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            Author’s Note

         

         I thought about Lao LanXang and Chao Anouvong when I was praying in the Emerald Buddha temple in Bangkok and have been intrigued by the true history of Siam and LanXang ever since. It fired my imagination. Two forces are influencing me: literature and the intellectual challenge on one hand, and the nobility of the truth on the other. If I’ve whetted the imagination of anyone with an interest in Chao Anouvong and the Lao nation, then I won’t have written this in vain.

         Lao LanXang and Its Last King is a historical story – part history and part novel. No attempt has been made to combine the two before. Of course, if you like, after you’ve read it you can call it anything you please. It shouldn’t be taken as a full picture of King Anouvong’s life. All records of him from the ViengChan court have vanished. We know little about his history beyond the fact that it happened. I’ve discovered no facts that aren’t already in history books. This book is a serious effort, yet not a comprehensive account of the events. I wrote about what I’ve heard and read. It is to a large degree mere conjecture of what might have happened, or as much as a novel allows. Nothing exposes oneself more than a novel, because in a novel, one writes as one feels, or is capable of feeling. It’s not meant to be controversial or contemptible and certainly not deliberately provocative.

         It would be impossible for any one person to tell the whole truth about Chao Anouvong: nonetheless, I’ve written somewhat self-indulgently about the past because, like the present, it’s made up of reasons and feelings and things seen. Some people will be unhappy about it, but I hope they don’t take it too seriously. Bangkok might well take offence and even accuse me of lies and slander against Siam. Honestly, it’s not intended to be disrespectful to anyone and neither is it an attempt to re-examine the well-established, glorified, impressive and romantic history of Rattanakosin Siam, firmly accepted by some Siamese scholars and academics, with Bangkok at the centre of the Siamese world.

         The Lao people should take pride in Chao Anouvong’s struggle against Siam for LanXang. As for the exact thoughts in his noble mind, I have neither the ability nor the intention to guess them. But I think I can safely state that he wouldn’t have been content until the Lao people of the ancient kingdom of LanXang, with the Mother Mekong (Mae Nam Kong) running through the middle, were united.

         Many people have written Lao history as a tribute to the Lao nation. However, none, perhaps, have realised quite how terrible the events in Lao LanXang were between 1779 and 1829, up to Western colonisation. The Lao nation has miraculously survived, albeit with a fraction of its population and half the size of its former self because of the 1898 treaty between France and Siam. This book represents literature on Lao LanXang in history and memory. It should be educational, perhaps, and should be regarded as a lesson from the past. It’s not designed to be the last word on the matter and I hope it might lead to a dialogue with those who’ve tried to colonise Laos and wipe it off the face of the Earth. The Lao people have tried to live with this. If you look at maps of the world, I warrant you will find comparisons between the Siamese and the Lao, but they are not entirely alike.

         I am conscious of existing stories about the reason for and the timing of Chao Anouvong’s war of independence: those from Siam are biased. So, I’m sure it’s time for a new assessment that can be analysed and enjoyed by anyone interested in history. I’m not very far from thinking that most Lao and Siamese would like to know the truth. So, let’s try to understand and agree why he did it.

         As a precaution I will not name names, but to all concerned who assisted me with the book, I offer my sincere appreciation and thanks. My principal debt is to my close friend for supplying me with books, both in Lao and English, written by the most talented historian, Maha Sila Viravong – without his scholarship my endeavour would not have been possible. Friends read the manuscript and made many invaluable suggestions.

         Books came and went as I continued to maintain my dignified silence, but this was a story I wanted to write. I have been helped through many solitary years by the thought of my motherland and Chao Anouvong, and in both respects I’ve been fortunate. LanXang is in the past, but I feel pain whenever I think of it, because there are Lao people on both sides of the Mekong, and they must have a shared future.

         This book is a tribute not only to the greatness of the Lao nation, from the Ai-Lao of the NanChao kingdom (Land of Kings) in China to the Lao LanXang kingdom (Land of a Million Elephants) of Laos, but also to the last king of Lao LanXang ViengChan. Readers might be interested to know not only about Lao heritage, but also the pivotal and mercurial kingdom of modern Siam.

         The abominably unwarranted and cruel invasions of LanXang and the sack of ViengChan by Siam are historical facts, attested to by the ‘literary masterpiece’ of the Chronicles of ViengChan (Phuen Vieng) that were discovered in the Ubon area of the Mun river before being copied and spread through word of mouth to various temples throughout LanXang. The Chronicles served both to maintain Lao traditions and to stir the hearts of Lao patriotism. Tradition maintains that the stories were passed down by word of mouth from one generation to the next, despite being heavily suppressed.

         The identity of the Ai-Lao (Lao people) is attested to by Chinese history and the documents of the Legendary Khoun Borom. Sadly, many important manuscripts belonging to the Lao chronicles and archives vanished in the destruction of ViengChan and the general collapse of the entire Lao LanXang Kingdom.

         While looking through the manuscript as I prepare for its publication, I began to doubt whether it could possibly be of interest to anyone but me. Then I thought, one doesn’t have to be famous or a statesman to write a book: it is enough to be a simple human being. Life is always interesting, and one should always strive for truth, authenticity, empathy and justice. I don’t expect this book to enhance my reputation.

         I trust that readers will find the subject matter as appealing as I did. This book hopes to show not only what really happened in those days (and lead, I hope, to greater trust and transparency, and less hate), but also the character of the peace-loving Lao people. Through the story of Chao Anouvong, I hope to show how a man can become truly immortal. If, however, it proves an interesting and eye-opening read, then the Lao will no longer feel so alone. Besides, if it helps people – especially the Lao and Siamese – to love more and to think twice before airing their views, and if it shines a spotlight on the truth, then it will have played its part.

         Writing this book has been one of the most personally fulfilling experiences of my life.
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            Preface

         

         After the complete annihilation of ViengChan (Vientiane), it is a well-known fact that, amongst other looted treasures such as the Emerald Buddha (Phra Kaeo), the majority of Lao palm-leaf manuscripts, chronicles and literature were burnt or spirited away from Lao LanXang during the Siamese invasions. As part of Siam’s purging policies, they were hidden in various libraries in Bangkok. In fact, only literate Lao people (especially monks) could actually read the old Lao script, but Siamese officials and scholars could view them, even though they had no interest in them. The truth was that the Siamese tried to eradicate from the world anything to do with the Lao nation, but after nearly 200 years of isolation and neglect, the wisdom of Lao LanXang returned in triumph.

         Fortunately, a well-educated Lao monk with a keen mind, Maha Sila Viravong from Roi-Et, discovered these palm-leaf chronicles and other literature in a Bangkok library in the 1940s. He didn’t know which daemon told him to look at them. He threw himself into a chair, laid one on the desk and the dynamic story worked on him. He, like all his compatriots, placed a high value on Lao consciousness (Khuam Penh Lao). Discreetly, patiently and painstakingly, he copied some of them. It changed his life. He was an exceptional scholar who wrote, amongst other things, The History of Laos. Despite many difficulties, the fact remains that his discovery shed much light on the history of the Lao people and the reality of ViengChan.

