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# For the people of Oupao, Ngot Ou district. whom
I dearly miss and for whom [ experience a warm feeling
of friendship.

% My indebtedness to the Cultural Service of
Phongsaly province, the administrative committees of
Ngot Ou district and tasseng. .

%% My special thanks to Mr. Cha Soui, the village
chief, and the Front Organisation of Ban Oupao for

their support and hospitality provided to us during our
VISIL.
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foreword
X X X

« It was pointed out to me: “ If you don’t trek ravines, climb mountains, how
could you know for sure how pristine and how magnificent are some remote
territories of our country; how could you claim to have fathomed the hardship or the
joy that our people experience in their daily life; how could you really know the1r
hearts’ desire”.

This is true! I feel that each journey, which I have made, has given me an
added sense of worth as a “human being”. There were some streams which took a
whole day to trek; and no less than an entire day was spent to climb a mountain
slope. Often time, I asked my travelling companion: “Is it still far to go?” The
answer might be still a few climbs to go.

When we finally reach the top of the mountain, however, I could not help but to
let it be known to mostly to myself that I have made it. Often, I cried out at the top
of my lungs: “We succeed!” It was an exlﬂlaraung and proud experience that words
could hardly match.

Once I finally arrived at Oupao village or any other communities, I felt dazed
as if I was in-a state of dream. It was hard to believe that I physically was among
them. -

Who are these Lao Suan, Kua Lor or Lolopho 7 According to the literature
called Sin Thang Zsu, compiled around the beginning of the 11 century (Thang
Dynasty), “Suan” was an indigenous ethnic group of Yunnan province. After the
Ming Dynasty, the name Suan was changed to “Lolo”. |

Nanchao Yeucheu records. written in the 16™ century indicated that: “ the Kualo
people are Suan, and their ancestors were “Lolo”. These people should have been
‘called Lolo, but they were wrongly referred to as “Kualo”

The same record also indicates that there were 11 subgroups of Kualo, namely
White Kualo, Black Kualo, Dry/Upland Kualo, Water/river Kualo, H’mong Kualo,
Kor Kualo, Acho Kualo, Awoo Kualo, Loowoo Kualo, Sami Kualo and Laowoo
Kualo.

Many researchers believe that Kualo people or Suan were the indigenous people
of the Chinese Yunnan province as much as Lao (Lao-Tai) people are at the
moment. Together, they built the Nan chao kingdom.



In the long time past, the term Lolo was a common name used to refer to all the
tibetan ethnic groups, including Lao Kor. Later, the Lolo was called Aloo which is a
pejorative term. I have asked the authority of Phongsaly to stop using this term.
Subsequently, the name A/oo was not used in the last census. Instead of using the
pejorative name, the original commonly known name Lolopho should be used
instead. -

Since, they are full-fledged citizens as much as any within the great Lao family,
we may refer to them as Lao Lolopho as we call Lao Kor,for example.

Standing at the summit of mountains in this part of Laos, it was with such a
, strangely magnificent emotion that I scanned the horizon from above. At dawn or
dusk, the view was memorable: a symphony of colours and lights filtered through or
reflected from the clouds. The crisp and pure air, the colours of plants and wild
flowers could just transport one to another life’s dimension. I remember feeling so
liberated and free. In such an expansive mood that I felt something like a bird that
could just fly away high in the sky. With such a state of emotion, I came to realise
what must have been something that one may call the secret of life in the land high
above on the mountain top.

Vientiane, July 8, 1997

Houmphanh Rattanavong
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On the way to the Lolopho Land

by Houmphanh Rattanavong

® Our team consisted of Mr Som Phasaignamongkhoun, Mr Somthone
Lobliayao and myself , who are from the Institute for Cultural Research,
formerly known as the Committee for Social Sciences. Accompanying us
was Mr Khamphao, member of the Cultural and Social Committee of
Phongsaly province. We travelled by Russian jeep from Bounneua district
and arrived in Ban Ngai-neua at 1:30 pm, on April 11, 1992.

The road from Bounneua to Ngai-neua was an earth track which was built
10 years before by the people of the area themselves. This rather primitive
road was meant to be used only during the dry season. At one point,
despite a low volume of traffic; the condition of the road was so bad that it
was not used for a long time. Realising the road's strategic role, the
Phongsaly administration allocated a budget for repair work which was
completed not long before our trip. Hence we could consider ourselves
lucky, since travelling from Phongsaly town to Ngai-neua village was not
too bad. It is rather a pity, however, that there 1s no road reaching the
source of the Ou river, this northernmost part of Laos which is rich with
Lao ethnic groups and their cultural heritage. The road stops at Ban Ngai-
neua. From there on, we had to trek a number of steep mountain ranges
which took many days before we reached from one peak to the next.

Ban Ngai-neua is a Leu village with 88 households. The name of the
village derives from the river Ngai. The community i1s on the upper reach
of the river, therefore it is called Ngai-neua (meaning Ngai-north).
Another village called Ngai-tai (Ngai-south) 1s situated further down
stream. This is a Tibeto-Birman language speaking community.

The word Ngai 1s believed to be a measurement of time, the period from
morning to noon. It might have referred to the time it took travellers to
reach the Ngai river.
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When we arrived in Ngai-neua, villagers were busy building and repairing
houses. It was the time when they were free from working in their rice
fields. They were large houses on stilts, each having at least four rooms
which could accommodate about two or three families of parents and
siblings. Almost all still keep their original Leu architecture: the two-tier
thatched roof surrounds the whole structure of the house. The houses have
no gables and no verandas. The fire place is located inside. Underneath the
house 1s a multi-purpose place for storing firewood, the mortar for
husking rice, and a fire place dug into the ground for all purposes. These
houses look héavy, different from Leu houses on the plains, which tend to
have a more slender form.

Almost all the houses are closely clumped together. There are neither
courtyards nor fruit trees nearby as is the case of villages on the plains. A
crude road built with pebbles and stones from the streams, cut through the
village. At one end there is a place of worship, a Leu wat (Buddhist
temple) with stone walls, Inside these walls, the wat's temple for housing
the big Buddha (like most Lao Leu wats), is only half enclosed with walls.
This makes the temple airy and provides an easier access to the hall of the
temple.

Inside the temple sits a big Buddha statue, built with common mortar by
local people. There is also a box where religious literature is kept. Many
of the written texts, all in ancient Lao Leu scripts, are quite priceless. Not
far from the temple there is a drum tower. The drum here is as impressive
as the one at Pakbeng wat in QOudomsay province.

There is no monk to take care of the wat and to carry out religious duties.
At the time of Lao New Year, villagers had to travel to China to invite
monks to perform services.

Ngai-neua is an idyllic village, located on the banks of the Ngai river. Its
paddy fields are extensive and it used to be known as a community with
plentiful rice and fish, more than the needs of the villagers. It is also a
junction where people pass through and meet. However, lately the state of
self-sufficiency in terms of rice and other commodities such as clothes and
construction materials has started to dwindle.

When our car entered the village, young and old people approached us,
expecting some needed commodities from faraway towns. I noticed that
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there were few weaving activities in the village. More people wore clothes
imported from China and other countries, an indication that foreign
materialistic cultures have already infiltrated this community.

