [Luang-Prabang be-
cause the ancient Tanitus of Egypt® scems to be revived here in a new cult of love
and grace, with the entire population as priests and priestesscs to serve il

[n spite of the mildness of the temperature. many voung boys had thrown brightly
coloured cotton covers over their heads and shoulders. The reason is that the cover
is tor a young man. for a pou bao as one says in Laotian, an elegant picce of
clothing. It he posscsses one. it replaces all the other garments for the upper pan
of the body. With a rainbow-colored cover and with artisiic taltoos he can hope to
CONquer many hearts.

From our first outing, our sympathies were with these happy locals who placed
themselves along the edges of the roads, and bowed 1o the ground 16 Freet us. at
the sume time respectful and cheertul. as our carriage passed by. We traveled in
the carniage of the commissioner—-a luxury that has amrived here how 1 know
nol—and Mr. Grand introducced us to the sights. This city. built up around a peak.
the Pou Si. on which therc is a thet. is still a flowering torest in which the houses
rescmble the nests ol birds—a forest only a little more denuded than the big virgin
forest that covers the nearby mountains.

Oh! What a delightful paradise ol a fur niente this country protects, by the ficree
harrier of the siream. against progress and ambitions for which it has no need!
Will Luang-Prabang be. in vur cenlury of exact sciences. of quick profiis. of
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victory by moncy, the refuge of the last dreamers. the last loved ones. the [ast
troubadours? It is in reality a love, a dream. g poctry of naive sensuality which
enfolds under the Toliage of this perfumed lorest. We perceived it Itom the [irst
evening.

After dinner. which reunited all the passengers of the La Grundiere, a kKha
orchestira could be heard in the yarden of the commissarict. We went to see these
khas, savages that are rather gentile it one docs not offend their customs. or their
superstitions, but, their appearance is rather ficree because of their long shaggy
hair- —almost their only picce of clothing—which covers them sometimes down o
the loins. The women wear a sivre, the dress of Laos. little shon vests protect their
breast and their hair which 1s braided close to the cars and held in place by a cap
fashioned out of rolled up cloth.

The orchestra was very primitive: 1t consisted ol bamboo sticks of dillerent
widths. cut in such a way that it sutfices hitting the ground with them 1o generate
sounds that are not very different from each other. At a vivid beat. one or lwo
couples danced rhythmically—a sensual. passionate, lusiful dance to the extremee.
The couples turned around. approached each other, separated. their amms ahove
their stern and savage faces, until the lasciviousness cxhausted the panting danc-
ers and musicians.

The khas distanced themseives . . . Bw there. in the obscurity, a strident cry
resounded, a cry that was swelled and modulated scemungly reuniting a thousand
cries from the North. the South, from all directions ar the same time. Moan.
lament. praver, it was the appeal of the pou yuo. the young girls. who invoked the
moon and its light- -accomplices of the games of love. And the pon bao, the
young men. guided by this cry 10 assemble. sped (o the Cowrs o Amair. cstab-
lished in the squares near the wats. where the young girls. arranged in a cirele.
awaited their lovers. The latter placed themselves in front of the girls. They veiled
themsclves with their cotten fabries and the poems developed on the lips of the
improvisers of the two sexes- —chants of tenderness, supplications and praise of
the amorous pos ban. cmphatic replics, biting refusals, vague promiscs. fine
coquetrics of 1he solicited porr sao. All around the spectators of this gracious duel
applauded the love chants, the tender poems. the skillful propositions. Thus the
hours passed in the pale light . . . The cry. averhanging over the city. very late
tonight. has disturbed our sleep.
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17 November 1909

The morning distraction in Luang-Prabang was a walk in the market that was
nstalled all along the avenue not far from the Club. The elegant ladics gathered
there, their breasts lightly veiled with the shawls of transparent silk in soft
colours, their hips tightly fasiened by a dress with large stripes that they attach
below the navel. They carry. suspended by a ribbon from their shoulders the small
baskel of lacquer ware bamboo, the kase. which is made for them by the monks of
the pagodas. How coquettish il is. this national basket! So fine. so light. so well
varnished that one would not dare 1o put fruits in it, nor Towers of lianas or
orchids. resembling frail and shiny insects which would mix later adora the soft
hatr, or form necklaces.

But. at the stalls of the small traders. squatting under large vmbrellas imported
from Lurope, several other products found a place next to the flowers. There was
poultry and picces of rare pork. There were fried grasshoppers on sticks and all
sorts of big insects which comprise the delicacies of Laotian gourmet. Then,
enormous [ishes from the Mekong, basketsfull of small, brown rice from the
mountains, mounds of salt, herbs, and as n all the markcts of Indochina. heaps of
arcca nuis. betel leaves and the pink. crushed lime which produces the inevitable
betel-chew inflicting on the natives that black mouth. so visually disagreeable.

In litlle barracks, cstablished in their homes. other merchanids displaved imported
products which the caravans, thal came from Siam or Burma, have poured out
over Luang-Prabang: cotton fabrics, blankets. picces of silk. shawls. cotton vel-
vil. haberdashery and stripes of tinsel. all the poor-guatity stufl that should seduce
these primitives. Alas! Almost all thesc things had English and German factory
labels and they were supplied by houses of these nationalities. established in
Bangkok. Very little French merchandise arrives here, be it by the dangerous route
ol the Mekong. or by the sparse convovs from Tonkin which follow the Black
River. then cross by the trail through North-East Laes. Aren’t there any faster and
less dangerous routes of transport to Tonkin and Aomam to compete with foreign
businesses and thercby make the people from Luang-Prabang surrender their
dependence on the Siamese caravans!

For the moment. we can only oppose an increase in the customs duties related to
this influx of forcign goods. That is for me the indirect cause of deception. I would
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less smiled [riendly, showing their blackened teeth behind lips bleeding with pink
lime. which the beiel gnaws at and deforms.

These nudes, so little prescrved by the rays of tropical sunshine called to mind the
phrasc that one attributes 10 an old resident of Laos. He was upsct because a
French woman lound the Laotian women too brown: “Under their sines, madam,
they are as white as you and me.” It is very well possible lor the skin of the old
colonial servants. but, the lady must have heen little (lattered to serve this com-
parison as well.

Even though six to cight Europcan woman have already visitcd Luang-Prabang
since the French occupation. I enjoyed great success as a object of good willed
curiosity among the Laotian women. voung and old. Sae Toug Di. Sao Bang. Sao
Thane. Sae Khay. all the sae surrounded me. They discrectly caressed my hands
and, my clothes. Laughs burst trom their lips and 1heir grace like voung cats
ncreased my regret at not being able to answer 1o their babbling and 1o their
compliments in their language.

The extreme liberty of morals that reign here make foreigners casily find the
hospitality that one ascribes to Scotland: one readily compares Luang-Prabang
with the fatherland of Rarahu, and refers to it as the Tahiti of Indochina. One must
take mte account though no W upset the spirits of the ancestors, but. since
libations and ritual gifis appease them. the young girls are scldom shy. We met
numerous widows who had certainly been consoled. Some have kept the most
notable name of one of their oecasional husbands. Here is. for example. Princess
X. which one names after a royal explorer who has honoured her, some years ago.
The pscudo-princess 1s not very young anymore, her charm has withered and 1
must admit that nothing august brings her 10 aticntion.”

This same hberty of morals permits the Europeans who Iive in Laos to set up real
local families. Il I belief the storics which 1 have heard some echocs of. this
custom is rather detrimental 10 some who. being unable to instill the habits and
1astes of the West in these local women, themselves become imperceptibly real
Laotians, lost for the role of civilizer which they could have filled. Others detach
themsclves and leave forcver their children when the necessities of their careers
oblige them to do so. What a pity to abandon them to these women who can only
make Laotians out of them!
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To remedy this state of affairs. it is obviously necessary that the young Frenchmen
ol Laos marry French women. But how miany of them would dare 1o ask a fiauce o
start a lamily in Laos! The younyg girls of France, less adventurous than the English
girls. would be scared of the life that awaits them here. And thus it is a great pity for
mworality in general. So much abuse of all kinds is caused by the influence that the
Laotian women exercise in the end over the European . . . owhich diminishes
considerably -one can conceive of it— the prestige of French authority.

In the market we met our wild people, the khas, of yesterday again. We also made
the acyuaintance of another variety of wild men. the Meos, of which the slanting
eves and locks of ted hair. for the men on the top of their heads. reminded us of
their Chinese ongins. Khas. Meos and Laotians of the plains filled the street.
bartered the products of the Tand with the Burmesc: tea. benzoin, rubber, and luc.
tor goods brought by the caravans. One could hardly get around. Then, suddenly.
the crowd stepped aside. dispersed. leaving a wide road cmply in the middle of
which only some sniveling habics were left to demand their mothers” aticntion by
crying loudly. This was hecause lrom the court yard ol the Royal Palace which
opcns smack in the middle of the market, the elephants of the king, in a group
guided by mahouts, arrived. They invaded the strect. swishing their trunks adong,
shaking their large ears. formidable animals on their cnormous limbs. There were
lirst the children of the mamas—elephants that advanced on mimble {imbs, cach
carrving a boy heaved upon their nccks. Then came the adult elephants. humorous
with irony in their little. lively eyes. The subjects of Sisavong are accustomed to
these strolls of domesticated elephants, which are as inoffensive as our cows in
France. They only preoccupy themselves with stacking away bunches of bananas
from the scarching trunks of the big animals that devour them and which they hift
up skillfully amidst the laughter of the people. Thus. the group strolled about.
making the ground shudder under their heavy feet. After them, the crowd close:d
in and soon onc saw them no more, except for the conductors of the clephants.
who, high up on the backs. swayed. rolled. reeled which cach step. thus domimat-
ing the cirele of onlookers . . .

In the aficrnoon. as a prelude to the festivities. there were pirogue races on the
Mekong. We passed through the same gateway 1n the royal quarters which the
elephants have crossed this moming. Then we followed the crowd which passed
betore the great cabin of the king and which then took its place in the clevated
stands built on the edge of the stream for the occasion. Places had been reserved
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for us in the otTicial stand which had been lined with coton fabric n lively colors.
We had barely arrived when King Sisavong. at the sharp and noise tones of an
urchestra. appeared. on a gilded throne carmicd by men. His guards escorted him:
these were the same soldiers that had saluted us in Tha Dua in costumes of Alpine
hunters. But, today they were in parade uniforms. Their whole attire was white,
includig the beret. so that they looked like kitehen boys. We were looking for the
spit which must be the weapon of these warnors ol the third Thursday in §.ent.

1> Majesty descended from the throne. He is a young man ol twenty-cight years.
smiling and kind. His face. a bat bloated. 1s very pale. his skin 1x almost white.
Initial signs of portliness do nol detract from his natural dignity. He was dressed in
i deep green sampor and @ damask jacket, embroidered with heavy gold ara-
besques. Servants relicved him of his elongated tiara and, after the prescntations.
he sat at the edge of the stand and offered me a chair to his right. One had told me:
“In any case. always take a place on the same row as the king: to seat oneself in
front of someonc. in the code of Laotian ctiquette, is W accept l[or onesclf
infenority and servitude.” 1 had not followed this advice: the mendly, liule king is
oo familiar with our customs to attach any signilicance to this Laotian custom
when in the presence of Frenchmen.

Sisavong was, in eflect, Tor some time. a Parisian 1n Paris. Although he was the
son of the old Sacharine. the preceding sovercign of Luang-Prabang. it didn’t look
like the order of succeession to the throne would ever allow him to ascend it, and
instead of giving him a completely Laotian education. he was sent, on two
occasions, o attend as a student, courses at the Colonial School in Paris, There are
had mouths who pretend to know that on several occasions, in the company of
tun-loving colomal officials. he savoured and appreciated the distractions ol the
Quartier Latin, without being bothered by any protocol. Then, the passing away of
his parents had called upon him to succeed Sacharine. Finished were the joys of
being a student! He retorned 1o Luang-Prabang. made the obligatory retreat as a
monk in the monastery that we now sce on the right side of the stream, in the
hollow of the mountn. married first three or four women. then some more this
vear and. has become a real Laotian again and a very wonhy sovereign oo of his
lide country.

That this »ojourn 1n IFrance has not left him skeptical about his rights. his duties
and the importance of his role. 1 would not swear o when 1 see the mocking good-
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natured smirk which marks his lips. But what docs 1t matier! It his role, a bit
luded. is in effect that ol a bone idle king, he is no less the guardian of traditions
which it would be a pity 1o see disappear. The French Government provides him
with an allowance ol some forty thousand franc: there are elephamts, women. He
is happy. without the worry aboul a revolution or an anarchist bomb by which his
‘cousins” in Europe are threatened. He told me nevertheless, in very pure French.
that he often regrets having left Paris.