         Of all the Lao kings, Chao Anouvong exerted the greatest influence on Lao LanXang history. He came from a long line of Lao royals, a family that had played a prominent role in Lao conservative politics and promoted a peaceful relationship with neighbouring countries. It would have been natural for him to follow his ancestors’ policies: to foster the love and unity of LanXang, to strengthen the kingdom by spreading knowledge of Lao history, culture, traditions and ideals, and keeping fresh the memory of those from all walks of life who’d served LanXang in the past to inspire leadership in the future.

         Primarily, he saw moderation and consensus as more powerful in politics than ideological conviction. He maintained a core principle of patience and flexibility. However, he was disgusted by the injustice, cruelty and corruption of Siam’s political life and was sickened by the suffering of his people: especially by the death (possibly execution) of his brother.

         Chao Anouvong became concerned. He travelled extensively in search of a peaceful solution. Inspired by King Fah Ngum’s unification of the LanXang kingdom, he sought to re-establish the political and philosophical power of the Lao nation. He arrived at a lasting conviction that the injustices inflicted on the Lao people would never cease until Lao LanXang regained its full independence, or if a philosopher or a just man became the Siamese ruler.

         Nowhere was Chao Anouvong more reviled than in Siam, where Bangkok conceived a prejudice against this patriotic Lao man from ViengChan. They demanded his loyalty but offered nothing in return yet considered him ungrateful and accused him of being a traitor. Now we know that his only crime was to run out of patience. He was impatient to restore the identity and dignity of the Lao people, to take back their freedom and rights.

         Many intriguing questions arise: why did Siam break the 1563 That Si-SongHuck treaty and invade LanXang in 1779? How was Chao Anouvong brought up and treated in Bangkok? Why was he allowed to return to rule ViengChan? Why did a man who grew up at the very heart of the Bangkok establishment seek to fight against Siam? How did he change the course of Lao LanXang history? Are there still further truths to be revealed?

         It would be a mistake to provide answers before the questions are properly considered, but this is a complicated matter. It is an immense pity that to this day, no one has had the courage to condemn the royal Rattanakosin dynasty, or to accord Chao Anouvong the praise he deserves. He may well be hated by Bangkok and condemned as a traitor to Siam, but he’s worth remembering as a man of justice and a true hero to the Lao.

         Readers can discover for themselves why King Anouvong led his people against Siam. Perhaps the answers to these questions and many more can be found in this book, which I’m happy to dedicate not only to the Lao nation but also to anyone who recognises its value and believes in friendship, truth and justice. It should be everyone’s duty to honour truth and praise its power and valour, both now and always.
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            I

            Lao Consciousness

         

         
            
               ‘Khuam Penh Lao – ຄວາມເປັນລາວ’

               Ai-Lao – Lao nation

               My country is

               LanXang – ລ້ານຊ້າງ

               The Mekong flows north-south through the middle.

            

            
               Friends,

               Fellow countrymen,

               Brothers and sisters,

               Young and old,

               In the Lao LanXang Kingdom and outside,

               Whoever and wherever you are,

               I have a story to tell,

               Have no fear,

               Lend me your ears,

               I beseech you,

               Please hear me and pass it on.

               Tell the world!

            

         

         
             

         

         My name is Jon, a descendant of the feudal lord Phommarath. But most of all I am a mortal belonging to Mother Earth, and a Lao. Wherever I reside I am as patriotic as the next Laoman and will always cherish the memories of my motherland. My most desired wish at this stage of my life is to write a story about the Lao LanXang kingdom and its last king, in the hope that it will bring about truth, reconciliation and peace and benefit future generations.

         I was a courtier and private secretary (Laykar ເລຂາ) for over thirty years to the last king of ViengChan, LanXang. He and I seemed to share a single mind all those years, whether in public or private conversation. Officially he was Phra Chao Anouruttharaja (King Anouruttharath), Phra Chao LanXang ViengChan (King of LanXang ViengChan) or Somdet Phra Chao Anouruttharaja (His Majesty King Anouruttharath). The Lao people of LanXang fondly knew him as Chao Anou (Chao is the title of an aristocrat in Lao).

         ‘An accomplishment for the benefit of society is more worthy than being a Chao,’ he said judiciously. Lest anyone (the Siamese) should suppose he was just the son of a nobody, I can confirm he was of royal kin and the ViengChan royal family’s bloodline ended with him.

         Amusingly, once I accepted my appointment as his private secretary, he gave me the ancient noble title of a Khoun and addressed me as Khoun Jon. I grew to appreciate it in the end, somehow. Nine years later he unexpectedly granted me a peerage (Phia) in recognition of my service to LanXang. ‘My dear Phia Jon,’ he said occasionally with great affection. Mind you, he sometimes used my given name for introductions, when he demanded something, gave an order or teased me. Intriguingly he also gave me a codename, which he would only refer to when there was an important undertaking or a very urgent, serious and risky mission. The urgency of his voice galvanised me into action. I was overcome with awe and filled with spirit and daring.

         From the beginning, Chao Anouvong and I were as trusting and affectionate as if we’d always known each other – our relationship was like that of father and son. I was touched by his charming, open manner, but the intensity of his ingenuity made me feel shy. I have to admit I was somewhat flattered by his attention. We were probably seeking each other before we met, and then found ourselves so taken with each other that our souls mingled and nothing afterwards came between us. We alone shared the privilege of our true friendship, which was perfectly private, though I regarded myself as one of the mandarins. The time spent with him was the best of my life. I believe our friendship was so strong because we appreciated the good in one another and my loyalty matched his.

         If you want an honest answer, I only got the job because of serendipity and destiny. Working and living in the palace was a privilege but I abandoned power, wealth and politics for wisdom and philosophy, and committed myself solely to serve king and country: my only patriotic ambition. Like most proud Lao people, our patriotism was not boastful and showy but subtle and unassuming. We tend to be too bashful and awkward to say who we are. My choice of health over wealth led to a recompense reasonable enough to satisfy my modest needs, and I hoped for a modest pension. Alas, all my hopes ended with him.

         I have always been susceptible to modest, dignified, decent and influential people, and Chao Anouvong’s aristocracy and patriotism fascinated me. I was deeply mesmerised by his appearance, his elegance, intellectual brilliance, wisdom and apparent sophistication, mainly because I felt I was unsophisticated myself. My appointment was highly desirable even though I didn’t have the complete run of the inner sanctum, although I thought I did. Naturally, it was a great honour to be given the job, and very exciting to serve and accompany him wherever he went. I spent most mornings being briefed on the events of the day or holding private discussions with him. I welcomed any instructions which helped me to be useful. Therefore, he admired me deeply and directed me to keep track of the kingdom’s affairs. This highly rewarding task gradually became more dangerous and, finally, heart-breaking as I witnessed his ordeal: a great tragedy which left me in despair.