However, one heartening thing we witnessed was schooling for children.
There were four teachers - three girls and one man - from the Phounoi
ethnic group. A rudimentary hut was where they lived and slept. The place
where they taught could only be described as another pitiful looking hut.

This might well be a reason why the career of teaching is not so attractive
among the village's young men and women. It could also be a reason why
adolescents get married at a very young age. Girls and boys aged 12 or 13
start to dress and speak like adults, courting one another. It is not
uncommon to see 14 or 15 years old girls already married.

The village people enjoy a close unity among themselves. A system of
mutual help was commonly observed. This system of helping one another
applied during rice planting activities, house construction, and other
chores. On the day of our arrival people were busy trying to finish
building a house. When night fell, it was not unusual for them to celebrate
the completion of the collective work by eating, drinking and entertaining
themselves until the early hours. But that day eating and drinking did not
last long because there were still four more houses to be built on the
following days.

The owners of the houses do not pay anything. They only need to prepare
. more home made alcohol and food than usual for the helpers. Mutual help,
whether in building houses or in any other forms, is not only considered to
- be a tradition that needs to be observed, but is also viewed as a

responsibility one has for his fellow villager. This time it is one's turn to -

help others, and the next time round it will be the time for others to return
one's effort.

As in the case of other villages in this part of the country, the people of

Ban Ngai-neua were subject to a life of hardship due to wars. A series of
past wars caused their houses to burn down many times.

Villagers retold a story that some 70 years ago wars caused a migration as
- villagers had to move to Ban Houai Long (Houai Luang) which is on the
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other side of the Mekong, inside Thai territory. It 1s 1n area, facing Lao
Houaisay town. The villagers referred to it as the "Ho Toung Dam Toung
Daeng war" (Black and Red flags Ho war). Some ten years later the
people returned to their native village where they have stayed until the
present time.

It seems that for Lao people, no matter what their ethnic origin may be,
Leu, Phouane, Youane, or Kaleu, life follows its usual cycle as it has done
for generations. When it is still dark women get up very early to cook rice
and to prepare other food. It is also their duty to fetch water and to husk
rice. Meanwhile men inspect their fish and land traps or use other -means
of finding food.

If it is rice planting season, after breakfast they head straight for the
fields. But this was the time of the year when rice cultivation was over. In
addition to finding food for their daily needs, people prepare their tools for
the following production season. One of the major tasks at this time is to
repair or build houses. It is also the time for conducting traditional and
religious activities which are performed in an atmosphere of great fun.

We left Ban Ngai-neua in the early hours of the following morning. The
next destination was Ban Sobsoum, although we hoped to get to a village
about five to six kilometres from Sobsoum. This village is on the banks of
the Ou niver. The distance from Ban Ngai-neua to Ban Sobsoum is
between 20 to 25 kilometres. But from there on it was to be a test for us
because we had to proceed on foot.

The path, winding up and down mountain slopes, was once a horse track.
Since the new regime, people tried to upgrade it so that cars could pass as
far as Sobsoum. That was a hope that was never realised. As before only

horses and donkeys can use the track, or like in our case, we had to walk.

It was a big surprise for us: our 1:200,000 scale map, printed in1982
indicated that there was an access road from Ngai-neua to Ou-neua which
continued to the Chinese border. But in reality there was only a horse
track.

On our way we passed through Ban Sob Khing, a community half way
from Ngai-neua to Ban Sobsoum. It is a Lao Ho village which has 16 .
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households and 82 people. Previously they were from Ban Choka,
Phongsaly district. For no definite reason they decided to settle here 16
years ago, but life was a hardship and insecure. The community practised
swidden cultivation and there were limited paddy fields so it was a hand-
to—mouth existence.

The villagers looked pale most likely due to malaria, and medicines were
lacking. People were illiterate and there was no school for the children.
There was one woman who could possibly read, whose name was Lu
Meu. Her husband used to be a medical worker at Ngai-neua. This
woman’s life was one of misfortune. One day six years ago her husband
just disappeared in the forests. His child who accompanied him on that
day, survived. Some villagers discovered the young child alone, crying
desperately. People said that only his good fortune prevented him from
becoming a tigers' meal. Since then, she has led a destitute life having little
to eat. To ma.kc things worse her legs were swollen and walking caused
her pain.

Having met and talked to some villagers who were not shy of strangers,
we decided to continue our journey. We had sufficiently rested to
recuperate our strength. The sun was getting stronger and hot now. As the
hours passed, the few belongings we had felt heavier and heavier. Not
only our walking pace slowed, but we found ourselves resting more often.

At one resting point by a clear cool stream in the midst of dense forest, we
saw a man carrying a gun. We greeted him, and found out he was a Lao
Ko. He was making a journey to visit his relatives who lived not far away
from there on the next mountain top.

He asked us for tobacco. Presumably he meant regular cigarettes. We told
him that none of our group smoked. We assured him that we had nothing
to trade. He said that he would like some sweets as presents for his
relatives’ children, so we gave him a small packet of candies. He insisted
on giving us money, but we said that it was for him because he was our
friend. Still he refused to take the sweets unless we took the money. I
thought of a way out by saying "this is a present I would like to ask you to
give to the children.” He seemed to have no alternative but to take the
candies. He raised his clasped hands to the level of his head in a gesture of
_ gratitude, and repeated words of thanks many times.
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According to our guide, the Lao Ko people are known for their good '
moral code. Very few others are as sincere and hospitable toward -
strangers as the Ko people. As we walked further, we saw granaries along
streams in the forests, with no sight of owners. Our guide told us that in
this area there was no plundering, stealing and the like.

We walked for about another 20 minutes and saw their deserted village.
As if they are cursed, the Ko people have to continually move to new
settlements because of the prophecies of their shamans, known as "Mor-
air". A shaman of a Ko community is a very powerful person. At some
special rites he pronounces predictions by studying the beak and head
bones of cooked chickens killed for the purpose. From these he reads the
future of the village and individuals. He may say that next year in the
village there will be famine, or some misfortune will befall the village, or
some one will have an accident or die. He may predict that the village
needs to move to another place lest some disaster occur. His words are
final and no-one in the village can do otherwise. Mor-air, whose title is
passed from father to son, can be young or old, it does not matter. Once
the father dies, the son assumes the same role, and hlS decisions must be

rcspected and obeyed

Decisions for moving to other settlements are most of the time subjective
and serve the interest of Mor-air. When there is no more forest for
swidden cultivation, the shaman makes a prediction. The new settlement
would have plenty of forest for swidden cultivation and hunting. When
wllagers lives are bountlful it also means that the shaman is better off.

Not far away we could see their swidden plots. They were extensive,
covering some mountain slopes. The tracts stretched from the mountain
tops down to the streams below. Their houses were built on the tops of
mountains. They start swidden cultivation from the top. As we were
walking, we could see human forms in the distance, young men and
women trekking down the path. We could hear them singing folk songs of
courtship.

Even though swidden cultivation was practised here, thick forests still
remained. The temperature was cool, and the forest was continually
ringing with the songs of various kinds of birds. This was despite the fact
of being daily threatened by hunters of other wild animals. On our way we
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often saw bird feathers strewn about. Some of these feathers belonged to
some rare and beautiful birds, such as the kongkoe. When their calls are
- heard 1n the evening, they are thought to belong to some kind of bad spirit
(phi kongkoe). The kongkoe's plumage at the tail section has beautiful
colours and patterns like peacocks. The difference is that kongkoes are
smaller in size. This variety of bird as well as other rare birds, should be
included in the list of protected animals in order to preserve them before it
1s too late like the case of peacocks. We were told that once a lot of
elephants used to roam this part of the jungle, but they all escaped to other

parts because there were some ruthless people who poached them for
1vory.