On this theme, the conversalion continucd between us. in front of the grand.
distracted dignitaries who did not understand our language. There was the second.
third. fourth king . . . How mamy kings! The last two were but insigmficant
governors of provinces. But the second king. a small Laotian of a ripe age, with an
cnergetic and intelligent disposition—although he has never left Indochina and
speaks only his mother-tongue—has been able to play an important part in the
governing of the country and 1% very much interested in things European. Morco-
ver. he draws with taste and promised us to sketch an itinerary for the route
between Paklay and Ustaradit which he has traveled several times. Then. he
installed himself in the back of the stand and began a game of chess which was not
even interrupted by the feats of the rowers.

Divided into tecams ol twenty to thirty rowers, they sailed at lull speed on
long pirvgues charged to the upper edge. From time to time. a boat capsized.
the hull overturmed completely. Under the ironic cheering of the spectators.
the varsmen. after a dive. retumed to the surface. straighiened the pirogue
and continued the race without further mishaps. The people of Luang-Prabang
arc. 1n effect. the most agile conductors of the pirogucs on the Mckong. A
teamn, distinctively clad in red shawls, was the special team of the king. [ was
assured that it had obtained the fiest prize. [ congratulated the king. without
being able to say whether justice alone had designated the rewards, because.
much more than the races. the decor and the strangencss of the persons that
surround me captured my interest. (M special interest was the prolound
respect His Majesty had for a very old monk. bent and wrinkled. bony and
morose. He intrigued me very much. However. 1 1threw only furtive glances in
his direction for lear of causing him distress because the monks must avoid
eye contact and the company of women. Ie was 1the grand priest of the place.
the pope of all the monks in the kingdom., the one thatl consecraied the king
himself.
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a bun. set with gold chains, well balanced on top of her head. as 15 the custom
for children. A sine and drapery of the sane brocade as her royal brother
adorned her to the neck. her wrists and her frail ankles were crushed under.
murdered by the weight of the gold jewelry. so heavy that the poor girl evoked
pity. She had not forgotten to adorn her ears with strange ornaments, resem-
bling small children’s trumpets. which pierce the lobes of all female cars here
and elongate theni. deforming them in a deplorable manner. We intimidated
her greatly, but. conscicntious of her dignity, she dared not show it this hiule
wild bird, though her hand trembled in mine.

The people moved behind our railing around the musicians that squatted in front
of their instruments. they are bizarre instruments of the Laotian orchestra. Some
arc composed of long picces of wood in the form of a boat. covered with keys
which one hits with a small mallet; others arc in a circutar form. In the middle of
this strange kev-board the artist hits with his hammer in all directions, even
behind him. with an amusing speed. This produces a sharp and dry. Kitsch music,
which sounds rather like an old cracked harpsichord. How much more pleasurable
are the plaintiff sounds of the Khéne which we heard in Ban Huai Kina! But, as it
is, this orchestra blends well with the gaicty of the people in the festivities, with
the laughing of women. with the crics of the children, with the popular chants
which. leaving one person’s lips, are picked up by many in chorus —always
passionate and. il scems. realistic wo.

Then. the last pirogue had disappcared. The king. followed by his entourage,
stood up, and lefi the platform to approach the throne. Instantly. in the flicker of
an eye. the swarming people, just a moment ago so busy. stuck their noses into the
sand to honour the sovereign to which a crawling guard had presented the
sparkling, pointed tiara. Sisaveng stepped on the throne. He really is most com-
poscd. but he throws us the same ironic smile which we had noticed when he
arrived . _ . .

The carriage of Mr. Grand brought me to the commissariar where the civil
servants of Luang-Prabang were invited to have dinner with us. They amived
successively: the inspector of the militia. the receiver of the postal department. the
employee of customs. the assistants of the civil service. attached to Mr. Grand,
and even a woman, the wite of an official. But she was not an European, she was a
small Annamiic woman, marricd in the presence of the mayor and the priest
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voung Iricnds. the sisters in talle dresses that ene accompanied to parties . . . They
felt less Tar away trom all that ths evening. and less abandoned in this strange
country where nostalgia sometimes awaits thenm.

18 November 199

Kaé came every moning to take iy orders. Today he amived in such a state of
drunkenness that I had to throw him out the door. An hour lawer. he returned.
sobered up and not toe ashamed of himself. To the few remarks [ made him, he
answered by accusing the Laotians: “They are savages.” he told me contemptu-
ously . . _ all might. singing. shouting and drinking™— And have you behaved
like them™—"Yes.” he admitted sincerely. “You, madam. you were dancing very
well last night: T did like madam?”

I was disarmed. He had 10 pass the night beside a jug full of nce liquor with his
happy dninking companions. passing around the hollow bamboo which. in the
fashion ol our straws. serves W suck out the strong liquor. But to supplement the
imperfect services of Kaé, Mr. Grand gave me a little servam from his own house.
His name was Bak Soui. He wis a boy of some fifteen years of age. proud of his
pink sampot. supple and graceful as a young girl. Through his care. my room was
always full of flowers and all day long he floated around noiselessly in my
shadow,

In Buddhist countrics. there arc numerous locations where legend has i1 that the
Buddha has left his footprint. Luang-Prabang is no exception 1o this tradition and,
there is. in the middle of the city. on a buttress of the Pou Si, a cavity which has
more or less the form ol a giant foot. to which the Laotians offer their devotion.
W will not fail 1o make this pilgrimage.

Taday we are 1o see the piant footprint of the Buddha by following some prattling
women. The road climbed behind the stadls of the market and crossed a monastery
with a rather ruined 1emple. But how charming were the Intle houses ol the monks
with their enclosures boasting hibiscus and pomegranate trees. Draped in their
canary-yellow robes from which emerged their completely shaven heads, the
monks and the litde novices were squatling. their eyes vacant. on the verandahs.
frumed with supply hanas. What were they contemplating in this complete fur
niente. set free from the worrics ol having to cam a living? Al the call of the gong.
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the locals provided them with their lood or the monks walked around to collect
their meals in the houses. bringing. instcad of the small wooden bowl, a bronze
cooking pot which is like a standard attribute from which they never separate
themsclves. The Buddhist precepts subject the monks to a severe discipline which
regulates all their acts and which seems sometimes 1o derive more from roles of
polileness than from religious prescriptions. However, one reproaches the monks
of Laos for casily neglecting these laws and, even in this country of light morals,
oficn causing scandal by doing so. il one can belicve gossip. Nevertheless. their
quict quarters arc far from making onc drcam of the orgiastic monastery of
Théleme!™ In the days of nonchalance. of laziness. of disgust for the useless effort.
one would aspire o live like this without thoughts. without wants, almost without
moving. in these silent hittle houses in this flowery garden.

At the exit of the monastery. the ascent became stceper 50 much so that we have to
haul oursclves up with the help of our arms. Alier half an hour of effons. which
even the beliel in God did not sanctify. we reached the top.

Between the shrubs there was a small rained thar and the famous imprint—a big
hole protected by masonry, around which the por sae squatied immediately upon
arrival. What are they doing. so serious. their heads and arms outstretched before
them? They meticulously glued. as offerings. minuscule leaves of gold, in this
miraculous pit. as they glued them on the statues of Buddha o render this God
propitious to their wishes. The sunlight hit a comer of this cavity, it made the
precious metal shine and it seemed to light up the entrance 1o the cave with the
treasures of Ali-Baba.

The buttress where we are now. dominates the plain of Luang-Prabang. which is
the confluence of three valleys the rivers of which mix their water herc with those
of the Mckong. Beyond this plain, limiting the view to the North, the mountains
once again stack their hilltops of dark greenery. enclosing other narrow valleys of
which [ will unfortunately never know the wild beauty.

During the descent, we rolled. if [ may say so. from the top of a hill down 0 a
street in Luang-Prabang, via a quarter which connects with the front side of the
Wal Xieng Thong. onc of the most important pagodas of the city. They have
nothing greatly interesting to offer. these pagodas. especially if one has scen the
ruins of those in Vicntiane. Very lew sculptures. very lew omaments. recoiled
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rools, thats in the middle of courtyards. small houses. monks. We entered cvery-
where, 1o see a caravan of Burmese who are camping here. The pagodas. in cflecl.
offer asylum o foreigners, to travelers. as in the “Zaonias” in Arab countrics. They
repluce hotels. The merchants display their products and slecp. once the might
comes., with a ball of cloth under their heads, all under the indulgent cyes of the
Buddhas. Nothing among this trash would imerest Furopeans. We should have
mut these Burmese when they were on theic way to Bangkok. loaded wath their
clephiant tusks. furs. and arms from Burma. Now that they are on their way back Lo
their country. they carry nothing but cotton fabrics from Europe that they have
bought in Lower Siam.

Suddenly. a merchant, lying against a wall made a sign to us (o approach. With a
lot of intrgue, mistrustfully glancing 1o the side. he uncovered his torso and
showed us. introduced under the skin of his arm as a colton wad. a raw ruby ol
Siam. big like a pea. He offered to sell it o us bu, since the conditions of the sale
do not suit us, he placed the ruby immediately back into its hiding place which
veils it [rom the avarice of thicves during long trips . . . .

W have expressed to the king our desire to be acquarnted with the queen-mother.
She is to receive us this aftemoon. Ilere we are in the court-yard that we have
already crossed yesterday. and in front of the roval residence. It's a great Laotian
house. divided up by mats of a blinding whileness. at the deor of which the king
wails for us. Three royal interpreters are also there, because the queen dues not
speak French. But. they will not be needed: Sisavong himsell wants to interprel.

The queen is a specimen of these old. ape-like women who we have seen so many
of in the streets: wrinkles, bones, black uncven teeth in a deformed mouth and a
crew-cut of hard. gray hair combed on the head. She is a bit more dressed up than
her subjects. her skin is of a clearer yellow, maybe a sign of anistocracy, or the
result of long stays in the darkness of the gynceceum. She has nevertheless made
the journcy by clephant to Bangkok on three occasions when the King of Luang-
Prabang went to pay tribule to the king of Siam. She also is very imerested in our
luture journey and becomes enthusiastic when she speaks in praise of the beauty
of Bangkok. of which she holds a lively memory.

The kings of Laos have forgotten the road to Siam. We do not meet with
princesses loaded with jewelry and dressed in silk in the forest as they went, in
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curivsity. to the renowned city with a brilliant ¢scort carrying the tribute. The old
queen, whose glory has perished. languished in a sedentary way between the king
whu is not even her son and the litthe princess that we saw yesterday and of whom
she is also not the mother. She came to salule us Lo, this beautitul. little princess
of yesterday. always serious and dignified. The queen-mother 1s very interested in
her and complains because a beautiful elephant which was part of the dowry of
the child. had just died. It's a loss of several thousand francs. a very great loss
aiven the total dowry. I1Cs all that we see of the women ol the court. Sisavong has
not ¢clected a queen vel. His present wives are only concubines of which it is
unbecoming 1o discuss.

In the end. we have seen of the royal residence only the throne room. a long rather
cold room. sparsely furmished with armchairs in Chinese style. On the other side
of the court. the palace in stone. oltered to Sisavong by France. is slowly being
buil. There is no doubt that it will be more comfortable than this straw hut.
although much less amusing for European eyes. At least. it will accommodate the
royal family in a sheltered place against the fires, started by maulevolence or by
carelessness. that often devour the city. Only three years ago, a whole quarter
weni up in flames without the cause being known. And what an impressive
spectacle these fires in Indochinese countries make. when bamboo crackles, and
explodes like rifle salvos in the midst of the clear infermo!

Alfter leaving the royal enclosure, the carriage of the commissariut led us, along
rough roads to the Na Luang, an indigenous farm, somc kilometers trom the
capital. [t was for us. an opportunity 10 sce the surroundings. All along the road.
domesticated elephants. in the pastueres. crushed with their big bodies the hibiscus
hedges 0 make way for us. We crossed a corner of this tropical Torest. with its
dense vegetation, which s the best thing about Laos and onc of its riches, There
then was the farm, in a forest clearing with ine and thick herbs. A stream, over
which there are rustic bridges, runs in the middle of this immense grassland.
Some small horses trotted about frecly. Local gardeners were (aking water from
wells which Jeant back against the stone houses. Transplanted into 1.aos_ s the
setting for a romance m Jean-Jacques™ style’

To complete this journey. already well-filled, alter dinner, we attended a theater

play at the resaidence of the sccond king. On the stage, the actors with their
frightful or grotesque masks. thrashed about. spurred to brilliance by the bursts of
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laughter of the locals who were packed in the courtyard. Pou bao. their heads
hidden by their covers., por sao. jabbering and lively, exchanged their impres-
sions, giggling with laughter at the funny words, while the babies fell asleep on
their mothers™ shoulders. like in our popular plays. An orchestra and gongs
scanned the dialogue. Chinese lanterns lit up the scene and formed garlands

around the courtvard.