         During those years, I probably spent more anxious hours with the king than with any other person. He recommended contemplation as a natural therapy for anxiety. I witnessed his private meetings and carried his innermost thoughts and plans. I eagerly took down his letters and his literary works, mostly in verse. Sometimes I had to trust my own memory to cope with the flow of words. You may ask what happened to all of them, but the Siamese came and did evil things in ViengChan. Sadly most, if not all, of his work, together with other historical records, were destroyed, burnt or illicitly taken away to Bangkok after the destruction of the ancient capital Chanthabury (ViengChan) in 1828. To have watched the city and the palace that I called home being ransacked and burnt to the ground and with it my life’s work in the library – minutes, notes, archives – was truly and overwhelmingly upsetting.

         Chao Anouvong advised me to repent and be humble and live my life as an ordinary free man in which Buddhism played a significant part. (Buddhism is not a religion: it doesn’t prescribe a route to any god – that’s up to you to discover if you wish. And it doesn’t believe in indoctrination but allows the individual to make their own decisions). The king preferred a simple life, sleeping enough to feel more energetic, but not too much as to feel lethargic. He wished to relinquish attachment to physical satisfaction in order to eliminate ignorance, and anxiously wanted to free himself from the prison of Siam’s political affairs in exchange for LanXang autonomy. A lavish lifestyle, he said, would inevitably lead to more desire, and one could easily become arrogant. To indulge oneself in satisfying one’s palate would not only increase the burden on one’s digestive system, but also one’s sense of illusion and attachment. He was not pernickety about food but preferred less spicy or even plain dishes. He’d no desire for worldly goods and believed that material values were totally vain, preferring simple accommodation and clothing. This world is nothing but a temporary residence, after all. He sometimes wondered where all these worldly things came from. Intriguingly, we both had inquisitive minds.

         Some people believe that money is essential to virtue, but Chao Anouvong said it depended on how it was acquired. Money is king but one should not assume it guarantees one’s virtue: an opinion which seemed impossible to disagree with. In any case, moneymaking had never been on my mind, unlike those tiresome people who become devoted to money and have a good word for nothing else. I’ve tried without success to save or at least be careful with my expenditure, because I enjoy the power and usefulness of money – a hundred Lians to a Kip to provide me with security and freedom. Fortunately, living with nature was relatively reliable and the other essential ingredients of pleasure, however difficult, were not too expensive. I have been fortunate in my simple life, and within certain limits I wouldn’t hesitate to continue to enjoy life the way I thought it should be enjoyed. The world is more flexible than it seems, and by simply determining what is right, life should be uncomplicated. Life is sweet for many but less so for others; it’s certainly too short. I hope, therefore, that my savings, and a small grace and favour contribution, along with a few legacies perhaps, and kind friends, should be sufficient, if I live that long, to keep me in my retirement. With good natural local medicine and a healthy lifestyle, consuming mostly fruits, nuts, fish and vegetables, with all things in moderation, I shan’t require much. But if it means I only eat occasionally or go hungry sometimes, well and good. Elderly people, they say, live on air!

         One assumes that moral goodness is enough for a happy life. I personally didn’t seek material comforts. Peace of mind and serenity were all I required. Perhaps knowledge is by itself sufficient to lead one to the virtues of honesty, truth and friendship, which should be placed above other kinds of morality. So, my real aim was to pursue a good life, hope to discover what virtue was, and maybe become a virtuous and knowledgeable person myself. Life is bewildering but I hoped the contemplation of justice and philosophy would keep me in a good state of mind and help me live properly. Some believe that pleasure’s rightful place is at the beginning of life: having good health, good friends, the joy of giving, receiving, sharing fun, getting married and having children. But with sufficient wealth, the end of life should also be perfectly happy. Health is largely determined by one’s state of bliss or the reverse, but what makes people happy is a matter of taste. Nevertheless, one ought to do everything to remain on reasonable terms with the troubled world and with good, reasonable people. These are the basic principles that apply to everyone; if only man would follow them, he might solve the world’s problems so that conflict and war could be avoided.

         All our dreams begin in youth. As a youngster with a natural curiosity about life, I was ready to learn. My father told me that education and nothing but education, is the only lasting path for the future. With a real love of learning and a yearning for the whole truth, I never wanted to miss my lessons. I strained every nerve to discover the truth out of sheer desire for knowledge, which I acquired to achieve my ambition. Basically, I had everything invested in myself. I have been and am self-sufficient and contented with what I have, although I like to converse with like-minded people. Friendship is very important, but one must recognise one’s limitations and never envy the superior ability of others. One never wants to be without friends who know the way to one’s heart, because a sympathetic friend can be quite as dear as one’s parents. Life is far better with a cosy coterie of friends or someone to share a noggin or two at dinner, even though one can’t always afford to keep up with them. Having Chao Anouvong as a dear friend was incredibly gratifying. Self-indulgence was never in my philosophy, but after serving him for many years, I understood that work in itself, together with relatives and friends, freedom, food, clothes and shelter, was one of the natural and necessary things that made life pleasurable. I have indeed lived a healthy and happy life.

         I could only imagine myself trembling about on the floor as a toddler. I grew steadily, albeit a little slowly. I remember my father tossing me up like a toy, making me laugh. Later, my mother scolded me for glimpsing my face in her mirror, telling me I was still a boy. When my voice broke, she rushed me into her room and with an awe-inspiring voice amusingly told me I was a man. I realised instantly that my body had been going the way of all schoolboy bodies, making us blush and grope and unsure what we’re supposed to do. Well, at my mother’s words my fine baby face must have turned red with embarrassment. She flushed and her silky black hair seemed to stand on end and her small brown eyes widened. She promptly reminded me not to forget that it was she who bore, nursed, suckled me and lived her life for me. She started to cry, and after a shocked pause she laughed, dramatically collapsed into her chair and burst into a storm of tears, murmuring that she would not wish to see the light of day if I married a girl who would turn me against her. I embraced her affectionately and told her that I loved her best.

         My looks changed a little, but I remained as slim as ever. I reached the age when boys start to think of love or fumble about and make mistakes and are laughed at by unkind, giggling girls. I blushed not only because of this strange sexual prowess, a new and welcome interpretation of my much-loathed weakness, but also because I was sad and ashamed, thinking that love was the stuff of fantasy. Perhaps my dreams of it were more innocent than the boys next door. I made a point of befriending everyone I could wherever I went, though I neither tried to seduce anyone or purposefully look for love – as perhaps most boys did – but resourcefully lived in hope of it. But I learnt why older boys were, or pretended to be, gripped by a paroxysm of sex, some without saying a word, others with grunts of delight, and without guilt-ridden after-effects. I was far too inhibited and refused to have anything to do with them!

         I don’t mind admitting that there had been several attempts by my understanding and sympathetic mother to distract me from my solitude by engaging me with beautiful and polite girls, with marriage in mind. She wanted me to marry young and to bring up an heir. I suppose all mothers are mad for grandchildren but never quite get on with their daughters-in-law. She was worried that I might die childless in battle if I joined the royal army. This was never going to be a problem, and a combination of Chao Anouvong’s encouragement – and decent young girls of striking beauty – aroused desire in me. Nonetheless, I was content with my work at the palace and kept myself out of mischief.