Our long and strenuous trip was often compensated by the sight of many
kinds of wild orchids. Sometimes the trees were all blooming with orchids,
almost from the ground to their tops. Villagers picked these myriad kinds
of orchids as commodities to be sold to China. Some were sold for 8 yuan,
or about 700 kip per kilogram. As a matter of fact we found tons of
orchids on the banks of the Mekong near Luang Prabang port, which were
to be exported to China. The Luang Prabang people told us that orchids
were being sold to China for some time already. What we saw was only
one of dozens of shipments to China.

With intense exhaustion we finally reached Ban Sobsoum. It was the time
when villagers were taking their baths after the long day's work at the
fields or doing other daily chores. This was a Lao Yang community whose
village was established in 1945. The villagers were from Ban Tha which
is on the Ou river. Ban Tha is only about 5 - 6 kilometres from Ban
Sobsoum. Yang ethnically belongs to the Lao-Tai group whose origin is
A1 Lao like other Lao-Tai ethnic groups. The Yang people are of the Lao-
Noi ethnic group, just like the Leu who were called Cheo-leo by the
Chinese in ancient time. The only difference is that the Leu are Buddhists.
Buddhism has not reached the Yang communities which are mostly
located along the border between China and northern Vietnam.

The Yang people of Ban Sobsoum are similar to the Leu in terms of their
‘houses and way of life, including their singing. The differences between
this ethnic group and other Lao -Tai groups are only minimal. Life in this
village was not bad at all since it has rich soil and plenty of fish in the
rivers. But the increasing population created pressure on the land
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available for rice production, so people had to expand areas for rice
cultivation. Before we reached Ban Sobsoum we saw a few newly cleared
plots. Villagers started to look for paddy fields. Previously Sobsoum
villagers gave the Ko people some paddy fields to cultivate rice, but at
that time the Ko people did not see the need for planting rice using such a
method. But now forests for swidden cultivation were depleting and the
state had more and more strict measures with regard to destroying forest,
so they started to turn to paddy rice plantation. However, the owners of
the paddy fields had already taken their paddy fields back. Worse than
that, land that could be turned into paddy fields were also all taken by the

Yang people.

Houses are built in good order and aesthetically quite attractive. They are
large, containing 4 - 5 rooms. There are two fire places inside the house,
and there is a veranda surrounding the main structure. The columns are
mainly rectangular. Underneath the house is a place where firewood and
tools are kept, and there is a big all purpose fire place dug into the ground.
Women still practise the traditional craft of weaving. Commodity goods
from outside were limited. We did not see plastic bags or beer cans
littering this community. Every thing still depended on nature and tradition
as practised by their ancestors. In this village, people created water-
powered rice husking mortars. It was unlike the situation in Ngai-neua
where the rice husking chore was still performed by people. There girls
husked paddy in the morning when it was still dark. The noise of pestles
hitting mortars was heard throughout the village. This type of water-
powered rice husking implement could be seen in a number of villages,
such as in Nam Ngeen in Luang Namtha province.

The people of Sobsoum drank water from springs and many people
developed goitres. This problem could be seen even among young
adolescents of both sexes. But there were no cases of goitres in Ban Ngai-
neua where people drank from large streams. Possibly there was more
iodine in the water than in the spring water the people in Sobsoum
consumed. I said to the villagers that it might be a better idea to dig wells
near the stream and to drink water from the wells.

Sobsoum villagers like others in this region, have a habit of drinking
alcohol. They like entertaining themselves by singing and dancing. One
thing which made this community different from Ban Ngai-neua, was that
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here women were still single even at the age of twenty. They were
hospitable to strangers. Seeing us, they invited us to visit their houses and
even to stay the night in their homes.

Our team left Sobsoum quite early the next day which was Aprl 13. We
reached Ban Tha which was the first village on a bank of upper ridge of
the Ou river in the district of Ou. Ban Tha is an old village. Its population
came from Lai Chao province of Vietnam. The present generation is the
fifth one since the village was first settled. In 1945, a number of these
villagers migrated to Ban Sobsoum where they remain until the present
time. At present there are 56 people in Ban Tha in nine households.

The upper section of the Ou river resembles a large stream in size. The
water is clear, the current is fast, and there are a number of rapids. The
water is full of many kinds of fish. Normally, one cannot use this section
- of the Ou river as a transport route and one cannot travel as far as
Hardsa, the last port facility that links this region with Phongsaly, the
chief town of the province. Rapids at a few places are ferocious obstacles.
Only a few sections are navigable, but not without difficulties. At the time
when the water level is down, boats have to be hauled, both when
travelling up and down stream. |

At Ban Tha, we conveniently crossed to the other side of the river by a
simple bridge made of bamboo with no single nail or cement, which the
villagers themselves had ingeniously built. Big and tall meshing made of
bamboo and filled with heavy rocks, were made to stand the width of the.
stream. These served as pylons for the bridge. The walking board was

made of bamboo cut into short sections which were fastened by pieces of
wood inside the bamboo sections, holding the bamboo pieces together.
These pieces of bamboo were laid on top of the pylons from one side of
the river to the other. To facilitate the way for pedestrians, they put up a
rail along the length of the bridge. These pylons were sturdy enough even
to withstand normal current during the rainy season. We walked along the
bank of the Ou river for a distance, and before long we reached Ban Tang,
a Lao Seng ethnic community consisting of 27 houses.

This ethnic group is classified as one that uses a Tibeto-Birman language.

They are similar to the Phounoi group, but the former are not Buddhists.
In this village we saw pirogues which are made of long dug out trees.
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These boats, with their length ranging from 10 - 15 metres, are used for
their daily livelihood. In the past these kinds of boats were seen in Luang
Prabang and there they were more elegant. The shape of dug out boats in
this part of the Ou river still looked like thick tree trunks. The boats'
thickness was probably needed since they had to be hauled through rough
. rocky rapids on this section of the river.

Ban Tang is located at a junction - the northbound direction leading to
Ou-tai, Gnot Ou district's centre, the other, along the Nam Nad stream,
~ leading to Oupaoc village, a Lolo community, or Lolopho which is our

- final destination. From there we will continue our way to the lands of Ko,
Ho, Sila, and Hayi. From that point we will come¢ round to Ou-neua then
make -our way down to Ou-tai. It is a winding journey.

Our team trekked along Nam Nad, a small stream. However fish were
abundant and a good source of food for villagers in the vicinity. Now and
then we saw Lolopho fishermen at work, and paddy fields with proper
irrigation systems, huts which were used during rice planting season, and
granaries strewn among the fields. We also saw ox or horse drawn
convoys which brought commodities such as salt, fabrics etc. to be sold or
exchanged with other goods found in this area. Oxen used as draught
animals were robust and strong, having shiny black or reddish skin. Using
oxen and horses as a means of transportation and for carrying
merchandise, 1s known to be traditional in this area. There are also a
number of ancient trading routes.