It is not necessary to understand Laotian to follow the play. From the movenents
of the characiers. one immediately understands that love takes a prominent role in
this play. It concems. W take away any doubt. savage Othellos. Bartholos held vp
to rndicule, lovers or conquerors paralyzed by lear. passionate adventurers which
are the same in all the countries in the world. We grow weary of the spectacle
much carlier than the actors who will. all night. untangle the complicated imbro-
elio of their comedy in [ront of the ever attentive spectators.

And cverywhere nings out. this night again. the meowing of young lovers in the
moon . .

19 November 149

Today. is the great day of festivities. From 8 a.m.. in the teeming avenue, o niany-
hued crowd spreads out and waits patiently for the passage of the king. who.
together with an imposing retinue. must lcave his palace this moming and proceed
to the square of the That Luong. This is because there is also a That Luong in
[.uang-Prabang. with a pagoda in which the king and the princely dignitaries will
exercise their devotions for the festivitics of the Laotian New Year. It is a less
imposing thar than the one of Vientiane, but. better preserved. on the top of a
small hill which one climbs by a large stone staircasc. At the foot of the staircase
ia a squarc. a vast. open termaim around which they have constructed light. linle
houses tor the festivities. They will provide shelter W the King and the princes for
two days. The people will sleep in the open, imagining that they are sleeping in
the middle of the attractions that the night has in store: theater, dance. lire-works.
elc.

Contact with this likable crowd is a real pleasure. Not one false note. not one

groan. Everyvone amiles. including a group of prisoncrs who take a stroll while
they chat with their guardians. trailing—as the only sign of their imprisonment:
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a heavy chain attached to their ankles. By gesturing. [ signal to onc of them my
astonishment that onc can in this country of liberty. commit a crime thal merits
such a punishment. This good-natured prisoncr stops me in the middle of the road
to tell me a long story under the amused c¢yes of the onlookers. Does he request
protection [rom me? 1 do not understand anything of it and tired of trving. he
continues his walk looking at me with a big smile.

Suddenly the doors of the roval residence are fully opened. Here is the retinue that
procecds unto the straight avenue. among the trees and the flowers while the
stundards in lively colors flap in the wind. First the elephants advance. mounied
by their mahouts and carrying two chairs, lacquered in red. gold, and fringed with
wide trimmings. which face each other under a large hood in silk. Then come the
roval guards. in good order. in the same costumes of white kitchen-boys which we
saw the day before yesterday. and the grand-officers of the court. the guardians of
the precious trinkets of which a king ol Laos never scparates: teapot. betel box.
and a solid golden spitoon.

Finally. dominating his prostrated subjects. Sisavong himself. serious and with
dignity under his very high. pointed, tiara brightly shining with gold gilt, the king
of the country *of thousands of elephants and of the white parasol” appears seated
on his throne carried by eight servants. Two enormous parasols of white silk, 1he
insigmia of his supreme power. clevated at the end of very long shatls, shelter His
Mayjesty. Then banner-carricrs and others who balance large painted lans, woven
in the form of peacock teathers and of leaves of the coconut trec. throng around
the throne.

To isolate the retinue from the crowd. there are two rows of lictors that carry on
their shoulders a Jarge saber. with the hilt in the air. From time 1o time, strange
persons scemingly glued w droms shaped like bolsters. beat the ends of their
instruments with wooden drumsticks. Their clothes are red and green and they
wear little skull caps in these two colors. cut into pointed weeth all around their
heads. With their drom-sticks and their funny hats they remind me of the coun-
jesters of our old Kings.

On less clevated and less brilliant thrones, the second. third and fourth kings are

carried. They also have parasols but i colored silk. Their sons. their protégés and
their servants escort them. Alfter the second king. on a cart pulled by hand. follow
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two nice girls, draped and turbaned with gold and silk. Royal princes and high
dignitarics, wearing large ribbons around their necks and their hair cot in the
lashion of King Yvetot—what a bizarre fashion!—close the procession scated on
horses.” They precede two horses whose backs are charged with gold and purple
covers and with velver saddles. Respectful ostlers lead these precious mounts by
the bridle. while they are lanned with peacock feathers and upon thewr passing by
the front rows of people bow deeper. 1-or whom are these reserved? For no-one

.. All Laotians know that these sparkling saddies have already been mounted by
invisible spirits that have pantaken in the ceremonices.

The procession Lists tor an hour, very slow, very dignificd. without the shightest
carmnivalesque. in spite of the delight that lies in the eyes. that resounds in the
hy¥mns the bursting lorth of which dominates the noise of the drums and the
gongs. No. this s not a masquerade. 1t is the eelebration of the sun, of gajety, of
pazan ¢lation where every actor has the duty o exervise his vocation and 1o
contribute to the sparkling richness of the whole procession.

Behind the holy horses. the crowd breaks the lines of the two-colored “count-
festers” and gets underway (o the square. Seon the immense square is filled wih
people. To the 200.000 inbabitants of Luang-Prabang are added the villagers that
have come for the festivities. Young people have prepared rockets ol lirewaorks in
the villages. i.c.. sculpted. armed heams in bumboo of {illeen meters in length.
carrying in the interior a tube that shoots forward. also in bambow. This cumber-
some equipment is foreed through. with some difficulty 10 the That Euong where
it will be installed for the night celebration.

Afer lunch, we proceed to the celebrations. Tumblers and comedians are already
preseating their acts in the open-air theaters. In the midst of the local people. the
Annamile wife of the civil servant. whose aequaintance [ made the day belore
yesterday, is walking her brood of yellow complexioned babies by order ol height.
holding cach other by the hand. all dressed up like French sailors. Cakes and sirange
Itics sizzle on the portable stoves. Upon the amival of the retinue. Sisavong retired
toaroom in his hut 1o shed his heavy roval omaments and w rest for a lew momenis.
He returned to the overhang. on which the white parasols have been stuck. ai 2 p.m.

With the commissioner. we went o salute the king whom we were surprised to
tind mulching his betel —being a pood Laotian. At our approach. he guickly spat n
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in 4 high pot. quite the same as an umbrella-stand and I concluded from this that
the spittoon in gold was but an omament on the shelt. Then Sisavong, having
become a Westerner again, offered us arm-chairs next to his and invited us o
walch the fights between Khas that were to begin shortly in front of the royal
residence.

Wusts covered by a picee of wool, their long hair falling in strings over their
strained laces. the savages clasp cach other by the arms. We hear their legs. the
muscles of which bulge under their skins, crack. Their ankles scck to top those of
the opponents which would place them at their mercy and, if one of the fighters
tires, he rolls unto the hard ground. He does not admit his infcriority. shouting
abuses al the winner, o provoke him again.

This spectacle excites the Laotians. In the straw huts of the second and the third
king. the high dignitaries bow over. very inlerested. Arvund the fighters, the
soldiers and the common people squat around in a circle. Others, in order to tower
over the spectacle. have taken a seat on the grassy knolls which cnclose the
square. They have even invaded the staircases of the That [.uong and from this
crowd a great clamor arises, applauding the winner and exciting the losex

When the strength of the fighters is exhausted. while the women sponge the sweat
from their foreheads and tend to their wounds, lurge woven baskets are brought
the king. full ol areca nuts skillfully filled with a picee of silver. in an act of
largesse Lo the people. The gallant monarch holds the baskcet for me and invites me
te be his replacenient in this royal obligation. By fistfuls, I swing the little. green
halls over their heads. They flaten noses and blacken eyces. A hundred avid hands
arc stretched out 1o receive them before they touch the ground. From the amusing
crowd hurrahs. cries of gratitude or appeals ascend: the crowd undulates n large
bustles on this immense square. Naturally. 1 have soon no more nuts while the
subjects of Sisavong remain unsatiated.

Night has come. The moon which rises behind the Thal Lueng and behind 1he
paper fanterns which surround the square, only imperfectly lights the agitated
crowd. We hear it without sceing it. We guess it is cven more densely populaed
near the royal residence where the dance of the Pou Gnieu Gnia Gnieu. to which
the orchestra plays a prelude, will take place. The Pou Gnicu Gma Gnieu.
according 1o legend, are the ancestors of the Laotians. Their ghosts advance now,
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bizarre monsters. covered with long tawny hairs that hide the lower members.
They shake enormous heads and open their immense mouths in a grimace ¢xpos-
ing their big teeth. The actors. rigged with cardboard carcasses. proceed with slow
steps. shake their hairy members, turn rhythmically, spectacularly lit by a circle of
hazy torches. It is like the evocation of some mythological hell.

This dance is followed by the dance of the lamps: the gracious after the grotesque.
The dancers roll light cloths around themselves. They strain and relax their supple
bodies. They juggle with their it lanterns which they send flying and the alternat-
ing light and dark shadows add mystery to the charm. The musicians beat ever
faster with their liude hammers on the big mstruments with the shrill sounds and
the dancers turn about without noticeable fatigue until the lirst rockets go off and,
falling around the That Luong. divert everyone’s attention. Then a long clamor
rises from the crowd and all proceed to the site of the fireworks.

[ater. the theaters attract the locals. We are invited to a special play. The young
French of Tuang-Prabang have installed a small shadow-play theather in the
verandih of the royal residence. They enthrall us with a variety local show: Do not
hit vourself. in which they have put innocent jests. all their gaicty and the purest
French spirit.

Finally. around midnight. the king, retlecting the constraints imposed on him by
our presence, oflers all of us a grand dinner of Laotian dishes allernating with
Erench. The table is prepared under our very cyes. The table set was well looked
alter. Even the richiest Laotians, who do not have the well ordered menus of the
Chinese and the Annamites have never seen i1. They also do not use the chop-
sticks of these other two peoples but cat with a China-cup style spoon with a long
hilt. made of porcelain or carthenwire. Sisavong has bowed 1o our customs; we
have good, solid silverware and we drink out of superb crystal. especially manu-
factured for the king of Luang-Prabang in Baccarat.

We are list served Laotian caviar made with the epps of the pla buek—an
enormously big fish, the catching of which is only permitted during three days
each year for fear of depopulating the Mckong of this succulent species. This
catch which takes place in April under the surveillance of dignitaries. designated
by the king. torebodes a great celebration—besides. all episodes of Laotan life
arc underlined by more or less important festivities. Then we cat a “timbede a la
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celebrations continue uatil the glimmer of daybreak to cnd in an orgy. under the
protection ol the fading moon.

20 November 19

Last day in Luang-Prabang. [ would have liked to utilize the moming 0 make a
pilgrimage o the 1omb of the explorer Mouhout. some kilometers from the city.
and whom the inhabitants of Luang-Prabang still remember with emotion. In
troubled times (1859, the date of the conquest ol Cochinchinal. he departed from
Bangkok across the forest to reach the Mckong in Paksc. the bank of which he
followed unti! Luang-Prabang -a place no other Furopean had yet visited. His
notes, collected by a faithful boy, ell—and with what a modesty!  about the
boundless energy of this hero of scicnce who went into the advenwure without
concern for fever or tor feroctous animals, classifying plants. collecting interest-
ing nsects, only accompanied by some Siamese with whom he shared meals of
rice and dried fish. Approaching the end of his journey. he was exhausted by his
hardships. undermined by illness and died in a small village on the edge of the
Nam Kon. a tributary of the Mekong. Today France reverently maintains his tomb.

Unfortunately, it is impossible today to obtain the men and the horses necessary
for this cxcursion. All the Laotians are exhausted by last night’s eclebration. Shall
1 add what is said in a low voice? The long evening, to which we have obliged the
king. has held him back from fulfilling his religious duties this moming. A
daybreak he was to go to the That Luong to recite prayers. to carry out rituals.
However, Sisavong has remained aslecp in his hut!

By 2 p.m.. the laotians scem to recover from their numbness. They spread out
again in the streets. A greal agitation reigns in the square where the retinue
prepares for the return of the king. The mahouts run after their escaped elephants
which arc harnessed. The soldiers and the lictors move the crowd oul of the way.
The vassals and the servanis of each King assemble in front of the respective straw
huts of their sovereigns. Thrones and banners arc assembled. For onc hour. the
vivid colors of the uniforms. of the flags, of the lictors merge into cach other in a
picturcsgue chaos. Then, the recomposed retinue follows the road returning by the
same route between two hedges of prostrated subjects on all fours who stant
singing one after the other the popular songs of the kingdom. with extraordinary
power in therr lungs.









Luang-Prabang

straightforwardness contrasts with the duplicity and the cruel instincts that one
reproaches other peoples in the Far East lor!

The commotion even invades the house of the commissioner where we spend this
last evening. pampered unti! the end by the delicate attentions of our pleasant
host. Al midnight. again mingling in the jubilant crowd. we rejoin the cabin of our
boat after lidding larewell 10 our lmends of five days. because the La Grandiére
must get started in the early moming.

-Adicu [uang-Prabang! Good-bye Muong Luong.” as the Laotians say. You have
intoxicaled us with your easy life. with your voluptuous nonchalance, hittle
Capoue aslecp between the great stream which guards you and the mountains
which extend the odorous shadows of their green dress over you! Good-bye to this
awakencd dream, 1o this living tale of fairy queens of which we abandon the
magic charm with regret!

