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ERE IS Laos?’ - the

People know very little about

- Luos: a paradise and yet very -
light on the pocket. It is still a -

- isolated and just that makes
"Laos aa cultural haven. More

‘than half of Laos is forested — a "

tn,at for nature lovers.

Having seena Tot of the West
i was keen-to'se¢ a- secluded
country and also Marxism, be::

 fave it died out. A friend and I

decided to go on a three-week

visit. to- Laos, sandwiched be- -
tween Vietnam and Thailand -
and also bordering China,

Myanmar and Cambodia. ~ |
While the easiest way to

-reach Vientiane, the capital, is.
by’ plane from Bangkok we took -

‘a train. The train reaches the

Thai border city of Nong Khai -

anc then, you end up in

Soon after leavmg Thmla.nd I

svotted areas surrounded by "

‘were instructions 1'could not

- ‘clearly read, but it didn’t take
~“Jong to- ﬁgure out that Laos was
, the ‘world’s most bombed coun- -
~try and the énclosures were full *
+.of landmines. In fact, during the -
Vietriam war, the - US bombed - .10
: ~Laos as much as 1t d1d Vletnam'

cemlnumst state and relat1ve1y' ’

. Vientiane. It was raining heavr-

A Budhlst monastery in Luang Phabang :

immigration officer at - §
" DelHi airpert asked.’

every day, even now.

o We stayed in a governmentf
‘run' hotel 'in
Vientiane. It cost us’about.Rs . -

250 a night and 1t was one of the

- downtown .

-Vang. Vzeng in northern Laos: Scenzc beauty

The mines. and unexploded
bombs continue to klll people‘

Pakistan. would be issued visas.

‘This forced me to fly back to
laidback Vientiane with its wide

roads, the legacy of French

'colomsat]on

From: Vientiane, we- went
north' to Vang V1eng where a
small girl offered us opium’

"Around-Vang Vieng there are
small rivers-and some beautiful :*.

caves. It is a lovely country but

. .one has to worry about the land-
- mines.

The buses are. small and have
two flat wooden planks across .

* the:sidés. The planks are narrow

A and not.very ‘high — functional. .

issues only single ‘entry visas to"

Indians: We wanted to travel

north.-and then enter Thailand |

for a Lao but.very: tough for tall -
" men. My bus was full of j jer-
rycans of petrol and everyope in-
‘side was- smokmg' Our guide -
said that it would be stup1d to
expect to'do much long-distance
.travelling. And'that day and ~
-every day after. that We only .
'trave]led 100km. :

- We visited Luang Phabang,

o ‘ B world eritage city on the banks. -

. barbeo wire sections. There. more éxpensive hotels: Thmland o theh Melfong lever. ‘Many.
- tourists fall in love with this city
~and” spend all their time-here.

The , We. sta ed threem hts in
from there sonenttotheThaJ' K s A ; &
for 4t ol eri

forests: and from Hat Sa we took :

a short bus trip to Phongsali; the
northernmost city of Laos. This

* bus ride was the scariest I have.
- ever had: I was scared we would
“crash.. :
T -chose to go back o’

Vientiane by helicopter. But be-

fore that, we trekked four four

days in the mountains north of
Phongsali. We trekked further

north for two days and then
_ came back'via a different route,
staying ovemight in villages. A -
: hospltal in case we fell ill, was a

week away, in Luang Phabang
During the trek began:my
close ‘encounter with leeches.

" Despite my outdoors’ life, I had:
-.never encountered them ‘before.
They must be the most shame—_'.
less creatures — it is impossible -
. to shake them off. If you pull.

them off, you bleed and bleed. .

tomed to non-Lao. people were ,
extremelv friendly. Phongsah '
”gets electr1c1ty only for four

o In the village, the food was -
‘fabulous We were far away
from c1v111sat10n ag I} knew it but -

1

The neit days stop was at

-another Chinese village, The vil-
' lagers were some of the most.

““women work harder than the
- men, bringing in water from dis-
“tant streams in bamboos. We
.- saw chﬂdren ﬁghtmg over plas-.
" tic wrappings we were throwing
", .away. The villagers stared at me
. while I bathed in the stream — I
» was:too plump for them. They
 thought I had ‘breasts’. Talking

of bredsts, married women in
these __v111ages bare one of their

~In the evenings, there was

: oplum Most of these very beau-
~.tiful people-have blackened
: ~-‘_'~teeth as a result. In-the morn-
©ings, they. drink a strong rice- -
“wine. T tried everything to deter
. "leeches — Odomos; even tooth-

paste, but nothing - worked.
That's when all the money I had
helped: I could buy myself a heli-
copter ride to Vientiane, though
changing money from bahts to

- Kips and then, to US dollars

was difficult.
. The . -helicopter - r1de was

- eventful  People came from the-
town and nearby villages just: to
see the helicopter. The children

“were all over the helicopter and

when it took off, everyone began
dancing! A couple of hours later

I was in Vientiane. My flight to |
Bangkok was three days latéer’
~and I decided to spepd time ina’
. resort,

developed. by an
Austrian-German couple.
The;people of Laos seem apa-

. thetic-about work."Just like:
~India! But Laos is a- socialist’

country. Despite the poverty, a
lot .of money goes to.waste.’ A

voluntéer with a UN- orgamsa-_
“tién told me that a major part of |

aid money is spent on expensive

_cars by the international aid
“agencies. And yet, Laos has an.

extremely limited road system.” -

is difficult any ore I have trav-
elled1nInd1a” e
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-1 saw virtually no violence in - - Nagar), ;

~Laos, a very poor country; dur-
‘ing my trip. Nor were there oth-
-er problems like bureaucratic of :
' ficials:-1. ‘met a “Spaniard ,in -
Phonsah just before: I left I i

I-was re
somebod
thing on'

| ment I’

scattere

'owﬁer‘s‘: ¥

| De c'_c,MLrQ'f 2 000

—

e Skolosman