During the time of the French, horse drawn caravans of the Ho people,
some made up of no less than two hundred horses, uscd this route to sell
tea to Vietnam. On the way home, Ho traders brought back medicines
which could be sold at double the price in the land of Ho. Along with that
they also sold opium and other consumer goods. Throughout this land and
other northern regions of Laos, Ho caravans reached as far south as
Burmese or Thai towns. At that time travelling by horse or boat was a
trial. Going down stream by boat from Ban Hadsa to Luang Prabang town
would take eight days, and the time needed for a round trip would take
several months.
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Oupao, Lolo, or Lolopho village

That day Ban Oupao, our final destination was at last within reach, only
two more mountain slopes away. Our guide announced that we should rest
a while to recuperate our strength. It was suggested that we take our bath
before taking another climb since there were no streams on the mountain
top with an altitude between 1,400 to 1,500 metres above sea level.

It was a real test of physical strength. The slopes we climbed were about
60-70 degrees. We were so drained of energy that exhaustion did not seem
to be sufficient to describe our physical state. I was asking myself the
question why these people should chose the roof of the mountains, which

were so dangerous and difficult to reach as a place to live. All the answers
that I could think of at that time did not seem reasonable enough to me.

Oupaokang is the full name of the village that we reached. At that time the
sun was sinking down beyond other mountain ranges as we were standing
on top of another mountain top. What a magnificent sight: the beauty of
nature in her dignified grandeur, the beauty beyond words, that made one's
soul fill with humility, yet pride and happiness for having won the prize of
hardship and determination.

The term Oupao in Ho language, means the five brave men. It is a story
which has been retold for generations, that long ago there were five brave
heroes who defeated the aggressive invaders of this region. The word
Oupao kang, means "middle" Oupao. There are three Oupao communities.
The other two are Oupao Tai (south) and Oupao Neua (north). Oupao Tai
as the name implies, is to the south, but on a higher altitude than Oupao
Kang. Oupao Kang is also known by another name, Tapeusou, which
means a big white tree. According to the story, told down through
generations, at one time there was only-one Qupao which was located on
top of Phoukhaosane mountain, or at 1742 metres, the highest mountain
top on the map.

In earlier times this part of the country used to be a home for both the Yao
and Lolo, or Lolopho. Later on the Yao moved out to settle in OQu-tai area,
and only the Lolopho remain. In 1930 the Ho people of Ou-neua moved in
to replace the Yao, and the village was renamed "Oupao"” which means
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"Five brave men" who could not be injured by weapons. At the time when
the Yao and Lolopho lived together, there was no specific name for the
village because they kept moving.

Some time later the Oupao villagers moved away from their original
village and resettled on Phoukhaosane mountain where they still live at the
present time. The new settlement is called Oupao Kang or Oupao Tai or
Tapeusou which means “A big white tree”. The reason for naming it as
such was because looking at Tapeusou village from the top of
Phoukhaosane, they could see a tall white tree. However now this tree has

already gone. At present only the Lolopho live in Tapeusou, but in Oupao
Kang, Ho people live together with the Lolopho.

The Peucheu War ( Seven White)

Peucheu is the Ho name for the Yunnan army which invaded Laos through
this area. At that time there were two men, known as Lipeuchang and
‘Chungpele, both Lolopho, who rallied people to successfully fight back
the invaders.

Lipeuchang used the traditional weaponry, such as spears and other
pointed weapons to fight the invaders, whereas Chungpele used guns to
- attack the enemy. He used "mortars" whose barrels were made of vines,
wrapped tightly with special ropes. Mortars were positioned at strategic
points, and were fired at specific moments as the enemies' columns were
walking up the path. Chungpele mgemously created a rock trapping
system to lq]l the invaders.

The Seungseuye War

Seungseuye is the name of a Ho warlord from Yunnan who led his men to
plunder Lao territory. When this warlord reached the house of
Wangchounkouang, the Yao leader of Oupao, a son was born. To find a
peaceful way out, Wangchounkouang thought of a celebration, a baci, to
welcome the new born. Pigs were slaughtered and food were prepared for
the big occasion. Wangchounkouang invited Seungseuye to tie cotton
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strings around the wrists of his new born son and declared Seungseuye as
his son's "godfather". After the celebration Seungseuye and his troops
continued their journey of plundering and killing in other towns until they
were defeated in Luang Prabang. As the bellicose troop withdrew,
innocent citizens were killed, but it did not touch the Oupao villagers.
Hearing this, people from all over came to the two villages of Lolopho,
namely Ban Leucha and Lophoulou.

Wars which frequently occurred in this part of the country, made people
move out and settle in other parts of the country. That was why we could
see another Oupao community on the map, eight kilometres south as the
crow flies from this village. In 1963-64, people, who tried to save their
lives from wars, came back to their native village, leaving the Oupao
community to the south deserted.

About two years after that, in 1967-68, remnants of Kuakmington troops
raided and plundered this community. The administration together with
people of four villagers decided to move down to the valley where one big
village was established on the Nard river. At first people were happy with
their new settlement because there was plenty of land for cultivation. But

in 1970-71, fires destroyed the village. As if that misfortune was not
enough, some 80 people died due from malaria. These two incidents made
people move back to their original villages on top of the mountains, where
they still live at the present time.

Tasseng Oupao

Comrade Chasui, a member of the Party committee of Gnot Ou district, is
directly in charge of Tasseng Oupao. He is a Ho descendant of Oupao
origin. He is young and resolute with a strong will. He gets along well
with local people of all ethnic groups because he cares for their well-
being. Not only can he speak the languages of four ethnic groups, but he
can also sing their traditional folk songs. The other members of his
administrative committee include Comrade Suangphou, deputy head of the
tasseng committee, the village head called Sing, and a member of the
village's Lao National Front called Lopao, an assistant of Chasui.
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- There are 14 villages (or ban) in Tasseng Oupao, made up of 361 houses.

In all, there are 2,515 people including 1,221 women. There are nine Ko
villages comprising 177 houses and 1,119 people. These villages include
Phanghaimai,  Phingchangkao,  Phingchangkang,  Phinchangmai,
* Patchaoling, Kongchi, Singchai, Sichakao, and Sichamai. There are two
Lolopho villages made up of 95 houses, with a population of 670. The
villages are called Siaolisou and Vupao-tai. In Vupao-tai there are three
Ho villages made up of 90 houses and 816 people. The villages include
Ban Vupao-neua, Vupao-tai and Laomeo.

Oupao-tai or Tapeusou

Tapeusou is entirely a Lolopho community. The village is situated on top
of the mountains, and to reach there on foot takes 30 minutes from Oupao.
It is made up of 36 houses and there are 244 people living there.
According to the 1991 statistics, the village has 10,335 metres of paddy
fields of which 5 hectares are newly cleared, and 16 hectares of swidden
land plots. The local people have 87 buffaloes, 35 oxen, 198 pigs, 435
chickens and one horse. This village was founded in 1954, but the people
" moved southward to Oupao and settled on the banks of Nard river in
1968, then moved back to their original village in 1983.