21 November 199

[L 1= impossibie to leave at the chosen hour, but. this time the delay 1s not due o our
boys. The Anpamite baker of Luang-Prabang who has no doubt panicipated in the
celebration like the Laotians. has fallen short of his promise 10 supply us with bread
for a few days. After several attempts, we succeed only in taking flour with us. Ba
will have to improvise as a baker from the first day of the trip through the forest.

We leave the landing at 6 a.m. when the light of the moming already descends
from the mountains. sprinkling on the sleeping city a dusty haze of azure and
gold. Very tast. the landscape transforms itsell. Luang-Prabang disappears after a
bend and we are launched on the rapid descend of the Mekong. Iy again the
savipe decorum of the mountains in which the stream is hemmed by steep banks.
During the passage. we recognize tocks which we have alrcady met with during
the ascem, the loops where we have made calls, but, all this flows before our eves
like the scenes from a cinematograph. Especially in the rapids. we are not only
taken by the current but. also by the own speed of the boat which Captain Mélan
navigates at full stcam to conserve as far as possible the freedom to maneuver in
the current. We have the seosation of a descent in a slide, with emotional jolts
because the boat leans sideways in a bend of the route or hesitates at the entrance
of a channe!{ in a sudden change of specd. Dizziness lics in store for me. I closc my
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eves ... - And the engine accompanics, with a mute droning. the growling of a
wmuluous stream whose foam inundates vur front. The daring maneuver in
which one defies danger every instant. wherein one distracted move of the mdder
is enough 1o throw us in the abyss!

Precisely now. in a turming of the Keng Sanioc. the boat suddenly no longer obeys
the rudder: it shoots like an arrow wwards one of the high sharp ridged rocks
which clutters the stream. [Es the end of everything. the grinding o pieces in five.
four three seconds! We fight the anguish! _ . . . The doctor. seated on one of the
sniztll make-up tables in the front, has not changed his attitude, caressing his beard
involuntarily - . - . [ for myself, feel mysell turn pale.

During those seconds which were possibly the last of my life. the minule details
of the scene. the sctting in which it takes place fill my eves with an uttimaie
vision, impress themselves, unforgettable, in my brain. and then . . C .and then.
Captain Mélan stops us two centimeters from the rock. having been able 1o throw
the engine in reverse even il it means that we are moving to a swallow hole of the
rapid. Then the boat which is sull not under control inclines, tumns in the whirlpool
that crushes under us: a danger removed. woe fall into another . _ . _ At last our good
La Grandiere straightens itself. the swallow hollow renounces its prey, the filled
depression mends itself further down. I'm retumed to calmness again. (o hope. to
life! Life! Iy 10 Captain Mélan that we owe it. to his encrgy. w his cold-
bloodedness . . . . But he has lost his smile and he is pale from the heavy burden of
responsibility. At 4 p.m. we are in Paklay. having made in ten hours the descend
which would have taken two days and a hall in the ascend.

It’s trom here that we will leave the route ol the Mckong tomorrow to undertake.
by horse. the crossing of the forest, the 230 kilometers which separate us from the
Mcnam. The village chief promised us three horses with local saddles: two will be
ours. the other will be used alternatingly by Ba and by the cook. He will also
obtain for us three packsaddle horses, equipped with the packsaddles resembling
thosc of the European mules. that will carry our cases with supplies and our
bivouac gear. reduced to a Picot bed and a Cambodian mattress— because not
fearing rain in this season we leave withoul tents. But, as one cannot charge each
of these small horses with more than forty-five kilograms. three packsaddle
horses will not be sufficient and we are obliged 10 take two coolies with us which,
untortunztely. will very much slow down the pace ol the convoy.
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Our negotiations for the organization of this convoy having been accomplished.
we return ghoard 1o take a last dinner and spend somie hours in the company of our
kind comrades who have saved us [rom all worries. all the material concerns of
the journcy. They were considerate to our desires, and went out of their way lor
our convenicnee. Now, we will have to look after ourselves in an unknown
country, in a hostile forest where no-one will wait for us to make a stop-over,
where we do not even recognize which are the stop-overs., left to the mercy ol a
local guide. the language of which. is alien to us.

[ have already become a victim to this solitude. I lelt disoriented when 1 ventured
alone. in the shadows of Paklay, to lind a Chinese shop that could sell us some
cotfee which the merchants in Luang-Prabang did not have. [ found the shop afier
some difficulty. on the other side of a light bridge across a river. and when [ asked
for cofiee. the Chinese did not understand me, for want of not having Kaé or Ba
accompany me. [ thoroughly searched myself in their straw hut, shilting a pile of
Laotian covers. scaltering a cup of areca nuts. stock listing boxes smelling {from
wicks souked in coconut oil, but I did not find coffec. 1 buy teca and a box of sugar:
we do without colfee, just like without so many other things.

At night. I return gquickly to the river bank. Our bapgage hax been transported intwo
1he litte house of the administrator where we will sleep tonight to better facilitare
our departure tomorrow moming and also so as not w hinder the carly morning
depanure of the Lo Grandiére. A sadness surmounds these last momems together
and hovers over the meal in spite of the attempts at gaiety which sound false. The
sadness remains with us until we reach our shelter where our co-passengers leave

Uxs.

We are alone now, in the small house of the proprietor who has stayed back in
Luang-Prabang. Our cases arc stacked in a comer of the otfice. A wax candle
dimly lights the nice big bed, with white blankets in which. without doubt. we will
sleep little. due to worries related to our departure and also because of the heavy
perfume of flowering lianas which cling (o the shutters that are open to the forest.

While [ re-read my journcy notes. the sad news arrives that on 15 July 1910. the
unlucky fa Grandiére. descending again from Luang-Prabang to Paklay, met with
the fate which it had so providentially escaped during the time we were her
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passcngers in the same arca. The conditions were about the same as those that [
have just described. but. the outcome tragic rather than emotional. The La Grandiére
has sunk with aboard General de Beylié, the commander of the troops in
Cochinchina. and doctor Rouffiandis. the chief of the public health services n
Laos aboard the boat. Both of them have died in the catastrophe in addition w two
local sailors.

The accident took place in the rapid of Keng Don Soum, not tar from Tha Dua. At
the moment of the passage the rapid was blocked by an enormously big tree. and
avonding the obstacle, the captain who was then Mr. Magnuci. directed his boat
inte the oo narrow passage still left by the tree. Unfortunately, the Lo Grandiere
did not obey the rudder {we remember that this had alrcady happened during our
journcy in the Keng Sanioc rapids) and the strength of the current flung it on the
rocks. The captain reversed the cngine o free the boat, bul. the vessel. being too
low in the water was engulfed by a whirlpool seven meters wide. according 1o a
elegram from captain Mignucci. Gripped by the back she sunk in twenty seconds.
General Beylié and the docter were in the front cabin. and did not have ume to
leave it. In vain one of the locals. huisted on the spar deck. attempted to grab the
general by the hand to pull him up. It was too late! The boat went straight down 1o
a depth of cighty meters and. underwater. the explosion of the boiler completed
the task of causing death. Debris from the bou could be found as lur as Vientiane.
300 kilometers downsiream. The captain, the mechanic. a corporal who accompa-
nied the general and the other locals jumped or were thrown into the water and
reached with great wouble a neighboring rock. The Massic. a launch of the
Messugeries Fluviales that made a smdy trip in the rapids of the Upper Mckong.
was coming down in the wake of the La Grendiere. It waiched the disaster
powerlessly. Arriving at the dangerous passage. the mast ol its cabin was tom ofl
by the branches of the tree and the hut was completely swept away. However, it
passed through and could pick up the drowning people 10 convey this terrible
news 1o Vientiane three days later.

The whole colemial press commented on this catastrophe. The tragedy is espe-
cially felt in Indochina where General de Beyhé. a great enthusiast of Khmer art.
way the object of cvervone's gratilude for having contributed so fercelully, by his
work and personal fortune, to lift the veil that hid the marvels of Angkor. The
navigability of thc Mckong by stcam-boat is again. by this shipwreck. more
passionately questioned.
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It is certainly true that the La Grandiére seemed to accomplish a tour de lorce
with cach journey and the travels of the Garcerie in the Kemmarat rapids gives the
same impression. It is also true that steam navigation. while it provides immense
advantages for the mail service and for the supply of our posts, has considerably
reduced the tribute in human lives that the Europeans paid to the voracity of the
stream. I, after this first loss of a stcam-boat, one calculates a percentage of
drownings in steam-boats and those in pirogues. there is no doubt that this
pereentage will be to the advantage of the stcam-boats. Unfortunately. they arc too
numerous. i.e. the Irenchmen that have encountered death in pirogues in the
rapids of the strcam. Every year. for twenty years, some hundred locals and a few
Eurapeans were the victims of similar accidents.

Some recommend the replacement of the La Grandiére by a boat with a higher
bridge in view of the whirlpools and that has a higher speed too itwelve knots
instead of nine} in order to more casily dominate the rapds.

The Administration of Laos has for a long time wanted to obtain such a boat for
the rapids of Kemmarat. It seems that with a speed of twelve knots. the boat could
make joumeys during the whole season of the high waters. while now we can only
cross the rapids during the medium high waters. Others. m their emotions.
propose W abandon all steam navigation between Vientiane and Luang-Prabang.
The apostles of this navigation. who have made the first journeys in dangerous
conditions of a completely different dimension from those of today. deserve better
than a diversion atier an initial failure. For a long time to come. the Mckong will
remain in this country the only route of communication. Let us hope that the
Administration of Laos perseveres. in spite of everything. on the path of progress.
replacing in increasing numbers the slow and dangerous pirogucs by steam-boats.
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Chapter 4

From the Mekong to the Menam
Across the Forest, from Paklay to
Uttaradit

Our comvoy—A Laotian sala—Ar the monks The convoys of
hudlocks—in parsuit of the tiger—A night under the bamboo s—
The forest villages  -Ina storm- Arrival at Unaradit—A Siamese
governor—Floating houses

22 November 1909

Early in the moming. a prolonged whistle beckons the departure of the fa
Grandiére. She lcaves Paklay o redescend the Mekong, while we will take the
overland roule, across the forest. and join the Mcnam valley. Soon our small
caravan takes to the road.

The difference between the beautiful avenues of Paklay and the road which ewe
now take in imperceptible: the same big trees from which lianas with cnormous
Mowers in the form of purple and yellow clocks hang down. This road has been
cleared with our passage in mind. By the order of the secondary king of Luang-
Prabang, the bamhoo bridges across a gushing rivulet which descends foanming
towards the Mekong, have been improved.

Ouvr locals precede us. First there are the three conductors off the packsaddle
horscs who tag their animals behind them. Then, the two porters balance a
bamboo luggage rack and a squad of seldiers. provided by the second king to
accompany us to the Siamese border. We still have an old Laotian guide. the
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ladder. a thatch roof and on three sides. as partitions. inerwoven branches of
frees. adormed with green leaves. It resembled an alar for the Corpus Christi. open
to the forest. One clearly smelt the fresh sap because of the still living branches of
the partitions, and we were sensitive 1o the attention of the soldiers, who restored
the sala tor our passage.

Ba hought somce eggs and a bony chicken in the village. We will have areal meal.
But the bumps of the horse ride have been catastrophic for the cooking pot—some
sort of camping oven that we bought in Luang-Prabang which is in pieces—and
we are unable 1o prepare the bread. One of our Laotians possesses a sort of pot in
bronze, two [ists big. in which he cooks his rice. Ba borrows it from him and the
result is that by 9 p.m. he has obtained some sort of heavy paste, burned on the
outside and stuck within. with which the old bran balls of the wroops would be ke
briochis.

23 November 1909

Not being able 10 isolate myself from our local fricnds. | slept completely dressed
Jast night and was ready from daybreak o pull the chains. By 10 a.m.. we found a
small shelter of leaves in a forest clearing with a fine carpet of herbs and the
soldicrs said: “This is Houa Lat.” We rested until § p.m. Then the ascend amidst
the rocks begins. By 3 p.m. we rcached the summit of the Pou Dou. the border of
I'rench Laos, where the soldiers left us with gracious wishes for a good journcy.
We keep only the six locals of Paklay and our two servants o enter Siamese Laos.

Having arrived at the summit of the foothills, we now have to follow a trail cut on
the flank of a deep vallcy. which obliges us to (ord the deep torrents leading it. At
4 p.m.. the assignment of the day is finished. We are on an open plateau, at Muong
Tchi Tonne. Twelve huts only, then a monastery and its temple for which we head
to find asylum. like all travelers do in this couniry. But I am a woman, thus of the
hostile sex. dangerous. It is not becoming that the monks approach me, ncither
that they sleep near me. They consent nevertheless to let us install ourselves under
the verandah of the monastery.