         When I was a teenager and growing up to be a merry young man, I always preferred to be meticulously clean. I was accustomed to long wallows in clear rivers or streams and being properly dressed before evening meals. I was not too fastidious about my looks, for this is only a phantasm, not a real self after all, nothing but a temporary and deceptive outer case which comes into being, bearing our own karma, and disappears again. Nevertheless, one tries to make the best use of one’s own illusive body, because no one else faces the consequences for what one eats and does.

         Laomen woo all year round but wed in winter (December and January). During my time, the custom was that older female family members watched closely over young, unmarried girls. This kind of security gave them a good name, as well as pleasing their parents and earning praise from elders who would condemn any girl who ran away to consort with men before she was properly married. Traditionally, women all over the kingdom enjoyed liberty but took little or no part in amusement, public life or politics. Their confinement to domestic affairs made them reserved in society and obedient companions, but not slaves, to their husbands, respectfully going to bed before their husbands and being the first to rise. Some Laomen had old-fashioned ideas about marriage. They oversaw their family with a proprietary air, expecting their wives to show deference and perform housework without complaint, even though both men and women worked hard all day and were too tired to quarrel. Most young people of the opposite sex rarely met, making romantic love impossible, and marriage would normally be merely a matter of arrangement irrespective of emotional compatibility. In the culture of wives and children it is generally accepted that the only difference between men and women is that one begets and the other bears – it is only in that moment of delight that they are truly united. Therefore, my aim was directed exclusively towards a suitable young girl; the object to produce children who will benefit society.

         In fact, during our stay at Nakhorn Phanom, I told Chao Anouvong that I felt a sense of chivalry towards women, respecting rather than mistreating them. I was fond of the fair-minded, kind, intellectual men I became friends with in a sensible, not a thoughtless, sort of way. He said that sexuality should not be questioned because there are many different types of people on earth. But he personally believed that every man, wise or foolish, rich or poor, should take part in public service and social politics and fall in love. He grew more persistent and asked whether I would like to get married and procreate. Being a naturally sensitive and private person, I blushed and smiled silently. ‘It is necessary,’ he insisted mischievously.

         ‘Marry? No. Not yet, Your Royal Highness,’ I protested, rather too strongly perhaps. My instincts were against it and I couldn’t possibly afford it. I also thought I was far too young to get married and emphatically believed that being unattached was far better than being married. Besides, I simply didn’t want to become a son to my parents-in-law and then be forbidden from caring for my mother. ‘I shall please myself when I have time to think and choose,’ I added. ‘It is presently not economical, and I have no plans to do so.’

         He agreed entirely and warned that getting married was not for the faint-hearted, and that politics was not for an honest man. I’ve never been a political animal but neither do I have any aversion to politics. I’d long been interested in all that happened in the kingdom… and in the world. One had only to read a book to understand and know it by heart. I couldn’t help learning anything from anyone, and I had high hopes. I simply preferred not to be famous or scrutinised at the epicentre of politics. At that time, I was still ruled by my emotions and probably thought I knew it all already. The king was not entirely disappointed with my political aims but readily suggested I should take one of his untouched, well-born concubines as a spouse. He even offered to pay the girl’s huge dowry of land and money but promptly told me not to rush impetuously into it, for I might regret doing so. He roared with laughter when I said that I’d take the dowry first and the wife later. On reflection, I wish I’d taken his advice. Frankly, I thought married life would affect my work and that he was joking.

         It is generally accepted that the desire to produce naturally beautiful and intelligent offspring drive most people towards others. In fact, for the sake of progress in civilisation, I was rather keen on having children. It is the simplest and surest way to achieve immortality. I personally believe children give life meaning, but they have to be psychologically and physically fit enough to survive in a dangerous world. Admittedly, having observed many young children dying at an early age and bringing grief to their parents, I wasn’t too keen to suffer the same fate. Furthermore, I was put off by the difficult marriages of my friends. Finally, I failed miserably because I was mostly too preoccupied with my own freedom. My mastery of sensual appetites led me to resist girls’ attempts to seduce me. I was tempted, of course, but set aside their charms as being of less value than the moral and intellectual beauty I was striving for. In fact, my main aim was to acquire knowledge, and to strive for truth and fulfilment. I had little time for pleasure. Unfortunately, none of the beautiful young girls my mother introduced to me shared my philosophy and wisdom, leaving me disappointed. Nevertheless, I tried to grasp what being human was all about. Perhaps physical pleasure and sleep make us all conscious that we are mortals. Mind you, whenever I met a decent girl by chance, I made sure she knew what she was doing.

         Having discreet relationships with girls of various backgrounds was intriguing, but I established my own rule: there must not be any interference with my intellectual mind. I was fond of them only if they had the willpower to be with me. Alas, they simply didn’t have the patience, and soon went off with someone else. Well, who could blame them? In silence, I felt sorry for myself. Privately, I gave them my personal blessing, while I pursued knowledge in the world. My one distinction was that I had the run of the royal library, full of volumes and bundles of philosophy, history, poetry, literature and Buddhist doctrine. Chao Anouvong had added plenty of his fine works and was very careful who he let loose inside.

         You might have thought that being a bachelor would make me keen on company. Paradoxically, I was instinctively more solitary. Besides, as the king’s unattached private secretary, I had been living part of my life in secret for so long I tended to fiercely guard my personal space. I sought no luxury but found true comfort in pursuing freedom from disturbance. I reminded myself constantly that no one could be completely self-sufficient but could perhaps try to be as little dependent on others as possible. I am not a man of genius so had to be sociable. So, as insurance against any mishap and loneliness in my old age, I hoped to cultivate enough friends and influence to obtain a source of social and cultural intelligence. Mind you, numerous people only appear very intelligent until they’ve had a few drinks; fortunately for me, too much alcohol merely sends me to sleep. One truly has to rely on the community for one’s varied needs, such as food, shelter and clothing. Therefore, I spared no effort in avoiding arguments and unpleasantness of any sort. I preferred mainly to contemplate philosophy by day and dine by night with kind, knowledgeable, cultured and understanding friends and family members. I am baffled that all mankind doesn’t have similar aims, but then again, everyone possesses different natural talents. In fact, since my youngest years, I’d never contemplated any undertaking as repulsive and upsetting or as dangerous as a political career. Naturally, one should learn how to make a living and enjoy one’s life. My life is by no means different from my fellow human beings. Without wishing to complain, it has been a real struggle, spent largely on my own, but pleasant and satisfactory nevertheless.

         It is the fate of man that not all mortal beings are born with influence and fortune to smooth their future path. In truth, we never bring material wealth into this world or take it with us when we die – perhaps only our karma will follow us through. I have been told that our last breath, the last snap of thought before we die, is of utmost importance. If our mind is completely pure, making no distinction between all forms of sentient life, we might be reborn with pure minds.