Most families practise rice cultivation on both paddy fields and swidden
plots. But only six families cultivated rice on paddy fields, and an equal
number of families only practised rotating swidden cultivation. In the old
days, all Lolopho in Tapeusou (Oupao-tai) cultivated poppy since opium
production was the only means of survival. In good years some families
harvested as much as 7-8 kilograms of opium which meant an annual
income of 600,000 kip. But the income would be reduced by half if the
families concerned were opium addicts. It was a life of scarcity since the
size of the family could be as many as 14-15 members. There were needs
for rice, clothes, necessary household items, medicines, salt, sugar and
other expenses to cover events such as religious and traditional festivals
and weddings. There are currently about 26-30 opium addicts in the
village who ar¢ mainly elderly people.
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These days, due to the government's policy of restricting poppy plantation
and the selling of opium, and encouraging fixed farming on paddy fields
and fruit tree plantation to protect forests, opium production has reduced a
lot. Opium is only produced for the village's own consumption. There are
three ways of consumption: in "milk" form from the poppy pods, which
are quite rich in protein. This can be consumed at every meal. The second
and most popular way is to use opium as medicine. The third is to use
opium as an addiction, as is the case of 26-30 people in this village. Of
this number, seven were women.

Life for the majority of the Lolopho is one of hardship. Their life was even
worse before the revolution when the entire Lolopho community was
under the command of feudal lords who owned all the production tools.
An ordinary Lolopho person did not have the right to own even a single
knife. Common villagers would need to borrow everything from these
patriarchs whose services to villages were paid back in one form or
another.

Having given up the practice of swidden cultivation, the Lolopho people
as in the case of the Leu, have adopted terraced rice plots. Their life is
improving slowly thanks to their own hard work. They have rice to last
many months of the year, some families have enough for their own
consumption, and some even have a surplus. The health of those who
- stopped taking opium has been restored, and the forests which were once
destroyed have now been regenerated.

Tapeusou, like the villages of Ho, Kor, Kheu, and Sila in this area, does
not have schools. In the entire village there are only four literate persons.
The reason is that teachers who come from the low plain region could not
share the hardship of the villagers. The teachers could not readily adopt
the mountainous region's way of life, and similarly the latter could not

casily adopt the former's. |

Gnot Ou district's authority as well as Oupao, had unsuccessfully tried to
solve this problem many times. The district has thought of a solution:
establishing a special school for the students of ethnic groups. Once these
students complete their study, they can go back to their own communities
to teach people of their own ethnic groups. We had a chance to meet three
junior high school students who attended this special school because the
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school had let them off to visit the village for three days. I remember them
as being pleasant and intelligent.

Village chief Cha Soui’s dream

The area, at the foot of the mountain is a flat plain. Qupao-tai and Oupao-
kang used to be located on the banks of the Nard river. Here, on our way
from Oupao-kang to Oupao-neua, we rested a little while. At this place
people from four villages resettled where they could cultivate rice. in
paddy fields. Luck was not on their side: a fire destroyed their new home,
and people died of malaria. Finally, villagers decided to go back to their
original villages on the top of the mountains.

Comrade Cha Soui said: "My wish is to come back here to establish a big
community. There are many advantages to having a number of villages
settled here together. For one thing, this would serve as a centre for
tasseng Oupao. Paddy fields scattered along the bank of the river, are
nearby. "Secondly, because this is a plain area, we can clear more paddy
fields and there will be ponds to raise fish. This place would be a good
alternative to growing poppy and swidden cultivation. It is a solution to a
life of hardship. Up there on top of the mountains communication is
difficult. The inaccessibility of the mountains slows down progress. Up
there we live in isolation. Here we can build a road along the length of the
Nard river. We can even build a landing strip for helicopters.

Another thing is that once there is a big community, there will be cultural
and entertainment activities. Trade will be developed and people will come
and go. The people will enjoy a new and better life and will expenence
progress and development." :

Comrade Cha Soui had his town planning map in his head. He pointed to
the place where the road would be cut, where the village's club house

would stand, and where the gravity feed water system, paddy fields and
fish ponds would be located.

It was quite a detailed plan. I thought it would be a good idea if the

- provincial or central government could support this man's dream. Some
technical teams might be sent to the place to research in various fields,
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and funds might be sought from United Nations organisations or other
donors who could be interested in helping with building the road,
dispensary, school, or other facilities for the community.

The tale about the flood that inundated the world, or The Lolopho
gourd -

The Lolopho people have a tale that has been repeated for generations.
According to this story, once upon a time there was a king who ruled the
land in peace and harmony. One day he told his subjects to cut down
forests deep in the jungle where swidden cultivation could be carried out.
That day they cut down quite an extensive plot, but not as large as they
planned. Night fell and the people retired, but planned to come back the
next day to finish the job as their lord wished. The new day arrived and
they could not believe their eyes: the trees which they felled the day
before, were all standing again as if the forest had never been touched.

Then the people went to their master and reported the news to him. The
king was very furious, and ordered them to go back to their job of felling
trees. This time, the king himself also- went to see his men at work.
However the next morning the trees that were down on the ground stood
up again. Seeing this, the king ordered his men to make a big trap. The
snare was made of a ploughshare and a plough rope was used as its loop.
This trap was placed in the middle of the forest.

The next morning, the king went on a hunting excursion. He was
following a deer which was heading toward the spot where the trap was
placed. A big phoenix of rainbow was caught in the snare. The bird
pleaded with the deer for help. The deer said he could not do so, because
he was being chased by a dog. When the dog arrived, the big bird begged
the dog to help release him from the loop. The dog's answer was that he
could not help because his master, a son of the king, was right behind him.

When the king's son arrived, the bird pleaded with the prince and asked
for forgiveness and for his life to be spared. The young prince looked at
the bird with hatred. He said: "It is you, then, who tricked us all!" He
kicked and slapped the bird then continued his hunting excursion. Not
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long after that, the other members of the royal hunting team arrived. This
time the youngest son and daughter of the king arrived. Once again the
bird pleaded for help: "Whatever you two wish to have, I will grant that
wish." The youngest prince did not say a word, but his sister had pity and
begged her brother to help free the bird. Finally the two released the bird.

Once free, the bird being full of gratitude, announced: "I will revenge and
kill all humans! But you two will be spared. Do not forget what I will
mstruct you. On the full moon day, you will plant a seed of "mak rao"
(arenga pinnata) on a rice thrashing ground. Take care that no one sees
you. Then on the 14th day of the waxing moon of the seventh month, you
will see a miracle."

The bird told the young man and woman that on that day they were to
inspect the site. They should not forget to bring along three pieces of wax.
They would see the tree with enormous leaves with a fruit as big as a
granary. It was taboo to talk. Inside the fruit there would be plenty of food
of all kinds. Once inside the fruit, they would need to close the hole with
the wax. That very day, the 14th day of the waxing moon of the seventh
month, there would be a grand flood.

The young prince and princess followed the bird's instruction. The earth
was inundated on the 14th day of the waxing moon of the seventh month,
as the bird had prophesied. The fruit floated on the surface of the water.

Enormous waves carried the fruit up high three times till it reached the
- sky, and down it came so low that it touched the land.

On the full moon day of the following month the flood subsided, then the
brother and his sister came out. They built a hut on the shore of the ocean.
They only had some cabbage seeds with them. With these seeds they grew
vegetables which became their main staple.