But, mayhc (0 ward off the evil spells of my presence which menaces them all

night. the monks by their prayers, their coming and going. disturb our sleep. They
pass by the verandah, carrying little wax candles which dazzle us. descend the
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ladder, whisper among themsclves and go back up mysteriously. Suddenly. the
grunting ol pigs is heard undcer our mats. They make me think of the enormously
big black pigs. with their huge bellies trailing the ground. that wandered around
the monastery when we arrived. Forgetting in my hali-sleep that posts isolale us
from the ground. I sometimes imagine that I can feel their (ilthy groans above my
tace.

24 November 199

Our packsaddle horses were exhausted yesterday. They were even covered with
wounds having been loaded badly by their negligent conductors. Nevertheless, we
have 1o proceed on our travels agam. The march today 1s still guite difficult. Our
little horses are admirable. They hoist themselves by abrupt loin thrusts across
shaky rocks. they ghdc. sitting down, with their hind legs lolded under them. in
descends that are 100 steep. We let them carry on on their own, trusting their
INsInCts.

All morning, we make the most exhausting march that you can imagine: descend-
ing, climbing again. fording across the tributaries of the Nam Pat. a tributary of
the Menam which runs at the bottom of the valley. The road passes through the
dense bamboo Torest that our Laotians cut into with their machete when it bothers
us. Somctimes. we have to retreat inlo the thicket because a caravan of bullocks
invade the trail. Every ten to twelve kilometers. we find traces of bivouacs of these
convoys: a denuded space. Jeft-overs of fires and beds of bamboo. hanging like
hammocks. on which Burmese. hig. very dark brown men with ferocious looks
and adorned with big turbans. draped with stripped cloths and armed o the tecth
like Calabrian bandits, sleep at night. Since yesterday. we have met ten of these
caravans cach comprising some [orty buliocks that placidly march. hiting the
obstacles on the road with their charges and wearing around their necks big clocks
with wooden cluppers. the dry noise of which. signals them from Far. In this way.
slowly. over an eighicen day period they cover the trajectory. that we hope w
cover in seven and a half. Often the traal is buried with their corpses. We found onc
this momung. stll saved from the ferocious beasts: the cow had fallen from
exhaustion at the foot ol a natural starease cut into the rocks, cach step a height of
Lifty centimeters, which it had not been able o overcome. These are the caravans
that supply Luang-Prabanyg and. on the return journey. they export the products of
North Laos to Bangkok.
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Surprise, the staw hut is cmpty. The monks have abandoned it for cight days.
They have gone 10 do a boun. some sort of Buddhist celebration, a pilgrimage, in
the mountains. I install myself without scruples in their home. We will at last be
spared the humidity of the night by a good thatch root” and I sleep under the
protection of a series of small Buddhas, that are locked into strange recesses
which are adorned with monkeys.

However, our men maintain a torch [ire around the monastery because they have
fear for the horses. They were informed that [ast night a panther came to rob the
village of its swine.

25 November 1909

Departure at 7 a.m. with a guide obtained by the chicl of the village. the guide of
our convoy nol being sure anymore of the road to follow. The chief comes w0
kindly saluie us while the horses are being charged. His daughters follow him,
then other women of the village also approach little by little. dragging their
children along. More curious and less wild than those of yesterday morning they
want to sce the white woman. They have made themselves up, but, do not wear the
little trumpets of Luang-Prabang as car rings. these are replaced by very long
metal pendants.

Like yesterday, we first cross the tributaries of the Nam Pat. We cven follow the
hed of one. a torrenmt whose more or less dry bottom is covered with rolling stones.
‘Fhe march is quite difficult on these slones and it is really a pity because without
them the moming walk would be exquisite. The trench is in the forest. The trees
which border these high embankments entwine their branches., mixed with lianas
above our heads. in such a way thal we find ourselves in a tunncl with archways of
sreenery where odors of plants and wild saps mingle. Intoxicated with the scents
w follow this tnnel in half-obscurity.

Then., at the end of this valley. there is the Nam Pat itselt. The capricious trail, using
one. then the other bank, obliges us to frequent crossings and cven though [ streich
my legs as high as possible along the neck of my horse. I get wet up to my knees.
But. after this difficult march. we are in a superb forest of bamboos. twenty meters
high, clumped tightly packed bundlesand so orderly arranged that they look like
they ve been planted by some human hand. and since they ve been stripped rather
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torrent that we are aboul 0 cross. there are traces of his presence which then
disappear to the left: the tiger came to drink at the torrent. then it plunged into the
forest again.

The day is waning. We come across the Nam Pat again but. it 1s so much bigger by
the rains that have been late this year, that the old guide wastes precious time to
find a passage. and. when he believes he has found one. the night is ~so dark. the
passage so uncerfain that it would be carcless to use it. We are reduced to bivouac
in the forest, in the middle of a circle of big fires 10 keep away the tiger. The
location is beautiful. It’s again the high lorest with bamboos trembling under the
breath of the evening.

Ba. while fixing dinner. prepares in embers his littde atrocious breads. We
discard some of the empty bottles that hinder us and our local people start a
dispute over them ax if they were precious vbjects. Moreover. because we need
torches of resin to complete the lighting up of the bivouac, one of the coolies
agrees Lo swim across the river in spite of the darkness, in spite of the strong
current and the crocodiles on watch. He is willing to search for these torches
in the village that must be a bit farther down on the other bank in exchange for
a bottle. TFor a second bottle, he promises to bring back a chicken trom the
village. Inreality he returns after an hour with the provisions and accompanied
by a young boy of Ban Deun Lek who has. no doubt, been attracted by the hope
of gaining some boittles.

I stretch myself under my mosquito-net mounted on bamboo sticks. We are
surrounded by fire in front of which the Laotians are sitting. They tell long
stories in order not Lo [all aslecp all at the same time. I'rom time to time, one
ol them stands up. throws a bundle of firewood in the blaring inferno so that
his silhouette produces a diabolical shadow on the high clumps of bamboo,
illuminated by the flames. Bud, littde by little, the eries are but a murmur, the
blazes and the torches pale. and fatigue overtakes our guardians. In the
silence. the Nam Pat laps softly . . . . Then. suddenly. from the depths of the
forest, the cry ol a tiger on the prowl shakes me with terror. A neighing
responds 10 it it comes rom the group of our horses left into the darkness

some steps away . . . . The liger—the one of this alternoon or perhaps an-
other—grabs his victim in an iron jaw! . _ . | i shout: *Coolies, coolies, light

the fires. Suaf Sual!’
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26 November 119

Louk how dawn bleachex the tops ol the bamboo. Al the samie time. the nightmare
of the depressing pittalls of the darkness fade © . . . A long shudder overtakes the
forest. The veil of darkness tears more and more and suddenly there i~ in the
branches, a cacophony of cries and chants. A wild cock launches first his appeal
and others repeal it in the distance. The monkeys  from hig gibbons balancing in
the branches of the trees on their long. acrobatic arms to the small species that
jump in the company of squirrels -grate. ery. whistle, quarrel, like busy pests.
The parrots with their flaming feathers clatter their beaks. jabber, pressed as
kebab on wobbling bamboo branches . - . . then, the strident criers” nagging falls
silent. the sharp concernt of little birds stants again, with, to accompany it. the
serious cooing of trtledoves.

After having crossed the Nam Pat we leave Ban Deun Lek o the right side
withoul ¢ven seeing it. o bushy are the embankments that surround it. At 9.30
a.m. we sce a big village, Ban Muong. that we cross gquickly even though our
people already want w stop in the shadows of a pagoda. We cannot yet consider
stopping so carly. Two more imes. we cross the Nam Pat, so that, like vesterday.
we are wel up Lo the waist on our horses. The men on foot take a complete bath
and carry on their heads everything that they usually carry around their belis.

The trail is no longer rocky or mountainous like the first days. but, it's stll
disagrecable. It's cut through a miry soil and often cluttered with big, lallen trees
that our horses find ditficully crossing. From time to time, one of the Laotians
turns to the ground and delicately picks up a gilt scarab beetle that shines in a it
of herbs. and with a dry bite of his tecth he detaches the bead which he slurps up
without bothering about my disgust. For an hour we followed a great nice-field at
the end of which is the big village of Muong Nant Pat. In this village. we find a
safe. A sala so big. xo clean, so comfortable, that we cannot resist, just like our
local people. the desire to stop here till 1omorrow. We will make use of this
sgjourn to whiten our clothes, and to put the harmessing that needs to be repaired
back in order.

Next to our safa there are barmacks of Siamese soldiers and even a police room

which is rather bizarre. Iy a laree cage with wooden bars. Two prisoners are
squatting in it today and they look at us with kindness. The Siamese flag is hoisted
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to the top of a long pole, erccted in the middle of the square. Unforunately, we do
nol nced to see this red cloth embroidered with a white elephant, Mying in the
wind, to know that we are no longer in French country: the lack of hospitality of
the locals immedately reminds us of it. To all our demands, they answer “Bo mi’
{there 15 none), even though pigs. chickens. bananas are swarming around us.

27 November 1909

We leave at 6 am. with a young, local boy. our Laotian guide being again
uncertain concermning which direction o follow. Alter three hours of march in a
horrible junzle. we re-enter the big forest by runming alongside a river, limpid like
certain torrents in the Alps. At 11.30 a.m.. the guide said: "Huai New.” [ do not see
a single house, it’s only a small clearing at the edge of the aver but. the silc is
delightful. Around the clearing. bamboo, teak. and Indian fig-trees meet. grow
old. rot and fall, draped until their death with brilliant coats of lianas, the tresh
perfume of which. fights the odors of decomposition that are cxhaled by the old
stumps. In this part of the forest there are especially beautiful teak trees which are
not exploited by tack o means for transportation. Qur local people clear with their
machetes the area surrounding a gigantic Indian fig-tree. We streich out under it
and it is a delightful rest of two hours in this forest where all beings. hit by the
heat. scem to sleep, except for a swarm of diligent humming bees who have made
their nest in the hollow trunk of this big tree.

Departure at 1.30 p.m. We tumble back into the jungle, with the sun straight in
tront of us, covering the trail. An awful atternoon it is. with a heavy heat. We cross
once more the Nam Pat, then a small river of the right bank and we find oursclves
almost immediately in two villages: La Cane and Nam Kay. So the forest seems o
become more populated. But how troublesome 15 the crossing of a village! his
approach is signaled by a swamp formed by the crisscrossing of [oot-trails,
trampled and ripped apart by buffaloes in this peat seil. These trails are invaded by
young. spiny bamboo-shools that a1 the same 1ime enclose the gardens and rip us
apart when we pass by, Fimally. the willages themselves are so clutiered with
detritus that animals alone march on the soil, while inhabitants use walkways
made of planks. and fixed to posts. at the height of the huts.

A1 4.30 p.m., having left the last village hall an hour hefore. the rain—a strong,
tropical rain—surprises us so much the more disagrecably because we have no
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envisaged the eventuality of such a storm, the season of the rains having long
since finished. Our inquiries indicate that Nam Mi, the stop-over for lonight, is
still two hours away. We surrender trying to get there in such a down-pour. We
have to re-trace in our steps, unlortunately, back w Nam Kay. i.c.. make a tnp of
half an hour. that has been covered already. while the rain pierces us and blinds
our horses.

The monastery of Nam Kay ofters us a wet verandah, whose rotten floor with
holes thrcatens at every instant to open below us and deposit us in the foul mud., as
arefluge. We note sadly upon ovr arrival that the entire contents of my suilcase are
dripping wet. Luckily. in a zinc trunk arc the mtact clothes of my husband. in
which I dress. shedding my clothes that stick to my skin because of the rain. The
monks, who usc our ladder to cniter their home. gaze at us. mocking at our
cmbarrassment without offering. be it well understood. any help. Ba and Kaé
request. in vain, cggs and chickens in the village. They come back with four kilos
of "paddy” procured at great pains. Four kilos, for six horses! All night long. |
shiver on my bivouac bed which has oot been sparcd by the storm cither.

28 November 1909

I1 is impossible to put on any shoes this moming. The leather shoes that T was
wearing, as well as the cloth shoes which were in the suitcase have been soaked
by the water and are unusable. I place my fect. only covered with socks. in my
stirrups. Still. T am soon obliged o pulls these off since they fall in tatters, tom up
by the small. spiny bamboo’s on the narrow trail. Then my legs bleed. scratched
by the spikes of these damn trees. A beautiful sun. already very hol. blazes in the
morming light. During the march, the horses serve as ambulant drying sheds. We
suspend 1o their harnessing in the most picturesque disorder, shoes, mattresses.
and clothes.

Afier an hour. we find Nam Mi which vesterday we had imagined o be larther.