         I happened to come into this world, so my father told me before he died, from what had once been a brave, reputable, feudal LanXang family. Lao LanXang was an ancient independent kingdom before the Siamese king, TakSin of Thonburi, invaded it during the reign of Chao Anouvong’s father, King Bounyasan, in 1779. He said that few brave and patriotic families like ours were lucky enough to escape captivity after ViengChan fell. Thousands lost their lives, hundreds of thousands were made homeless and ViengChan was destroyed. It was a ‘barbarous crime’, symbolic of the sickness of a Siamese society that had become indifferent, egotistic and hateful. All the captured families were forced to migrate to Siam: nobles, artists, architects, intellectuals, traders, artisans and businesspeople ended up in Bangkok. However, the people who had helped defend the city, including peasants from the countryside – brave men, women and children – were forced to build new lives as slave labourers and farmers in various parts of Siam, some of them still in the flower of youth. They were made to settle in Saraburi where they bravely built new villages, naming them after those they’d left behind and declaring themselves as Lao ViengChan, Lao Krung and Lao Ngiao. The Lao Songdam people from the north-eastern mountains of LanXang were relocated to Phetchaburi. Despite settling close to Bangkok, they remarkably went from being dominated by the Siamese to being a primarily Lao-speaking unit preserving their Lao cultural heritage.

         Well, my own background had no impact on the life that I led. It was clear to me that we were not too distant from the humble customs of our fellow Lao countrymen who, regardless of their classes, mostly worked in agriculture. They were the backbone of LanXang, highly family-orientated, living in houses on stilts that were spacious and open – like the minds of the people who built them – eating glutinous rice (Khaow Neow), and playing guitars (Phin) and bamboo pipes (Khaen). This Khaen was a quintessential musical instrument that had been invented centuries earlier and had long been part of the Lao people’s nature and animistic culture. There was no shortage of talented balladeers. All types of song and music drifted out of the Lao villages. The Khaen music and folk ballads evoked memories of all the provinces of LanXang. It is known as Kub (singing) in the north – such as Luang Phrabang’s Kub Luang Phrabang and ViengChan’s Kub Ngum – but Lum (singing) in the south, such as Khammouan’s Lum Mahaxay, Salavanh’s Lum Salavanh and the Khorat Plateau’s Lum Phern. These melodies and verses became the signature moods of the people from that area. Besides, the Lao possess a degree of integrity, benevolence, open, honest candour and hospitality. When partying they are as fond of drinking, singing and dancing as any people on earth, and, as their lives depended on the land and nature, they respected everything – the elements that support life: earth (Deen ດິນ), water (Nam ນ້ຳ), air (Akard /Lom ລົມ) and fire (Fai ໄຟ).

         Since the influence, power and wealth that had allowed my ancestors to live in luxury for centuries was no longer available I had to rely on my own talent and energy. My inspiration in life was beyond the realms of fulfilment. I had to forgo higher education and find work at the palace library instead, because supporting my mother came first. My only desire was to take care of her till the very last. Fortunately, with absolute single mindedness and determination, I managed to lead a moderately comfortable life as a servant to King Anouvong. I have been lucky and count my blessings. No, I have nothing to complain about. After many years devoted exclusively to administration, my face had become weathered, but my hands remained as soft as a maiden’s. However, in time of trouble, I would have to depend on myself for protection. Admittedly, at the beginning, I rarely ventured outside the inner-city wall for fear of danger. I often enjoyed the privilege of accompanying the king on his engagements. I was secure – like a gold coin held in a strong hand.

         In the decades after Chao Anouvong and his people’s heroic struggle against Bangkok, I was often asked, usually in whispers, what he was truly like. ‘Lao,’ I said, always. Oh yes, he’s fresh in my memory and how happy I could be if he were still alive. I often grieve for him as I sit alone disconsolate in my tumbledown small house, until my sorrow finds relief in tears. While I brooded over his loss, occasionally prey to melancholy, sleep and eating became unpleasant. My grief for him never faded from my mind, which often made it even more poignant whenever I thought of him and heard his name. When somebody mentioned anyone else, I paid no attention and couldn’t make any worthwhile contribution. But whenever the king was mentioned at a dinner party, I was awake in a flash and very often my eyes were wet with tears, which one should never be ashamed of shedding. Make merry, they would say, but how could I be cheery or dispel the sorrows of my heart with a few drinks? Anyway, I was all attention and used always to speak of him as the wisest and kindest of men. It really stirred the sediment of my memory. I wanted to know more, and I had a lot to say. I was modest, as it would have gone against the grain to thrust myself forward and reveal that I was his royal secretary (Lasah Laykar). However, I wanted to deliver a eulogy and tell everyone about him: his bravery, his indomitable energy, his abiding interest in glory, peace and stability – both for himself and for the Lao nation. He also had a deep sense of what was right and fitting for him to do. He was the incarnation of moral rectitude; he’d the courage to stand up to tyranny and yet remained good-natured, humane, fundamentally benign and Lao in his moderation. You may well ask if he was a nice person. Well, there is nothing more worth the wear of winning than the laughter and love of friends. He was part of my life: not just then and there but now and here. I miss him. As always, since I was sworn to secrecy, I have held my silence, because like all Lao we lived our lives in fear of persecution by the dominant Siamese officials. They were a ruthless lot, and without doubt they would repress us if we merely raised our voices in objection to their mistreatment. Any act of humiliation and frustration was quickly crushed before it set off a political storm. The Rattanakosins’ critics were murdered; anyone showing any sign of dissent faced jail.

         Chao Anouvong used to say that emotion is a sign of weakness. He told me to be phlegmatic. ‘Control your mind,’ he would say. He believed that people who did bad things weren’t in control of themselves, unlike those who did good things. He complained that since 1779, the Siamese political establishment had been an out-of-touch elite who barely knew themselves, let alone their own people’s interests and rights. They refused to accept that self-rule was the right thing for LanXang. They actively claimed that Lao LanXang and LanNa were part of Siam. Nothing was too deceitful for the Rattanakosins, the royal dynasty who ruled Siam. Their officials were monsters of iniquity who changed policy at will and treated the Lao as if they agreed with their ideas. Their objective was to bring about the destruction of LanXang – to see it disappear, in direct opposition to the 1563 That Si-SongHuck shrine treaty. They were shameless and thought everyone desired a ‘Greater Siam’. ‘If Siam has its way, it will be a catastrophe for LanXang – an end to our Lao nation,’ Chao Anouvong would say with seriousness in his voice. ‘But I have every confidence that our patience and our fight against a distant and unresponsive Bangkok will continue to withstand the worst. In the end, their success will be their undoing. Due to the changing political landscape, Siam will undergo a full-blown identity crisis, and then be consumed by the people and a dynastic power struggle.’