A goddess heard that there were two surviving humans on earth. She came
down with a queen bee and asked the whereabouts of the young couple.
Following the bee's instruction, the goddess finally saw the young prince
and princess. The goddess tried to persuade the couple to become husband
and wife, but they refused.
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The goddess proposed a solution. If the "male" part of the stone mill was
to roll down a mountain slope, and simultaneously let the "female" part of
the mill roll down from an opposite slope, and should the two parts of the
milling instrument meet and neatly join each other, the couple would
become husband and wife. The couple agreed. But when the result was in
favour of the goddess, the young man and woman refused to comply.

The goddess thought of another trick. This time the young man was to
throw a circular bamboo disk (used for getting dust from rice grains)
down from a mountain top, and let his sister do the same with another disk
from another mountain top. Should the two bamboo disks join as one, the
two must become husband and wife. The test was carried out, and the
result was exactly as the goddess wanted it to be. The man and his sister
had no choice but to comply to the wish of the goddess.

One year passed, and the young wife became pregnant. The goddess
visited the young couple once a day. Three years went by, and the baby
was still not born. The Goddesses convened a conference which decided
that the young mother was to give birth. When the time came however, she
gave birth to 99 gourds (some said 77). Seeing these astonishing things,
the couple thought that they were damned, and decided to release all the
gourds to the open sea.

The goddess, on her next visit to the couple, was told of the event and
what followed. Hearing that the goddess looked all over the ocean to
retrieve the gourds which were carried by the waves and grounded on
islands.

The Lolopho people believe that human beings have their origin from
gourds, each one giving birth to one ethnic group. As for the Lolopho,
when they were first born they were fed with the milk of female dogs. As a
result, they love and respect dogs and do not eat dog meat up to the
present time.

The Lolopho people and their traditional festivals
The Lolo or Lolopho people annually celebrate a number of festivals-
which include the following:
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Boun kin chieng. This is the new year festival. It-is celebrated for three
days in the 12th month of the lunar calendar, between the first day of the
waxing moon till the day of the full moon. '
Boun kin chieng noi (noi means small). This event takes place on the 8th
day of the second lunar calendar month.

The third month celebration, held to venerate the cemetary.

The fifth month celebration, held on the fifth day of the month.

~ The sixth month celebration, conducted after rice planting is finished.
The seventh month celebration, held on the 14th day of this lunar month to
venerate house spirits. On this occasion, the first produce of their planting
is harvested. Rice, cotton, corn, pumpkins, and melons are brought to the
house to offer for the feast for house spirits. -
The Moon veneration festival held on the full moon of the 8th month, 1s to
mark the day when the flood on the planet earth was over. It is also the
day of the birth of the human race, including the Lolopho group.

The Lolopho ethnic group and its sub-groups

The Lolopho group is divided into three sub-groups, which include the
following: _ |

Tatheu Lolopho. The term means "Big Head Lolopho". This refers to the
turban wrapping around their heads.

Tasing Lololpho. The term means "Big Green Lolopho”, referring to their
baggy trousers that they wear.

Houangcho Lolopho. This group refers to the Lolopho nobles.

The tale says that one day a widow went to work on her swidden plot. The
-dog that accompanied her, urinated on her and that caused her pregnancy.
High in the sky at that time there was a swallow which called out: "Chou
sigo tho, chou siao tho!" This means the Little Prince Descendant. The
bird went on to say: "Sin yi- thuan yia", meaning many thousands of years
and dozens of years. The widow answered back: "Our lives cannot last
more than 800 years." The baby born to her became the Lolopho king.
There is a family whose name is Houan® cho Lolopho. The reason that
Lolopho people do not eat dog may be connected with the belief that they
come from dogs.
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Lolopho weddings

Traditionally, those who are to be married have not talked to each other
before. The man has no idea what the potential wife is like and what she

looks like, and vice versa. Marriage is arranged by parents. It is the man's
parents who will seek a wife for their son.

The First Step: When the parents of the young man find a potential
daughter-in-law, they look for two middle-persons, a man and a woman.
They are called Fou chou ma. These two persons will act as the
intermidiaries.

The Second Step: The Fou chou ma need to have a bottle of alcohol
which will be consumed with the parents of the girl when they first
approach them. At this first encounter, if the girl's parents need time to
think, they tell the Fou chou ma to come back another time. But if they do
not like the idea, they can refuse the offer.

The Third Step: Before the intermediaries arrange the last meeting with
the girl's parents, they must clearly indicate the objectives of the latter five
days in advance. If the girl's parents agree to the idea presented, they
prepare for the meeting. If the parents like the idea but their relatives do
not, the girl's parents must apologise to the intermediaries and give
reasons for such a deadlock. But if everythmg goes well, the parents of the
girl will agree to the wedding.

The Fourth Step: Once the marriage is agreed to, the intermediaries seek
for the auspicious day and negotiate about the dowries and arrange the
wedding according to the Lolopho tradition. The wedding itself is to be
performed in two stages referred to as great and small weddings. At each
phase the intermediaries will act on behalf of the groom's parents in
discussing the wedding arrangement with the girl's side.

The small wedding

For the small wedding the tradition only requires two small bowls of

alcohol and two kiane of pork (about one kilogramme). At this moment,
the intermediaries would act on behalf of the groom's parents. Once the
 intermediaries arrive at the bride's house, they will start cooking at her .
house. When the meal is prepared they invite the girl's parents to eat.
After that tea is served. It is at this moment that the Fou chou ma discuss
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the dowries with the bride's parents. The dowries may be between 8-20
pieces of silver, in addition to food and alcohol. -

The great wedding rite

The groom’s side:

Before the arrival of the auspicious day which both sides have agreed on,
the Fou chou ma must make the final visit to the girl's house to reconfirm
the certainty of the marriage. Then, a two-room hut is to be put up in front -
of the groom's house. This is the place where a welcome ceremony ‘is to
take place before the bride can enter the in laws' house. Ordinarily, they
would build this small hut some two weeks before. One day before the
wedding the groom cuts his hair, takes a bath, and grooms himself. The
following day he puts on the wedding dress. He wraps three arms’ lengths
or more pieces of black cloth around his head. Care must be taken that the
final shape of the head dress is square. Then, he puts on a black "double
breasted shirt with sleeves' ends which have "three layers". The pyjama
pants are also black. The red cloth studded with silver buttons, is wrapped
around the waist. On one shoulder there a red sash the length of one arm.

The groom's patriarch also prepares some presents. They include a phialo
suit, three-arms-length black cloth for head dress, two silver arm bangles,
eight silver wrist bangles, one pair of large circular silver earrings, a small
pair of chopsticks, two bottles of alcohol, coins wrapped in red cloth for
covering bottle openings called kedfo, which is used for offering alcohol to
the spirit. There are also two bunches of garlic each having two bulbs,
tied with red silk. There are four pieces of sugar cane cut the same length,
two pairs of thick joysticks, four blocks of salt cut in equal size, and
about two kilogrammes of polished rice. The phialo suit is to be
decorated with a full set of buttons: two buttons at the neck of blouse, two
half way down the flap that covers the breast, one in front at the waist,
and two at the side of the blouse. Good looking young boys of the same
size are selected to carry these presents and to join the groom's procession.

Both Fou chou ma will lead the procession. Next in line is the groom

accompanied by his best man. Then two young girls follow and next in
line are the two boys who carry the presents. Elderly people are at the end
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of the procession line. Before the procession starts, the two fou chou ma
must pay respect and inform the spirit of the house. This is to be followed
by the groom and the rest. The groom must have an umbrella.