At 1030 am.. we sec Hual Nam ‘Ton. in the middle of a rice-field. Again this
moming, our Laotians wamted to cut short the march. We have (o insist that they
should not stop here and continue 1o Nam Phy which we hope to reach al noon.
IC's an awkward march because of the mecting with two convoys of elephants that
[righten our packsaddle horses and throw them with their loads in the brushwood.
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Because horses are very much afraid of elephants. it is impossible to form a mixed
convoy of clephants and horses. Unfortunately. at midday sharp, instead of find-
ing Nam Phy. wc are surpriscd. in the midst of spiky bamboos by another storm so
violent that we are abliged to stop. This time. the devastation is complete. My
clothes which were heginming to dry. spread out on the horses, are again dripping
wet and there is no more reserve whatsoever in the zinc trunk. I get down lrom my
horse to scarch. on bare feet, for an illusory shelter under a big tree. | want o
preserve the jacket. that 1 put on this moming and which is my last picce that is not
vet wet. [ take it off, place it as a cushion on a fallen trunk and sit on wp of it
receiving stoically the shower. Atleast I can later put on one picce of more or less
dry clothing. Our people too were crouching under the branches and we suc-
ceeded with trouble to get them to take care of the horses. frightened by the rain
and by redoubled blows of thunder. However, the rain stopped a bit, courage!
Let’s take back to the road in the inundated lorest.

We arrived at Nam Phy at 1.30 am. We did not have to even consider doing
another march this afternoon. Streaming with waler, both oursclves and our
luggage. at the end of our energy and patience, we were oo happy to share with
the Siamesc soldicrs and a Burmese merchant a very bad safa. open on lour sides.
We also had a great hunger, but, also this time we could not count on the local
resources. There was no-one in the village. The men were in the rice-fields and the
women refused to sell any foodstuff before their return. We could not buy matches
and 1t was only at four o’ clock that we managed to obtain a brushwood fire that
allowed us to warm up a can of food that we ate with bread. soaked by the rain. We
spent the night here. But our night was not a night of rest. We were obliged to stay
awake until 2 a.m. to dry our things suspended on bamboo sticks over the fire that
we maintained cursclves—the coolics pretended than they were too Lired and they
refuscd W stay awake with us.

29 November 199

This is the last day of our journey overland. We approach the Menam and
Unaradit. We woke at 4.30 a.m. We lcfi Nam Phy dudng the night. very slowly.
becausc the horses groped along in the pools of mud and the rivers were swollen
by the rain of yesterday. When the sun came up. we had finally leit the big foresi
behind us. Belore our eyves there was an uncultivated plain. transformed today inlo
a swamp. And also the air had no longer the purity, the freshness ol the air of Laos.
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We rediscovered. while descending o the Swmese plan., the humid, tropical heat
that knocks down all courage.

We had a troublesome march in isolation, o get 1o Pang Nang Hien, the last stop
hetore Uttaradit, at noon. There was only a small safe with a zine roof which had
been invaded by a Burmese caravan with their buiTaloes. Without unloading the
horses, we made a short stop there. The sun on the bushy swamp made this
unhcalthy rottenness smoke. But what a marvelous hunting ground. this swamp
was! Under our feet, wild cocks and peacocks appeared from every tuftCand they
ook wing in the sun which wrradiated their gold and cimerald [eathers. Unfortu-
nately. it was really too hot to hum and the riffle would have remained in the
luggage had I not insisted on having one of the white squirrels that populate the
isolated trees here. We collect the poor little thing, whose long bushy tail colored
creamy white. was stained with blood. [ would like to conscerve the Tur, but will 1
be able . without Tormaldehyde o act as a disinlectant. Finally by 4 p.m., at the
edge of a sanded nice-field, we were at the border of the Menam which is here a
culm niver. about a kilometer wide at the most, quite different i appearange, with
its blue waters so clear in contrast o its muddy and sinister brother the Mckong.

Alas! This river was deserted with the exception of a shed in which the buffalocs
of the caravans are loaded. but, all along the right bank. the housex of Uuaradit
press forward against a background of grecnery. We had been spotted: barges with
iTat bottoms approached us and helped us o cross the river with our people and
our luggage while the horses escorted us, by swimming across. Then we chimbed
the embankment which. while being less high than that of the Mckong. is wilness
o important floods and there we were in a populous street parailel to the niver,
lined by shops. We fel as isolated as in the torest because nobody wailed Tor us,
although the French consulate in Bangkok had informed the governor of Unaradit
of our probable arrival for 29 November. We asked for the sala.

We were brought o a poor platform in the breeze which we found totally
unworthy of a large center hke Uttaradit, but. with which we had o be content
provisionally. We spread our blankets like tolding screens o isolate ourselves
trom indiscreet boys who were becoming interested in the presence of foreigners
and who climbed the ladder of the platform. Kaé was palavering in a group and
suddenly he shouted 0 us that we woere not at all in Mueng Lttaradit. but in a
suburb. a sort of outskirt, that we had 1o get back on the horses. to lTollow the river
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Then, 1 woent for a walk in the marketplace which was held quite a distance lrom
our house. at the end of the long street that we had followed vesterday. The
foodstut!s sold here are the sume as in the market in [Luang-Prabang. It is
incredible all it we can buy in this market for one at—hardly two French
ceptimes'—in vegetables and local fruits. In the Chinese shops we discovered e
strangest assortiment of European goods. with mildewed labels. These products
bear the names of trading houses of Liverpool or Frankfurt. rarcly of French
trading houses.

W had brought Ba o serve as mterpreter in these shops. However, although he
knows the Chinese Linguage used in Canton, he docs not understand the dialeet
communicate with all the Chinese. The dialects are so numerous that. from
province o provimee. the inhabitants cannot understand the spohen language
among themselves. Only the characters of the writing. keep the same meaning
everywhere, and serve the social relations. Since Ba docs not read Chinesce, he
could not be of any help to us.

The two communication Iines of Uttaradit. ve.. the stream and the steeet on the
land. are both very animated. but in differemt ways. On the steeam. there is a silent
animation of barges that do not. in any way. detract [rom the serenity of the blue
river. In the merchant filled street, there 1s a praitling and busy life around the
shops. Nevertheless, here and there. a large green space. mowed as an English
fawn. isolutes the public buildings: the army barracks. the post office. ele. . . ..
Untaradit gives the impression of bemng an important commercial centre. We were
very sumprsed 1o ind it so close o the savage region that we had just crossed
through. It will cven prosper more when the railway line that is being constructed
all along the Menam. w link Bangkok with Chiangman (Siamese Upper Laos).
will reach it Because the Government of Bangkok. well advised by Europeans. is
actively involved in having the milways penetrate all ol Stam. While in French
[.aos we are only at the trial-and-errors stages, the Stamese railways are fully in
exploitation and cxpand every year.

This moring. our brave Laotians lettus 1o return to Paklay. They have Kissed our
clothes. they have touched their heads o the floor mats of the house and they have
put their hands on their hearts in this beaotiful gestare of respeet which conveys
oood-bye. Then, T saw them disappear. trasling their hosses which lLimped a bit.
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Chapter 5
The Descend of the Menam and Bangkok

The Siamese

In a sampan en the Menam—Phirsanloke
rowhoat  -Paknam Pho—A Siamese fumilv on a trip -Banghok.
her floating ciry, fer pagodas—A Visit to Avadthia: the elephant
hunt—Sampheeny or the Chinese quarter of Banghok—On the
Donai—The penitentiary of Poulo-Condor—Return to Suigon

1 December 1909

The boat on which we are going 10 leave Utlaradit to descend the Menam to
Phitsanuloke is at our command. 1s a rather big vessel —ten meters long by about
tour meters wide— -arranged in the manner of the small sampany of Cochinchina,
te.. the cemral part is covered with 2 more or less semicircular roof of bamboo
lattice-work. This forms a cradle. 1.30 meters hagh in its highest part. and in
which we are compelled to bend to be able to move around. No windows: two
doors, on¢ of which leads to the platform in front were our oarsmen are installed
under a flat roof. the other to the rear platform which serves as the kitchen for
them. The nccessity to keave these two doors open to have air and light. obliged us
10 live completely under the sceutiny of the Siamese. We felt they were, if not
hostile, at least mocking. From time to time, their laughter and their gibes
aroused. from above our heads. an echo from a big Siamese woman who. in the
kitchen, while supervising the cooking pot containing rice and pecling the vegeta-
bles. mancuvered the rudder with a simple push of her toc.

W passed the better part of the day scated near the oarsmen, watching the river-
banks ghde by. Villages, bathing n the steeam., alternate with fisheres where they
sell us an excellent lish with pike meat. Big sampans_ looking alike ours, crossed
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or overtook us. The Menam. =0 clear and so tull of people along its cheerfully
adorned banks covered with coconut and banana trees. calls to mind less and ess
the muddy. wild and deserted Upper Mekong. Siill the descend of the waters, at
present. allows rowing-boats only un this stretch of the fyer. However, abmost all
vear round. the niverine life is tironged by launches that deseend regularly from
Uttaradit in a day’s time. without problems.

ALd p.m the men moored the serppeat in front of a group of houses and signalked
that we would pass the night there. Thrilled 1o escape from our Moating giol and
curious (0 open up this curtiin of trees on the banks. we juimped en the embank-
ment, Ir's a deception! Aflter some sugar-cane [ields. the crops cease. There is only
silt and the jungle lefi. Some clumps of trees emerge here and there. On these
trees, in the loneliness of the evening. the turtledoves coo, wender birds that one
finds at all latitudes. in all elimates. as moch as in the oases of the Sahara as in the
Jungles of Asia. A rifle shot dropped the elosest pair 1o the ground. but, it was
impossible for us 1o locate this small game amidst an undergrowth two meters
high and in the midst of which we too had Tost our way.

Then we went to the village o ry 1o buy a duck. Alas? The women of the Menam
were not more hospitable than those of the forest. Onldy, instead of the e mif
which was the usual response of the savages ol the Siamese part of Upper Laos,
these here they said “may an,” in the dialect of the country this means exactly the
same thing: “There aren’t any.” Nevertheless a flotilla of ducks was trampling
around in the mud!

2 December 1'NW

ITardly any incideni broke the monotony of the moming. The waters were very
low. the oarsmen were so disinterested in our boat and the huge cook had sent so
nuany distracted e pushes to the rudder. dia we were stranded on a mud bank.
There were exclamations of the rowers who threw themselves into the water.
pushed. pulled at the barge and set her free agam after half an hour of etfort. When
they came back aboard, they were as muddy as the butTaloes in the paddy lelds.

B¥ 5 p.m., there was a pleasant surprise. we found a real. very populouns. very aclive

city. As far as the eye could see. the houses hugged the border of the river. cut across
by launches and hundreds of small boats loaded with people and goods. presented
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the most diversilied spectacle. We were in Phitsanuloke - L L Intwo days. seem-
ingly without covering any distance, we had completed the sampas journey.

We now had o look for the Siamese Laanch that would bring us o Paknam Pho.
the actual terminal of the ratllway line that goes all the way 1o Bangkok. Among all
these launches. where is ours? Does she leave tomorrow! We only know that there
ix A service every two days. Kad imvestigated the matier {or a long e with the
local people. but, he could not translate their answers. Finally, we learned that
there are two English medical doctors who live in Phitsanuloke. Lets see them.
maybe these Europeans can understand us better. They are very Lar on the road
that follows the stream and on which large buildings 0 wood. surrounded by
lawns —army barracks., the post oifice. ete.—are borderning. Siamese soldiers nde
on this beautiful road with saddle horses. The contrast between the people’s life
that had remained so prumitive and this western life that is seehing to enter with its
European style army and 1ts railway line. completed upto here. was striking.

The doctors lived in a pleasant cottage in a big garden. Alter the introductions
were made with much difficulty due to our insufficient knowledge of the linglish
language. we understood that we were with American missionaries ol the Angli-
can Church' who had come 1 preach in Phitsanuloke, armed with diplomas of
dactor in medicine which they used to gain the conflidence of the locals. They
lived here with their wives. blond and gracious Amencans, and two beautiful
babics. Without understanding what we wanted from them, they spontancously
offered us lodgings and supphies. We relused politely but regretied having done
so. becanse. hiy shelier would cenainly have been much more comfortable than
the barge.

There we were. thrown back mto the night in scarch of that Siamese launch about
which the Amcricans had not been able to provide us with precise information.
We had to cross the big iver in a femry boat. then we followed the long street on
the other bank wiich is the commuercial quarter. Pushed hy the busy Chinese. we
mtarched and marched on this unending quay. inally. there was the very small
launch. all black. We reached it. groping sround in the dark night which was badly
lit by the smoking candic-cnds of the barges.

