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HISTORY OF BUDDHA CAVE
AND NONG PAFA

' Because of certain natural characteristics and conditions, the
people of the village Ban Nakhangxang and surrounding areas forage
for natural food. A specialty is hunting bats in rock holes and caves.

Mr. Bounnong, a middle-aged man, who was born in Ban
Thakhae, but lived in Ban Nakhangsang, liked to hunt bats.

On June 16, 2004, at sunset, Mr. Bounnong saw many bats fly-
" ing in and out of a hole high up a cliff. Curious, he climbed the cliff to a
ledge about 20 meters high. When he reached the cave entrance, ne
was astonished to see numerous Buddha statues of different sizes.
\When local and district authorities were informed, they went to the site
and performed religious ceremonies. They made plans to keep and pre-
serve these highly valuable items in their original place.

Inside the cave

There is a long, wide, wonderful cavern, of three parts. The first
part, where people worship, is large and flat. The second part is where
the various-sized Buddha statues are located. The third part, behind the
statues, is large, and extends into the cavern.

The second and third parts are separated by a white and gray
~atural barrier of calcified stone. This barrier looks similar to two inter-
twined scaly dragons, with their heads near the center of the floor.

The ceiling and walls are decorated with stalactites and stalag-
mites forming rocky “curtains’ behind the statues. The interior of the

cave has great natural beauty.
Tham Nong pafa and area -
The karst in which the cave is located is called “Pha Mok Pafa’.
At the foot of the cliff is a smaller cavern with water in it, and there is a
small channel about 30 meters in length, leading to the lakes of “Nong

Pafa’ and “Nong Thao".
This low-lying area is covered with swamp trees and bamboos.

It's located around the northern part of the Nam Done River.
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There is an old legend in this area, that a person should never:
1. Speak Thai to high-ranking people, or, 2. Say “Doi Khanoy” (“Yes”, as
spoken to inferiors) to low-ranking people. .

This is probably related to Lao history. As the area has been a
resistance center against invasions from Siam, King Anou told the people
to collect all valuable items such as Buddhist staties and religious items
from temples in big towns, and keep them in safe places to prevent their
being dismantled or destroyed by the invader. (Conflict between
Lanexang Kingdom (“Kingdom of a Million Elephants”) and Siam (Thai-
land), 1825 - 1829)

History

The Buddha statues in Tham Nong Bafa Cave are sculptures of
excellent quality, and have great archeological value, showing the skil
of Lanexang sculptors. There are old histories that tell the story of a
widespread Lao civilization called Lanexang. About 650 years ago, dur-
Ing the middle of the 1300’s, our ancestor known as “the Great Fangum”
introduced Theravada Buddhism from Cambodia into Laos. Every ruler
of Laos since then has followed and preserved this Buddhist sect.

| And so the Party and Government of the Lao PDR also has a
policy to conserve ‘and enhance this valuable cultural patrimony with
three principles: patriotic, scientific. and popular.

~ Aspect of the Buddha Statues and ancient scripts

1. Most of the statues are Buddhas of Pangsanamon and
Prabangnng. Some are mixed Sikkhottabong and Lanexang arts, some
of ancient Khmer, and of Vietnam. These are probably from the Chao
Somphou - Xaya Ong Ve era. About in 1638, the king, Xay Ong Ve, had
led the people and religious elders to Hue in Vietnam, by route of Mahaxay
Kongkaew (east of Thakhek).

2. The discovery of the Buddha statues in great number hints
that there may be artifacts to be found in other caves in Thakhek,
Mahaxay, Yommalat, and Hinboun Districts. among others, where such
items may have been kept as a valuable cultural patrimony, with histori-
cal value, as well.
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A preliminary inventory and registration of the artifacts was conducted
by teams of specialists from the Ministry of Information & Culture and
the Department of Archeological Research, in collaboration with the
Khammouane Province Information & Culture Service, plus teams of
nterested local authorities. The registration gave a total of 229 Buddha
statues, as follows:

1. 64 bronze Buddhas

2. 133 silver Buddhas

3. 14 wooden Buddhas

4. 1 stone Buddha

5. 1 lead Buddha

6. 16 gold Buddhas

(A number of the statues were classed and listed according te
artistic style and approximate date.) |

3. Specialists in ancient script have investigated and studied
the script written on palm leaves found in two wooden trunks sized 70 X
60 cm. These trunks contain about 400 manuscript bundles of palm
leaves. The manuscripts are of ancient Lao from the Lanexang era,
Lanna era. and Pali era, plus ancient Khmer manuscripts.

Please find in the back of this book a sample of Buddhist teach-
ings, which is hand-written in Lao Lanexang script.

List of artifacts found in Tham Pafa Cave

(According to the preliminary inventory)

One ceramic lion

One precious natural crystal stone
Two earthenware two-handled jars
Two iron alms bow!s

Five earthenware Kettles

A pair of copper cymbals

Three copper scales (for weighing)
One copper dipper

One Lao coin

00 00 =D O S ('R =
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10. Two precious stone amulets
11. Three copper candleholders

12. One ceramic bowl _

13. One copper betel-nut mortar

14. One earthenware pot

15. Two earthenware flower vases

16. A pair of copper candle stands

17. One very small iron digging tool

18. One water gourd

19. One earthenware teapot lid

20. One unknown copper fragment

21. One iron dagger

22. One iron tray (for weighing scale)

23. One iron chisel

24. One copper pitcher lid

25. A pair of sea snail shells

26. One iron hoop

27. One iron hook (clamp)

28. Two wooden trunks with manuscripts and some carving

tools

Conclusion
It has been determined that the Tham Pafa area where these ancient
items are located, has great cultural and historical value. The park points
to the old traditions and civilization. |

Our ancestors have offered such priceless items for the people
~of Khammuane Province, the Lao nation, and all the world to recognize
their significant value. |

The valuable heritage of Tham Nong Bafa can be attributed to
the socio-cultural conditions in the environment of people from many-
hundreds of years in the past. More studies and Investigations are re-
quired, to ensure conservation and promotion of our cultura! and histori-
cai patrimony
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