The Bride’s Side:

As the case of the groom, the bride’s side also needs to prepare for the
event. A two-room hut is erected at the front door of the house. Pigs are
slaughtered and food prepared. Eight or ten, no less than four, elderly
people on her side must be invited to dine after the arrival of the groom’s
procession. |

The bride also takes her bath, makes herself pretty, and hides herself in
the bedroom. Once the procession arrives, the elderly on the girl’s side
must quickly go out to welcome the groom with a glass of alcohol and a
cup of tea. All are then settled in the welcoming hut. There is no furniture
in the hut except for a table and a bench. The Fou chou ma will pour
alcohol signifying the arrival of the groom. Having informed of the
arrival, the parents of the girl tell the cooks for this wedding. Then the
Fou chou ma will say that the groom is hungry. Having heard that, the
parents of the girl will tell the cooks to bring out the food for the groom
and his side to eat. .

- When the groom’s procession moves out from the hut, before stepping
into the house of the bride, a girl approaches and takes a sash from the
groom's shoulder and hangs it at the door. Only then can the groom go
into the house and proceed to pay respect to the spirit of the house.

On that day the bride i1s not allowed to wear her old clothes. She puts on
the clothes given to her by her husband and will lie down in the room
belonging to the spirit of the house. Then her older brother carries her on
his back to another place in the house .to pay respect to the spirit of the
ancestors. When this is finished, he carries his sister out of the house and
follows the groom’s procession, accompanying her to the house of the
girl's parents-in-law.

When leaving the house the girl holds a pair of chopsticks in each hand,

and throws the chopsticks backwards. This is a symbol of saying farewell
to her parents. It also means that she will not carry with her the burden of
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the deeds done to her by her own parents. When the procession reaches the
groom's or his parents' house, the brother puts his sister down at the hut
built in front of the house, and waits for the next rite. The master of the
ceremony (aphema), then starts the string tying ceremony by performing a
blessing chant.

The rite requires flowers, joysticks, and candles. There is a table and a
chair, and a basket of paddy on top of which there is polished rice. There
are coms in a bowl of water, a scale, and about five kilograms of pork
which will be presented to the master of the ceremony. Then he will take
the scale, paddy, and polished rice to the room of the newly weds. The
bigger brother of the bride carries the girl to the house and presents her to
her parents-in-law and pays respect to the spirit of the house. Then the
brother says to the girl's in laws that now his sister has been cut off from
~ her parents and family. She is now a stranger to them, so he asks the
parents-in-law to take and love his sister. |

Members of both sides will then take turn to pay respect to the spirit of
the house and to bless the newly weds. This is followed by alcohol
offering to the bride and groom. This is performed speedily so that once
the bride or groom finishes taking the spirit, he or she rushes to the room.
It 1s believed that whoever gets to the room first will be blessed.
Consequently, each side tries to ensure that it will be the first to get into
the room. '

After this event, the bride will come out to prepare food and hot tea for
family members and guests. Lively conversation, laughter and fun take
place as alcohol 1s being distributed. Once eating is over, relatives and
guests leave.

The following day the newly weds visit the girl’s family. They stay there
- for one night before returning to the the husband’s family.

Some special features about the Lolopho wedding are as follows:
Should there be a sign of a bad omen taking place during the procession to
the bride's house, the groom has the right not to get married, and he can do

so without having to pay any penalty. However, should the bride side
experience the same, the girl will be immediately fined.
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If the wife is caught red-handed in an act of adultery, the husband can
punish her in whatever way he wishes. .
Only pigs, no other animals, are slaughtered.

The Lolopho and birth

Ordinarily a pregnant Lolopho woman will carry on with her work until
the day she gives birth. Many times babies are born at the swidden plots
or orchards. They cut the umbilical cords which are to be left in the forest.
They shave the hair of the new born and keep it in a pouch, which means
that the soul of the new born will stay around and not wander away. From
that day on the women will take hot baths for over one month during
which time they drink hot herb tea and sleep over hot charcoal. They take
“hot baths four or five times a day. They are not to eat long grain rice,
chicken, or eggs. After one month a string tying will take place, marking
the end of the post partum rite. On this occasion chickens will be killed to
pay respect to the ancestors, and the names of the new born will be given
by elderly people or the new born's parents. If the name of the parents
starts with Koui X + X, the baby's name will start with Koui also.

When they reach adolescence, young men would sing and serenade the
girls as they work in the forest or swidden plots. If the girls like the men,
they would respond by singing back, and if they do not like the boys, they
remain quiet. Young men visit girls at night time. If the pair likes each
other, they may have a rendezvous. However the parents may claim that it
is contrary to the tradition. In an instance where the girl becomes pregnant
before being properly married, if the girl's parents agree, the couple may
be allowed to live as husband and wife. If the girl's parents do not agree, a
fine will be imposed. However, the young man or girl may change his/her
mind and turn to someone else. This act is not punishable, and neither side .
is allowed to take revenge.

The house spirit

According to the old belief, there are two types of spirits dwelling in the
house: general and specific types. A special room must be reserved for the
specific spirit. But these days there is only one kind and that is the general
spirit, Any stranger who should walk into this special room, will be
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penalised. The fine includes one bottle of alcohol and a chicken. In the
past they carved the pictures of the dead parents and kept them in this
special room. But nowadays this is not observed anymore. The specific
spirit has a duty to keep the "soul" of money, silver and gold, and to
provide wealth. Therefore it is regarded as an important spirit. The place

in the house where this kind of spirit is worshipped, is called Nedigno.
The word means "the lone spirit."

Sickness

When someone in the house is not well, they seck the advice of a-
soothsayer who will very likely say that the sick person has been "bitten
by a spirit". A special rite must be performed within three days. During
this period they leave leaves hanging on the door, signalling that no
outsiders should go into the house.

Planting

According to the tradition, Lolopho people chose an auspicious day for
rice broadcasting. The day they were born is considered to be a good day,
while the days their parents died are considered to be bad days. The day to
start harvesting is also selected in a similar way, but the days of birth or
death are not selected in this way. The days of big snake, monkey, and
small snake are considered as good days to start the event. Rice thrashing
and collecting are considered to be men's chores. Women only take the
role of a helping hand.

Bad omens

When an ox gets onto the roof of the house, it is considered an
inauspicious sign. The bovine must be slaughtered to feed the spirit. It is
also considered a bad omen if the animal gets into the house. They would
put chicken feathers, cold cooked rice, alcohol and charcoal into a coconut
shell, and present them to the spirit. While on a business trip, seeing white
feathered birds, wild hens, snakes and deers is considered a bad omen
The trip must be postponed immediately.



The house of the village spirit

In the past each village had a house reserved for the village spirit, which is
situated at the upper end of the village. It is only a small hut. Each year
two feasts are organised for this spirit. One is held after Kin Chieng (new
year celebration) and the other six months after that. Each time three
chickens are sacrificed.

Death

The Lolopho cremate their dead at the funeral ground which is situated
outside the village. The funeral ground, which 1s to the west of the village,
is in the forest. Here it is forbidden to cut or destroy trees. The firewood,
the length of which should be longer than the dead person, is cut to make
the funeral pyre. The pyre has a broad base and the coffin is put on top of

it. Big pieces of wood will be placed on each side of the coffin before it is
set on fire.