         During our private conversations, Chao Anouvong said that Bangkok was a place of depravity. They focused on others’ faults while brazenly singing their own praises. He acknowledged that they were obviously ambitious and resourceful. In plain and critical language, he noted that when faced with criticism, they were capable of being a petulant and thin-skinned people, as if they lacked the imagination to see through others’ eyes. Like any aggressors and serial self-centred victors, they were terrible losers, hyper-sensitive to what the world thought or said of them, making them insecure and prone to violence: war first and talk later. They came across as condescending and arrogant to their neighbours. They liked to show off their talents and to seek advantage over others yet were totally ignorant of world history. They considered the ethnic Lao from north and north-east Siam as uneducated, like wild baboons, but they failed to see their own bald behinds as they laughed at the defects of others. Bangkok pursued a campaign of censorship that jeopardised other ethnic groups. They turned their backs on their Lao cousins simply because they thought they were cleverer and more capable, better educated, better off, better informed. In the end, their wealth, education and intelligence fostered arrogance of the most contemptible kind. They forgot that humility gains and conceit loses. They preferred to focus only on their own egos instead of working for the benefit of all.

         The Rattanakosins clung on to their sense of self. They succumbed to their physical desires for a Greater Siam and insisted on ruling over the LanNa and LanXang territories, reflecting their government’s devious mind and narcissism. Chao Anouvong believed that if they eliminated these attachments, their craving to dominate others would ease; they would become less overbearing and gradually embark on a path to liberation that made no distinction between Siamese and Lao. Their yearning to govern the Lao race went against the Buddhist doctrine based on respect, trust and mutual understanding. Unfortunately, the results of these attachments caused great distress among the Lao. Eventually, Chao Anouvong and his people fought back against Siam’s domination.

         No human race is perfect, but the influx of inconceivable wealth had made the Siamese in Bangkok even more arrogant. They could not reconcile themselves to the fact that they came from the same Ai-Lao race. Desperation was growing over Siam’s fifty years of repression in Lao LanXang since 1779, becoming even more severe in the thirty-six years after King Anouvong’s death. The Siamese authorities, I was informed, had set up an intelligence network to train agents and saboteurs in the art of spreading rumour and propaganda, aimed at demoralising and persecuting any Lao citizen who voiced an opposing view. There was no telling who was or was not a Siamese secret agent. However, since I knew for certain that King Nangklao had died fourteen years previously, I had no need to be too concerned. The present ruler, Mongkut, whom I caught a glimpse of as a fashionable young prince in the Bangkok palace in 1825, can’t possibly remember who I was. Perhaps he was too wrapped up with his English teacher, the enchanting Ms Anna Leonowens, who taught the king’s numerous children the philosophy of life. Nevertheless, I have been living in fear and expect to be purged at any moment. Perhaps they’ll leave me alone to succumb to my silly, cynical old age. At least I hope so.

         Whispered rumours spread like plague, a mixture of fact and supposition in the wake of Nangklao’s death. Soon after he took the throne, he began to believe himself to be immortal, as did his imbecilic followers, who considered him a Buddha and a god. He commissioned a huge reclining Buddha at Wat Pho temple as a representation of himself entering nirvana, but it did not prove to be his redemption. He may well have styled himself the conqueror and destroyer of ViengChan, but surely the Sokhotai king Ramkhamhaeng would have disapproved. The horror of Nangklao’s reign was probably best expressed in the form of the ‘Rattanakosin Conquest’ of LanXang, which endures in the public memory. Bangkok has never condemned or refuted these events but has shockingly and audaciously enshrined the Rattanakosins’ ideology as the ultimate example of power; nevertheless, the shock of this crime must have echoed to the heavens.

         Whatever the truth, Nangklao, staggered about like a drunkard and, supported by a consort, became irrational, stuffy and unapproachable; he was entirely alone in his anger and suffered from dementia towards the end of his life. Lord Buddha’s anger and their victims’ dying curse had fallen on the Rattanakosins and haunted people’s imagination. Everything conceivable was done to keep the king alive; holy monks and medicine men all over the kingdom tried every kind of remedy. They even fed the revered king with cells from all types of living organisms hoping to produce a good outcome. Rumour has it that his body began to putrefy even before his death because of his sins. As a last resort, the palace turned to traditional practices, sending for a miracle healer and the most prominent oracles and saints with knowledge of ancient mysteries. They were convinced that by performing the prescribed rites they could charm his sickness into an effigy and throw it with great solemnity into the Chaophraya river, all to no avail. The palace oracle even hypnotised himself, crying out at the climax of his trance that the revered king was merely a dying mortal, not a god as he’d claimed, and deserved death for his sins. The royalists swiftly put him away for making such a statement.

         It appeared that Nangklao had been condemned to a villainous death by divine intervention. He despised the Lao because they opposed Bangkok’s ambition for a Greater Siam. He must have felt the pain of Chao Anouvong and the Lao people, however, and borne the misery of knowing that all the destruction, suffering and death for which he (and his grandfather) was responsible, was for the sake of a discredited cause. While lying for months on his deathbed, Nangklao must have been full of foreboding because of his own immorality, and for behaving like a cynical, snobbish brute. Such was his fate. His vanity and ambition had devoured his reason. Unsurprisingly, he suffered a protracted, agonising death. He was paying the price for all his sins. As he faced death, gasping for air, the thought of his own body in the infernal flame of the afterlife must have tormented him. When he finally died as a penitent sinner in 1851, his eyes were wide open, as if he were more alive than dead. This was the gods’ doing and was marvellous in people’s eyes. He’d been envied and revered by his admirers but was now utterly forgotten, as if he’d never lived at all, but the fear and pain he’d caused would linger. The same powerful Bangkok dynasty continued to rule Siam.

         I’ve been blessed through all my life. I am now an octogenarian and a person of little consequence, ageing quietly, keeping myself to myself like a recluse, sheltering from the burning sun and the driving monsoon storm in a secluded little house next to the village temple. A town, I admitted, would have been a better place to live than the country for an old man, but the villagers have been my salvation. I’ve wandered far in the kingdom (and the world) and met numerous men of ability. I’ve examined many hearts and heard many truths from many dear friends and famous people. I’ve experienced the glorious satisfaction of contentment and success, but the experience of the indomitable Chao Anouvong’s war of liberation and his demise truly traumatised me.

         I have tended to be more contemplative since Chao Anouvong’s death, examining the philosophy of growing old, assessing my life span in comparison to others and resisting mental and physical decay: the painful reminders of annihilation and mortality. One must accept that life is a loan, and that repayment could come at any time; one must try to accustom oneself to its inevitable arrival. The dread of death governs all thought. Sadly, people generally have no time for the old, who ironically need support more than ever before. Having a close, faithful, caring friend and companion is very comforting and can add years to a happy life. I unconsciously urged myself to be busy but couldn’t be bothered to learn new things. Nevertheless, by keeping mentally and physically strong I hope to live to a hundred!

         In my feeble old age, I cannot really keep in touch with the world anymore, but to have good health and live in peace is a rare fortune. I just potter around the house or sit in my chair dribbling most of the time, feeling my age, complaining about my hearing and eyesight, seeing the world full of wrongdoing. Sometimes I get headaches from reading and writing, but I’m determined not to become an old crock. I fully expect to survive for many more years. My way of life has become ascetic and deeply lonely. I have always remained collected and serious, for my entire being will always be linked with sticky rice and dear Lao LanXang. I occasionally fast and keep silence, thinking of loved ones and eating only one meal a day as if my body could barely be bothered to live. Like a misanthrope I visit no one and hardly have any visitors. Occasionally I feel sorry for myself and often recall being young and miss the ‘City’ life – ViengChan, friends and socialising – although I’ve become used to the ways of solitude. Overall, I like this way of life. I try to keep myself unmarked by wickedness and wonder whether my final destiny after death will match my life on earth.