First of all. it was satislactory 1o learn that she would leave tomorrow. Kaé
discussed the conditions of the passage. The price was minimal, but. there was only
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one class. evervone was a bridee passenger. Nevertheless, on the upper bridee. 1
noticed a small cabin. the only onc on the boat. and 1 requested the Siamese captamn
to let me have the pleasure to use it. Nol only did he refuse but he warned me than
the use of the upper bridge was prolubited 1o me since 1 am s woman. This bridge
was reserved for men. 1 should not. just like the Siamese women, leave the steerage
bridge. by fault of which 1 would imitate the phvs (the spinits) who. out of
vengeance. would sink the boat. This steerage bridge was a closetin front. lower
still than the cabin of our barge: it was only one meter high. How can one adapt
anesell 1o this for two days if one does not have the dislocated legs of the yellow
women who are accustomed after centuries ol atavism 1o living on all fours! We
insisted, we threaened to complain with the governor. the stubborn nle siniply
retorted: “The governor govems the city. T govern my boa.” Master next 1o God .
. better. next to the phivs. this strange sailor may very well know how o
mancuver with a stcam-boat. he does not seem more civibzed 10 me than the
Lactian of Yiemiane who scarched lor the ply that made the La Grandiére run.

3 December 1909

Irom the carly moming our oarsmen conducted us across the city 1o ecmbark on
the launch. We had seen very little of Phitsanuloke yvesterday evening. the night
had caught us by surprise 100 carly. This moming though. we discovered in the
greenery on the left bank, the dome ol a ruined wer which had lostits gilt. These
cities of the North of Siam possess some memento of an old splendour that they
have never regained since the Burmese devastated them (1766) and since the
construction of Bangkok has taken away their signilicance.

The captain generously allotted. in the stieerage bridge of the launch. a square of
two melers by two for us and our luggage. [ had my bivouac bed mounted in it
linding it morc convenient to live lying down than to hive squatied like the focal
tfolk. Blankets, hung up as curtains. helped us once again to isolale ourselves from
our neighbors, the Siamesc wavelers. who piled up on the steerage bridge 1n an
amusing. brightly colored flock of shawls. becaose, the shawls of Laos are also
the fashion in Siam. However. these Siamese women did net wear them around
their necks. they rolled thera as a belt [rom the waist 1o the annpits. [eaving their
arms and their shoulders naked. Instead of the loincloths. or the aotian sine. they
had the sempor of the men. On the upper bridge which is forbidden Tor me, the
male passengers were installing themselvies. The launch picked them up and
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were also bored. closcly watched us trom hehind the cortains of covers. From
time o time, yellow fingers slid into a slit and vnpacked, to investigate our make-
up articles: a flask. a hairbrush, a shaver.

We reached Pakpam Pho it 5 pom. There was no meoring bridge. The launch
dropped the anchor some distance away from the muddy bank. and 11 was
instantly surrounded by barges that quickly disappearced with the Siamese passen-
gers, without agreeing to take us. Qur small compamions satled ofl cackling,
Jumping down into the barges splashing about in the nud and in the water up 1o
their knees to reach the bank. One of the filty barges that were in sight must take
us: we saw them palaver without result. During hall an hour. we shouted, we
showed a silver fica! which represents ten times the price W bring us ashore. but
these people were too happy 10 bother about the French in trouble. A barse that
had ventured in the vicinity of the launch was taken by surprise as we had jumped
in authoritatively compelling its owner 1o lake us down on the bank, 2 muddy
embankment so slippery that you would think you were walking on ice.

The night amved and the cold rain which soaked our clothes was still lalling.
Who have we here! L. . | In the darkness we stumbled on a European. It was a
German. an enginecr of the ratlways and since we could talk in his language. he
helped us out of our problems. We could Nimd at the staion. i transpired. a waiting
room which we could occupy for the night

The station was a wooden shack and the room that we were proposed was
deplorable! In the corner of the building. the disjointed wooden planks closed badly
and the wind and rain blew through it. The only furmiture was a nasty pallet, a straw
mattress on which some filthy blankets had been thrown. [t was written that 1 would
travel all the way 1o Bangkok without being able 1o enjoy a bed. without being able
1o shed my clothes to sleep. After a cold dinner composed of the last of our canned
food. we stretched out on straw meattress. shivering of humidity, numbed with cold
from the winds that blew through the room. listening to the moaning and creaking
of the planks because now it was a real storm that raged outside.

5 December 1909

1 left Paknam Pho this moming without regrets. In the cleamess ol an overcast
sky. 1t did not seem any more welcoming than in the stormy night. Wharves and
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all sorty of provisional buildings in planks spoiled the landscape. Fuming launches
blackened the river. [t was the animation without the picturesque character ot the
end of a railway line Niled with scrap heaps.

Happy 10 let the poor launch continue the descend of the Menam without us. we used
the maore agreeable and faster railway. This time the bad days were certainly over and
in effeet, this train. considering ic's a train in the Far East. was not devoid of comfort
with its cars with corndors and its clastic benches. We would have helieved that we
were on some small line in France had our travel companions not furnished the local
culouring. In our compartment there was the Tanily of a Siamese prince returming to
Bungkok alter a journey to the cities of the North, Crew cul. gray bair, and with a
distinguished and intelligent disposition. the prince wore a jacket cut in Evropean
style. but, he also wore a sampor of violet silk. black socks and vamished shoes with
buckles. The princess had covered her bust with a white. very fine. muslin shin,
adorned with lace. which barely covered her shoulders and her arms. under a bluc
shawl. Her sampor trousers were light blue. Much more than her husband, she had
retained the Oricntal aspect. First, she was hideous because her lips open in a vile
way. It and drooping. ready o receive the betel shag. and then her manners were
surcly those of her race. when it got hot at 11 am. and she {el the need 10 ake a
siesta. she pulled her legs under her, squatted and was. in her sleep. but a small packet
ol members stawcked on the seat. Their son is a chap the size of a French child of cight
years of age. dressed like his father, with a bowler hat resting on his ears and
carnestly smoking a very big cigar. It seems that n Siam all children smoke.

The train almaost continvously followed the stream and stopped in lowns bathing
in the water—old towns with ruins with the samie origins as in Phitsanuloke.
These are Lopburi. and especially Ayuthia. the old capital of the kingdom. The
countryside was always deserted. except for the immediate edges of the stream
which were under rice paddy: The Siamese are oo lazy 1o cultivate this huge
valley which is the domain of wild clephants. jungle here. forest there. as far as the
horizon which is hemimed in by the mountains of Korat.

At 2 p.m.. Bangkok! A real train-station, numerous rickshaws. and some car-
riages. one of which brings us to a hotel . . . .A quick lunch, installing ourselves in
a furnished room of real beds and white blankets. with fine mosquito-nets against
especially tiny mosquitoes . . . .and then. do not ask of me any more trials. I wish
but one thing: to rest a long time, a long time . . ..
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9 December 1909

We have been in Bangkok for Tour days. waiting for the Donat. & mail-boat {rom
Saigon. which will bring us back 10 Cochinchina by sca. The waiting here will not
be boring. There are too many things that sustain our atlention. atnuse our cyes in
this great city where civilizations mix, where races stumble upon cach other.
cvery nation Nighting to acquire an overbearing influence on a people who have
profiled itom this struggle w safeguard their independence. I is in this way that i
has remained a Buffer State berween English India and French Indochina. never-
theless accepting instructors Tor its soldiers and engincers for 1t railways from
Germany, and liberally welcoming the English, Germans. French and Danish in
its public administraton. Howcver. it is the English influence which donunates
and the English language is the only Luropean language known by the civil
servants and the Siamese merchants.

Big busincss 1s W a great extent in the bands of the English and the Germans.
Regarding retail business. the Chinese are the uncontested masters of it Very
numerous in Bangkok, they have even constructed in the city, on the pattern of the
cities in China. a quarter  -Sampheeny --in which only they live. but. they have
moved to places very lar from it The statistics indicate that there are about
1.500.000 Chinese for 1.700,000 Siamese in Siam. The Chinese smothered the
local element with their stores, their shops and stalls, so much so that the whule of
Bangkok seems to belong o them. A least this is the first impression that thas city
leaves. the one that one acquires almost immedidely upon leaving the staton and
arriving in a wide streel, the New Road—never-onding. populous. very poorly
maintained. with open sewers and on which an electric tramway also operates.
New Road was full of Chinese: Chinese al the entrance of grocery stores, Chinese
cobblers. Chinese tailors. It was also the funeral of a Chinese. that obstructed the
street with gilt canopy and hired mourners. In reality. there are not only Chinese in
New Road. since it is in part of thas streer and in the sidelanes thae adjoin 1t thae
the majority of foreigners of all nationalites have their stores, their churches. ther
consulates and thewr hanks. But their numbers are oo msigniflicant- there are
2.000 Europeans all over Siazm ~to change the Chinese character of ths street.

IFurthermore. not all the quarters in Bangkok are devoted 1o trade 1n the way New
Roud 15, and we soon observed. by ouring the city, that it offered a variety of

appeuarances.
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First the Bangkok of streams and canals. Among these barge loving people. the
capital too must have its life’s activities on water—the strange charactenistic of
the citics of Siam. An entire local population lives on the barges which border the
large strip of the Menam and on the sampany which are attached to its borders.
Besides, sinuous canals that cut through the city. arc transformed inte active
streets. like the streets filled with carth, and bordered by floating houses along
which barges full of vegetables, grain, and various other supplics move. All the
members of a family participate in the mancuvers of these barges: the women and
the bigger children hold the oars and the rudder. the small ones stumble on the
gangways, paddle with their feet and hands, at each instant risking a dip without
even arousing the attention of their mothers. We looked over these animated
scenes from the high backs of bridges thrown across these waterways in great
numbers, and which cut through the terrestrial streets, having earned Bangkok the
name “Venice of the Far East.”

A discovery trip beyond the city of these canals and the city of the forcigners
made us quickly discover the most interesting part of Bangkok. the roval cin—
city of luxury. isolated by a wall from the cesspool of the other quarters. By
crossing the gate of this wall with the ramway of New Road. we were struck by
the complete change in surroundings. There are sparkling avenues planted with
trees and big lawns in public gardens. Almost no trading houses but armiy bar-
racks. ministries, palaces. a muscum, and, on the great sguare, the Royal Palace, a
hotchpotch of monuments with pointed pyres. separated Irom the royal city by a
new fence with towers. gaics and crenclations. Inside. there is first the palace
sensut strictu, the architecture of which brings to mind the falian style, neverthe-
less, encumbered by the recoiled roofs. by the pyres in true Siamese taste. There
still is a throne hall standing alone, a temple. the (reasury. immense outbuildings.
without failing to mention the stables where the sacred white elephants are taken
care of . . . it is well known that they are not white at all. but merely a shade of
gray which is lighter than that of their brother. An army of servants and Siamese
dignitaries with an air of importance, scurried about in the court yards.

But the glory of Bangkok is essentially reflected in the temples. the wats many of
which are splendid. They defeat the aristocratic royal city with their splendour
and they tower victoriously above the leprous decay of the people’s quarers.
What debauchery of pointed roofs. of domes. of pyramids. ol towers, of sculp-
turcd. varnished pinnacles laid in with painted ceramic. enamel or gold that






In Laos and Siam

now. If it 1s true that these are the reproduction of the first, devastated Phra Keo,
who would doubt it today?

The oldest monuments of Bangkok are not older than one-hundred and fty years,
since the construction of the cily dates from the sccond hall of the cighteenth
century. But how much justice does this relatively recent architecture do to the
ancient Khmer traditions from which it originates—the amazing Khmer art, bom
in a powerlul empire. the splendid ruins of which Angkor testify to. But since
these monuments do not speak [or themsclves. they have built a pious reduction of
the gental Angkor Wat in a wet of Bangkok. 1t is there. the old Khmer temple.
displayed like a child’s toy on a tlerrace. and conscientiously reconstructed. not in
ruins, as it is today. but as 11 was in its time of glory, with its palaces. its columas.,
its monumental staircases. Without doubi. the Siamesc architects come Lo bep
from this effigy good inspiration.

10 December 1909

This morning we took the train 1o Avuthia, the old capital in ruins which we could
not visit during our passage there. With us traveled a French missionary whao lives
n Ayuthia in the middie of a smail colony of catholic Annamites. He made a short
stay-over in Bangkok 1o plead the case of his flock who, it appears. had been
molested by the Siamese over an affair involving liguor which we do not quite
understand. We gladly accepted the offer that he made us. ie.. to receive us and to
euide us through the ruins. Upon descending trom the train we followed him
towards a landing where some Amnamites awaited him with a barge thm they
adorned with mats and carpets to honor him. One of them. 4 man from the
seminary. ok the oars and skilltully sailed through a maze of canals full of
barges and floating houses. It is about all that still survives in this fallen eity. We
were there when the market took place. On the frons of the floating shophouses
were displayed: tropical fruits, vegetables. big lishes and small river-prawns 10
buycrs who bargained while maneuvening their oars. Afler we had freed ourselves
from the many boats, we still required half an hour (o arrive at the Annamite
Mission: a small church ar the edge of the stream and. grouped around it, small
houses directly on the ground. calling 10 mind Cochinchina

Where did this colony come from? The missionary, with litte ksowledge of
things Sramese. could not tell us. I is possible that M spnngs trom Annamites that
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have been taken as prisoners of war in the wars that were fought hetween the two
peoples on several occasions.