Two persons are needed to set the pyre on fire. These two will set it alight
at the same time, one from the head position and the other from the feet.
If the dead person has a child or grandchild, this person would be selected
to walk around the pyre three times in one direction and then three more
times in the opposite direction. While walking, the person would make a
movement of fanning with the side of his shirt, while wishing that the
dead person would attain peace and be reincarnated in a good place.
He/she would also wish that the pyre would burn well so as not to create
difficulties for others.

When everything goes as expected, people return to their own homes. The
following day they would inspect the site. If the pyre did not burn well,
people would fetch additional firewood to add to the fire. There is no
taboo about this matter. If the funeral takes place in the rainy season, they
build a roof structure over the pyre. The ashes will be kept there for two
to three months, then they will be collected to be burried in the third lunar
month, following the new year feast. The Lolopho visit the burial sites of
their parents and ancestors for three generations. The fourth generation
will not pay respect to them anymore, but start to pay respect to the next
sroup of ancestors, counting from the first dead and the rest of the family
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for three generation as in the previous case.

The dead who started having teeth, are cremated. Infants with no teeth are

buried. At the cremation time, if the smoke goes upward it is believed that

the soul of the dead person will go to heaven. The contrary case means
that the dead will not be reborn.

People who die in accidents or meet sudden violent kind of death, can also
be cremated, but it must be at a separate cremation ground. The bodies of
those who die outside their houses cannot be brought inside the houses.
Members of the family who die outside their houses are not allowed to be
cremated at the village's cremation ground, but elsewhere. Their ashes can
be buried anywhere, but must not be brought into the house.

Attitude to the dead

If the dead person is a father or mother, the children would cut a silver
sheet into small pieces, the size of fingernails, equal to the number of the
‘dead person's children. Then these pieces are tied by red silk thread. The
silver is to be spent in paradise. The children would then perform a rite of
"extending the breath" of the dead person. They would suck and blow air
on the dead person's elbow and say for instance: "Mother, you were a
human being who died on this earth. Your children are gathered here to
extend your breath so that you can become a human being in the spirit
world."

Lolopho housing

The Lolopho house is similar to that of the Ho people in that it is on the
ground. The solid strong walls are made of kneaded earth about 40 cm.
thick. The length of the house is between 10t020met:resdcpendmgonthc
suc of the family and their financial status. .

Undemeath the roof there is an open shelf like place where food and other
household utensils are kept. The thatched roof is not steep. The door is
located in the middle of the house. Upon entering the door, one sees a
raised platform. This is where guests are received and the meals are eaten.
At this raised platform there is a fire place for boiling water and to keep
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.people warm. It is aligned with the door. Next to this platform there. is
another door to the room of the house spirit. On either side of this spirit
room there are rooms, the left hand side being for women and the right
hand side for men. Next to the women's room at the far end of the house,
“there is a kitchen. Here one can find two fire places dug into the ground.
One is for cooking all sorts of things, including food and pig's feed. There
1s 2 manual rice mill and opium seeds to prepare a kind of rice porridge
which is a regular dish. In addition, there is a wooden vessel for storing
water.

The Lolopho use bamboo called mai sang for a gravity fed water system
- which is close to individual houses. Fences are put up around the house to
stop domestic animals from entering. Some houses have a small shed next
to them. Here firewood and horse saddles are kept. Near the house
underneath the trees, they like to keep corn seeds. Some houses have walls
made of stone slabs, one piled on top of the other. .

Livelihood

Lolophos, as other mountain dwellers, leave their houses early in the
morning to carry out their daily chores, and will not return until the time
the sun is about to set. Some go to their rice fields, others g0 to their
swidden plots, and some go into the forest with bows and arrows and
hunting dogs to find food. They move swiftly in the forest and rugged
terrain. They do not seem to get tired and even manage to stay in good
humour as they trek up steep mountain slopes. Young people can fool
around, running and chasing each other on these steep slopes. '

Arts and literature

Many people may wonder why inhabitants of the mountains like wearing
bright and shiny clothes. Perhaps one answer may have to do with the
bountiful beauty that nature at these high altitude places, offers to them.

As man opens his eyes, the first thing he sees is the beauty of nature that
surrounds him. He may instinctively like to make himself as beautiful as

mother nature. Before shiny metals and precious stones were discovered,
people make themselves beautiful by using beautiful shells, colourful
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feathers, flowers and the like. They like bright, colourful, and shiny
things. The value of metal which is used for jewellery, depends on how
bright it is, not on the real value of the metal. Those metals that are not
shiny including gold, are not as valuable, except metals that are used for
production implements.

Human society in the mountains has its foundation on nature. The mode of
production as well as the rest of the way of life depends on nature which is
in its pristine form, adorned with high ranges of mountains covered with
all kinds of beautiful vegetation. For the people living up high on the roof
of the world, nothing can compete with nature. Their preferences for
- clothes and jewellery reflect the colour of this beauty because usually they
are bright and shiny. Many things are shiny and colourful, including little
things such as lighters, scissors, fingernail clippers. Even bottle tops are
colourful pieces of decoration. One noticeable thing about the Lolopho 1s
that they do not like wearing gold, perhaps because it is not as shiny as
silver.

Amidst mountain ranges of pristine forests, one can hear continuous
symphonies of nature played by a variety of birds and gibbons. Songs
sung by the Lolopho as well as by most other mountain dwellers, are like
the sound of nature, or one can say an attempt to imitate the sounds of
nature, called Mekho-ai. Young men sing from one mountain top, and
women sing back from another mountain. The musical sound is heard in
turn, carried through the thin mountain air from one mountain top to
another, or down the valley somewhere near a mountain stream.

Normally the Lolopho people do not sing face to face. They only do so far
from each other, for example wide mountains serve as a stage where two
singers perform duo. There are jokes about women and their sons in law,
or men court sisters in law in this manner because coming from far away,
the singers cannot distinguish the owners of the songs.

The Lolopho have a fun dance called "the 12 rhythm dance." This unique
dance is a "unity" dance that everyone - old and young, men and women -
joins in. To the changing tune of wind instruments, the dancers hop and
jump with fun and energy, they approach each other then turn away in a
graceful manner. The song is called koupe. The wind instrument is called
khen beu. The wind instrument is made from a small size gourd and four
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to five small lengths of bamboo. It is no longer than one foot. When
played, the sound comes through the open end at the bottom of the pipes.
This musical instrument is used to accompany singers or to provide
rhythm for dancers. The 12 rhythm dance is performed at the celebration
of their new year and at other important celebrations.

It is indeed a unique artistic expression that should be maintained along
- with other dances of the diverse ethnic groups of the Lao P.DR.. In
acdition to this instrument, the Lolopho have a flute like instrument which
is played by both young men and women as they rest from heavy chores in
the rice fields or orchards. -

We left Oupao villages with the hope of returning one day. From there we
passed through the villages of Kor, Kongcheu, Patchaoling, Pingchang,
then we reached the Hor villages of Tahouaseu and Bosao, Laosila in
Nahok. We met with people of Ou-neua and Ou-tai districts. Therefore
there are yet many more stories to be told.

Rt
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