         I spend a lot of time giving advice to the younger generation, trying to inculcate them with a respect for Lao culture and history and for the world order, as is only right since I was once the king’s private secretary. I find myself thinking of him most of the time. Our cordial friendship withstood all vicissitudes, and to the very day we parted for the last time, we had many good, interesting debates but never argued, or ever sustained even a casual chill from an unkind thought or word. We always respected each other. He allowed me to call on him and make myself at home with him. He took me into his confidence. However, since I was younger and rather inexperienced in most things, it was only right that I should listen to what he’d to say, sometimes not without considerable qualms, mind you. He shared his ideas and taught me everything. I learned a great deal from him.

         We were close friends for thirty-three years, but since his death my life has been dark, dreary and insignificant, struck by occasional periods of grief. In my advanced age I sleep less but often dream he is still king of Lao LanXang. I see the palace hall once again filled with noblemen debating the future of the kingdom, and him leaning forward trying to explain why the Lao nation must not become part of Siam. ‘LanXang was not and is not Siam,’ he used to say, ‘and without going back to the Rattanakosin version of history, Siam is in fact full of Lao people.’ I can hear him now, brave, gentle and kind, sometimes firm, the wisest and most upright man I’ve ever served.

         Human relationships are about teamwork. I worked in Chao Anouvong’s administration and respected him from the day I first entered his life. We complemented each other: he, as a king, with his quick mindedness, deep interest in nature, politics, philosophy, ideas of justice and the welfare of his people; I, as a confidential secretary and confidant, with the willingness to serve loyally at the highest level. He’d a sense of proportion and breadth of vision. He was a guardian of truth, justice, courage and self-control that naturally led him to appreciate the real needs of the country. He was the ideal person to whom one could entrust the country. Most of all I remember my discussions with him and the touch of his reassuring hands. He was simply an amazing person. We had a real affinity from beginning to end.

         Chao Anouvong not only made history for himself and the Lao people, but also provoked a rise in Lao nationalism without seeming to be aware of it. He really wanted the people to share everything – bravery, patriotism, conviction, his entire feelings for the Lao nation (Zard Lao ຊາດລາວ) and justice.

         The Lao have been too sick at heart and too afraid to write this story, but events have prompted me to rise to the challenge. However, since my life is almost over, I no longer fear anything or care what people think and say. I have decided to offer this work as a contribution to LanXang, and to share my thoughts about Chao Anouvong’s life, which is a great inspiration to me. The physical world has become rather a hostile and dangerous place for me, although my fear for the Lao nation and of this story not being told far exceeds my fear of the power of the Siamese establishment. Losing my anonymity would not be easy but, on balance, I think it’s worth it.

         So, I am sorry to be the one to tell you this story; perhaps others haven’t had the stomach. Once you’ve heard it, you have a duty to tell this story to others. Your silence will make you complicit. I shall be frank. It is unlikely that the story will put me in an uncomfortable position mind-wise. But imagine living through a period in history when no one can utter a wrong word. How can telling the truth be an affront to anyone? The central point of my thesis is that history (and wisdom) is part of human progress. Whether my narrative turns out to be true or false, I hope it will have some effect on Siam, but it shouldn’t cast a political cloud over anyone. I will try not to hold strong opinions and in the interest of justice, historical truth and posterity, I will do my best to oblige. Similarly, I strongly feel that it is my duty to raise the burning questions that Siam has yet to answer. If Bangkok decides to do so themselves, it will be a godsend. It will be quite interesting to see what they have to say.

         Good people don’t denounce their fellow human beings but show me one man on earth who is neither a denouncer nor denounced by others. Unjust decrees and unjustified deeds deserve criticism. One should perhaps not jump to condemn those whom others criticise, or fumble towards unjust conclusions from impulse and prejudice. Chao Anouvong said that to condemn other states for their atrocities would be pointless unless you yourself pursue what is right. Well, I’m not the only one prone to justifiably condemn evildoers, while singing my own and LanXang’s praises. I don’t mean to cause offence, but I understand that compliments bring delight and criticisms bring anger and distress. I believe our minds already contain enough bad thoughts without adding to them. On the contrary, I hope that any criticism, be it right or wrong, can truly help in the real world. In any case, one should be able to master one’s own mind and make independent judgments. My mind was always vexed when I saw anything immoral and unjust. I hope this story about Siam and LanXang – the fate of ViengChan and Chao Anouvong – will not only liberate others but myself as well.

         There ought to be a rational explanation for these events. Any institution making false claims should lose face as they howl their indignation around the world. Siamese officials are the best placed to tell the world the truth about the events and could redeem themselves by doing so. On the subject of redemption, the mood of the people in Siam did begin to change soon after Chao Anouvong’s death. The Rattanakosins continued to enjoy public support in Bangkok, but the great majority of the Siamese people (and the Lao nationalists in Siam) quietly began to brim with resentment and indignation against the monarchy. Perhaps they wanted to get rid of it; change is more likely to come about if people’s freedoms are threatened.

         No one can overturn the truth of history. I am, of course, conscious of counterfactual history. I don’t propose to make light of any serious issue. I shall base this story on my own and other people’s memory as well as on important documents entrusted to my care, for my eyes and heart are fixed on justice. This is a world where good is the source of reality and truth, and it makes life worthwhile. I intend to tell it in my own style, with no wish to be seen as competing with anyone who may be obliged to give a differing point of view. Everyone is entitled to it, but opinion without knowledge is a poor thing. Even so, one can’t control the opinions of others, but only live one’s own life.

         My final farewell with Chao Anouvong towards the end of my working life was very traumatic and I couldn’t find the right words. It was the most upsetting time of my life. I saw him briefly on his final entry into ViengChan after over a year living in exile. We had no time to sit down and talk. He became more secretive, like a silent Buddha. He said very little, leaving everyone else unsure of his real thoughts and feelings. It was one of those moments when I knew he needed space. He spent some time living in solitude, sitting mostly alone in his tent or in the shade in the Emerald Buddha temple courtyard, not fully understanding why the viceroy (Ouphahat), Tissah, had betrayed LanXang. He also felt betrayed by Luang Phrabang, XiengKhuang and all the armies from LanNa for their failure to support him. It was not a scenario he’d envisaged.

         Similarly, he was very disappointed with the Vietnamese king, Minh Mang, for not sending thousands of well-armed soldiers to fight the Siamese and expel them from Lao LanXang’s territories. He’d reason to doubt the value and sincerity of Vietnam’s friendship but had no choice but to continue to rely on them. ‘We can count on Vietnamese support, although they did make use of our land as a base to protect their people and attack their enemy,’ he said. ‘But they’ll have to respect our territory and do better than that if they want to be our good and reliable friend and neighbour in the future.’