Father X provided his barge and his people to us 1o make a first trip (o the ruins
before lunch. But we were hardly onc hundred meters away when our guides
started to talk animatedly among themselves while directing their attention o one
side of the Mission as they shouted in terror. Then they abruptly retumned. Since
we protesied. the Annamite seminary man who knew seme French told us: “We
want to return immediately. The Siamesce commissioner has landed at the Mis-
swn. He will do bad things 10 our Father. We want to defend our Father.™ This
incident was very inconvenient for us. Qur program fell through! IFunhermore
were we really going 10 end up n the heat ol a police operation. in the middle of
Siam? Bt was rcally like that. The missionary having a discussien with an um-
formed Siamese. Soldicrs, their arms in their fists. guarded the river bank and we
Ninally puessed the cause of this dispute. The Anoamites had committed fraud. In
spite of the Siamese laws on the monopoly of alcohol production. they had
surrepiitiously produced rice hiquor and the Siamese had arrived to cammy out a
scarch in their homes, 10 emply the barrels. The missionary protested against the
violation of their homes and threatened to complain in Bangkok. but his case
seemed rather weak 1o us.

Finally, the personnel of the fiscal office boarded their boats again. Behind their
backs. the Annamites rubbed their hands. they were happy: the Stamese did not
find the best hideaway places. Many of the barrels of rice liguor were still full and
will continue the delight of our good frauds.

Now it wis o late to see the ruins before lunch which was offered to us by the
nussionary. We hesitated to accept this hospitality but he said goodwilling: *You
will not impose. I have a cook! They have sent me from Bangkok a Siamese mum
1o take care of me!” He let the nun come. I expected to see a small sister in the
dress of France, like the Annamitc nuns of Saigon the racial traits of which
disappear in the shadow of the veil. It was a good, very Siamese women who
presented herself. with an unveiled face and crew-cut hair. Only, instcad of the
sanmpor and of the light shaw] she was dresscd in a long, black shirt. The Father
explained emphatically that the little one never cnters his home, is relegaled to the
kitchen, and that this is 10 avoid misleading comments. for which the Siamese are
reputed. The cook did not have sufficient supplics: she had not even baked bread.
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Rice replaced i She quickly fried litle river fishes. roasted a chicken and we
were served by the attentive Annamites who secmed to adore the missionary who
had protected their barrels,

Father X joined us in our afternoon walk. We climbed the banks with him. Time
and again the remainders of a tower or the hroken columns of a temple domi-
nated the jumble of the brushwood and cailed for our attemion. An even greater
desolation hung over these ruins, compared o those of Vientiane which they call
1o mind. This is so because one feels that the ruins of Siam are imemediably
condemned to disappear, to the last stone. by lack of pious hands to maintain
then. It has been only one hundred and thirty years since the Burmese invaded
the country, destroyed Ayuthia and ook with them into captivity three-quarters
of the inhabitants, while the fugitive king died of misery in the forest. Neverthe-
less, one would believe that several centurics have gone by since this terrible war
s0 much so that liule is left of the monuments of thal period. This is becausce the
tropical vegetation is still a more reliable destructive agent than an invasion of
barbarians.

We approached the ruins carcfully. Our devoted guides. devoted because their
prutector befriended us. tore up the thormy brushwood to clear a passage. and,
when 1instinclively crushed the seeds of the jimsonweed between my fingers. the
Annamiles well acquainted with this poison. used in carrying out revenge among
the people of their race, cried out: “Be carcful, madam! The grains make vou
crazy and kill you.” Another insiance of their attentiveness: thinking they would
pleasc us, at the foot of a large. dilapidated Buddha they stole some statucs. old
ex-roto abjects, so that we could take them along as souvenirs.

The locals roamed around us and Father X was upscl by their remarks: "Do you
know what these heathens arce saying? They say: ‘See. this is a2 woman for two
men.” And his discouraged gesture proved that he had litle hope to be understood
by the majority of skeptical and sensval Siamese people. He is happy to preach 10
his small Annamitc colony to which he probably has not preached about the
lollowing words of the Gospel: Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, since he
closed his eyes to the smuggled goods.

This country of Ayuthia, that is nothing more now than a small city. regains s
importance for some days when the clephant hunt is held. It 1s prohibited in S1am
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to Kill these animals, but, cvery two years, an immense beat is held to bring the
elephants of Siam together in Avuthia. Hunters. mounted on domesticated el-
cphants. search for wild elephants in the forests and. helped by soldicrs, rural
police and inhabitants of the valleys they chase the bands of animals in the
direction of the old capital. towards a big space. fenced off with big, solid posts
that can cordon oll the clephants. Closely pressed. the clephants surge into the
lenced space through the entrance that has been cut into it. There is such commo-
tion. such an cntanglement of bodies. that a dozen animals died this year. suffo-
cated hetween the entry posts. The king and the court view this round-up from the
heights of a protecting stand. A functionary then designates the elephants which
he belicves are suitable Tor domesticauon. they arce trained and the others are set
tree for another two years.

From this instant onwards, the domesticated elephants are responsible for the
cducation of cach captive. taking them between them. showing them their tasks.
Naying them with their trunks if they appear to be stubbom. One could never
overemphasize how astonishing the intellisence of these antmals is. Unforta-
nately. this sensational hunt took place before our arrival. We could only imagine
it. while Father X told us about moving stories. al the very location where the final
hour of these giants of the jungle had sounded.

11 December 199

We spent some hours this last day visiting. on the right bank of the stream. some
of the oldest pagodas of Bangkok. Scen trom the left side. this vld guarter lonked
like the corner ol a public park. but, as soon as we set foot on the embankment, we
were unpleasantly surprised to find under the shadows but narrow. miry streets—
in which the monks dragged their bare feet— and gutiers filled with refuse in
which lat pigs roamed around. We must cross these gutters on rotting planks to
reach the pagodas. These pagodas. more dilapidated than on the other bank. are
nevertheless very characteristic by the purity of their architecture. Wat Cheng”
especially is the most perfect monument of Khmer art that we have seen in
Bangkok. We cspecially admire. in the muiddle of less prominent pinnacles, a
central pyramid. a hundred meters high, on which a steeple in the Torm of a
glittering dome in glazed canthenware is erected. By a hundred and filiy steps we
climbed from the foot of this pyramid to a first terrace from where the view
showed Bangkok with its many contrasts.
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This afternoon we have had another view of the entire city from the heights of Wat
Sakcel, a temple on the left bank. constructed on 1op of a hill that one ascends by
following a gradually inclined garden-path. A monk opened the shutters of a
dormer window cut inle a big belvedére for vs. the whole of Bangkok appcared
with its big stream. with the gaps of its canals and its packed greenery which are
pierced through by the temples . . . . Around the city is the {lat countryside. sewn
wilh rice. In grotitude we offered the helplul monk some money. He first relused:
his vow ol poverty prohibits him from receiving alms in the form of money. But.
since we insisted. he accepled the moncy. thrown into a fold of his robe. held
open. which of course had not made a vow of poverly. An ingenious way (o
circumyent the problem.

We also visited the International Club of Bangkok. a spacious building con-
structed in the middle of grasslands in the foreigners” quarter. Behind the house.
some Europeans played tennis rather {eebly. since the heat. although less suffocat-
ing than in Saigon. was not less painful.

12 December 1909

The boat will lift the anchor at 2 p.m., thus [ have been able to walk around the
whole mornimg in Bangkok. [ visited the Chinese quarter of Sampheeng. [ was
hoping o discover some old Siamese pottery there. or some cudous jewelry.
scarching the uniformly packed shops along the passageways, that are of one-and-
half meters in width and substitute the streets.

For those lamiliar with Canton, this Sampheeng looks Iike a commer of the
immense commercial city of Southern China. transposed into Siam. The same
little streets with tiles. slippery with weluse, the same shop signs made from
planks. painted in red or black and covered with gilt characters halancing on the
sides of the shops. And in these shops, the same trade as in Canton. Here heaps of
vegetables and quarters of cut up pork are stacked on [ilthy tables. Farther down. a
book-shop with its display of old books with characters druwn by a public wnter
who. big spectacles on his nose. tried his line brush soaked in Chinese ink while
waiting for customers. A barber seaed a chient on a wooden stool in the same
strect: he shaved the brows and put shine on the braid. Stll in the same street,
jewelers chiseled small boxes in massive silver. big bracelets. and belts. Finally,
there were the barzaars in which onc could find everything: smail sandals for the
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Chincse. g like the shocs ol a dell. a stock of ohjects made in paper to bum
during funcral rites, representing flowers, barges. animals, then boxes of canned
food. scent bottles. cheap mirrors, all the hotchpotch objects from Europe in the
muddle of which, by nosing about a long time, [ discovered precious curios of the
Far East in jade. in old porcelain and in ivory. Floating in these poorly ventlated
corridors and impregnating these leprous walls, an acrid odor of frying oil, of
opium and camphor gripped onc by the throat.

14 December 199

The return! First an cotize journcy of high scas. Then, this moming, at 11 a.m.,
stopover al Poule-Condor, the island of the Cochinchinese coast where the con-
demned locals of Indochina have been imprisoned. I's a mountain with caves
within which the penitentiary has been constructed. A sad life for these few French,
civilian and military guards, stranded in solitude in such poor company® To the
elumness of the place is added the danger of possible revolis and the difficulty in
preventing prisoners. ready to try anything Lo free themselves. (rom escaping.

This is how in 1904, prisoners scrving as employeces on the launch of the peniten-
tiary escaped after they had thrown the unfortunate guards into the sca, One has
never again heard of the fugitives. It is probable thm their small vessel had been
unable Lo resist a storm on Lthe high seas and that they were all killed. Other
prisoners of Poulo-Condor. in approximately 1882, tried the same type ol escape
without having been more fornunate. They went ashore on the coast of Annam
which was not yel under our protectorate. Bui the Annamites, little inclined 10
provide asylum to these bad subjects. decapitated them and made the fact known
to the French governor of Cochinchina hy sending back the launch.

15 December 190Y%

Atdawn, we approached the coast and saw again, at the mouth of the Saigon river.
the farmhar landscape ol Cap Saint-Jacques. The pilot came aboard 1o guide the
liner across the meanders of the river. Our journcy was approaching its end.
There, in the flat swamp, the twin clock-towers of the cathedral were the first to
appear from very far, somelimes 1o the right, sometimics o the left, sometimes in
front, according to the capricious twists of the stream. Finally. at 1T a.m. we were
moored at the quay of the Messageries Fluviales.
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Notes

Chapter 1
The Lower Mekong and the Rapids of Kemmarat

“Me knowed well.”

* A Renard tram is a train with an ordinary engine, capable of runoing on
road surfaces. It was invented by 1. C. Renard (1847-1905). a French officer and
CngInecr.
The ldiot and the Pumpkin.
Decavville equipment is used in railways, by the same name. the lines of
which have a narrower widdh. Invented by the Irench engineer Paul Decauville
with the purmpose of being casily installed and removed.

* Presumably she means with the gorges in France. e.g.. in the Provence and
the Haute Provence.

" Some sort of loose hlousc.
Like most animals that do not know the danger of man. nor the effect of
heing hit by a bullet. the crocodiles are unaware of the danger unul it hits theni.

Chapter 2

From Vientiane to Luang-Prabang—The Ruins of Vientiane

' The name of the vessel literally means: “in spite of everything.”
Chapter 3
Luang-Prabang

' Manhe Bassenne does seem to have this quile wrong. as the reverse scems
more ol jous.

Tamius of Egyvpt 1= an ancicnl. Phoenician roddess. an incarnation of
Astarte. who was worshipped in Canthago.



Notes

' Probably. Prince Henri d°Orléans was the royal traveler. He 15 also men-
tioned in connection with this notable princess in hooks of other explorers of the

nime.

*  This refers 10 the creation of the French writer Rabelais. The “abbave de
Théléme’ is supposcdly a place, founded by aristocrats, devoled 1o hedonism and
devoid of social rules.

7 Probably the writer Jean-Jacques Rousseau. His work is characterized by a
sirong belief in excellence of nature, also as a replacement of too rigid a belief in
logical explanations.

* The King of Yvetol was an immenscly popular song writlem by French
writer Béranger in 1813. The song came out when France, under Napoleon [ was
paying dearly for miliry victorics and became weary of glory, The King of
Yvetot was pul forward against Napolcon's ambitions as a sage. Presumably.
Marthe Basscane bas the hairstyle of the time in mind.

Chapter 4
From the Mekong to the Menam—Across the Forest,
from Paklay to Uttaradit

' One-hundredih of a French franc.

Chapter 5
The Descend of the Menam and Bangkok

' Probably Presbyicnians.
Wat Cheng or Chang is now called Wat Arun.
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