         Understandably, Chao Anouvong could never mend his relationship with the Rattanakosins of Bangkok, who brutally subjugated his people into slavery for political and economic gain. He believed that if LanXang were to have a special relationship with Siam, it was important to recognise the need for accountability to truth and justice, otherwise resentment and division would be never-ending. He therefore fiercely refused to accept their idea of domination, and the Bangkok political establishment reviled him for it. He said that they would fail in the end because they didn’t understand Lao LanXang. Whatever fancy name they chose for Siam, he said, would exist only by definition, as the country would be in a state of perpetual insecurity due to territorial disputes with its neighbours. Seismic upheavals would take place. He aimed for reconciliation and wanted the Siamese and the Lao to remain close but bound by the 1563 That Si-SongHuck territorial agreement. He saw that Siam’s hegemonic expansion had become a real threat to neighbouring countries, especially to the Lao nation, spelling the beginning of the end of Lao history in the Khorat Plateau. He and his people were determined to stop this at any cost.

         Before 1779, LanXang benefitted from its rich natural resources and free trade. Bangkok then clearly wanted to grab more authority for Siam, and no longer confined themselves to necessities but embarked on the pursuit of unlimited material possessions, leading them to sacrifice public for personal interests. They greedily wanted to monopolise commerce in the area, but Chao Anouvong was a strict defender of the freedom of trade. Not everything about trade was glorious, but it did provide a foundation for LanXang to flourish, develop and prosper – enabling her easy-going stereotypical national character to connect with the outside world. But LanXang had been victimised by Siam’s unfair trading practice, by which Lao goods – gold, silver, musk, frankincense, silk, ivory and rhino horn – were deliberately rerouted to Bangkok. The commodities were forcibly bought at a low price and resold as Siamese goods for export at a huge profit. Consequently, the Lao regarded the Siamese traders with great loathing and mistrust.

         The Rattanakosins had shown disdain for the Lao through their determination to destroy and annex LanXang. Later, as we shall see, King Nangklao assumed that it was his right to barbarically enforce a census of ethnic Lao people by forcibly tattooing them. Human suffering meant nothing to him. Siam’s restless jealousy and notorious ambition to enlarge at the expense of Lao national identity and territorial integrity could never be in the interest of the Lao people. The consequences were inevitable: war.

         King Anouvong was meticulous about truthfulness and straightforward talk. His final words were a request to tell the world about himself and the critical events of Lao LanXang’s history. I shall endeavour to achieve this to the best of my ability. I will try to create him on the page as he really was in my company. Many will say these events are past history and not worth talking about, but the Lao people believe in history because they have been victims of Siam’s aggression and injustice, so have the right to comment on it and learn from their mistakes. History itself is a real nightmare from which those Lao who were forced to migrate to Siam are still trying to wake up from. Their fear and slavery forbade them to speak but could not ban them from singing and thinking. Truth forbade the Lao, including myself, to keep silent. I will sing it, chiefly for my own satisfaction, from the heart. One sings what one thinks. I would be very surprised if it changed anything, but who knows?

         All stories need a hero and national stories are no exception. They are constantly rewritten as new evidence is unearthed. Basically, writing has been a public form of therapy. I will try not to honour Chao Anouvong any more than he deserved, but I truly want to restore him as a presiding figure who deserves the highest rank of humanity. The credit belongs not to me and my writing, but to him and all those who sacrificed themselves in a worthy cause. My story is based on historical facts so should not be regarded as a made-up tale of wickedness and depravity, but please allow me some leeway for recrimination, and make allowances if my narrative is not always entirely appropriate, both in my actions and my words. Examining the truth overwhelmed me. I may well have forgotten that I was amusing myself with this story, worked myself up and wandered beyond conscious thought. Besides, the devil gets into one at times when writing, though I put a note on my desk to remind myself that the Siamese rulers were great people. But as I was doing so, I had in mind that Bangkok believed that LanXang had no right to exist, and the unjust abuse that Chao Anouvong and the Lao people suffered annoyed me a great deal. I’m afraid that at times my mood was particularly dark and sarcastic, and full of pitiful laments. I might have become somewhat censorious, disingenuous and cynical, ferociously using inappropriate words and facetiously touching the most sensitive political issues that might disturb Bangkok and some of my readers.

         Naturally, my indignation made me write more seriously and inappropriately than perhaps I should have, but I hope this story will resonate with many people. I have struggled to understand these events, but my real aim was to discover the truth in the hope of improving the future; I had no intention of bringing any historical figures into disrepute. My greatest motivation was to ensure that Chao Anouvong received the respect and recognition he deserves. So please listen carefully to my humble thoughts and feelings on the past as well as the future. Please don’t be surprised that in singing the praises of LanXang and King Anouvong, it may be that I’ve omitted several important points, got into a muddle or even misrepresented some facts because of the weakness of my understanding. If so, this has been done unwittingly, and it will be for someone with greater knowledge than I to fill in the gaps and make corrections. You don’t have to like or believe in what I say, as long as you’re emotionally true to yourself. It’s better in principle to know the truth and to speak about it with laughter. Perhaps we should note in passing that history isn’t worth arguing about. The past is an awful place but shifting through the dross in search of the truth is one way to right wrongs.

         Siam had been waging indiscriminate war against the Lao people of LanNa and LanXang, using cruelly oppressive taxes, political indoctrination and the banning of freedom of expression. Bangkok was a cultural desert where only approved Siamese performers could be seen or heard. Culture enriches everyone, but a Lao man playing Khaen music that cheered up the streets of Bangkok was a bore to the snotty Siamese. Virtually anything to do with the Lao – history, language, culture, music and customs – was heavily suppressed. It was becoming a noose around our necks. Some customs, such as betel chewing, were banned. ‘Only selfish fools,’ Chao Anouvong said, ‘would think of such prohibitions. We shouldn’t mind what they think and say. Our primary task is to do what is right.’

         The Rattanakosin Siamese political elite sought total domination. They were so desperate to try to hide from the world the existence of the Lao LanXang kingdom as a separate nation. Their purging policies were vindictive in nature and constituted a war against the entire Lao nation. The simplicity of the Lao ruling class – conservative but highly interested in people and world affairs and eager for knowledge and dialogue – was no match for the deceitful and naked greed of the Siamese establishment. While Bangkok was getting richer, the rest of the cities, towns and villages in the kingdom and vassal states were getting poorer, dividing the people into an idle rich and a long-suffering poor, highlighting the harrowing contrast between the comfortable lives of the unsympathetic Siamese in Bangkok and the hardships endured by people elsewhere. The Lao in the north and northeast of Siam had spent years wondering why they were being oppressed, so had every right to bewail the injustice of it all.

         Since I have been provided with the necessities of life, I can now write merely for my own interest in the past. So, for the sake of argument, I will sing in Chao Anouvong’s defence, which I hope my fellow countrymen, sympathetic neighbours and friends and just men will approve and pass on. On looking back through the aura of bravery and greatness that now surrounds him, it is easy to forget just how loathed he was by his Siamese opponents. King Nangklao and the Siamese political elite abhorred him. They despised what he’d tried to achieve because they wished to annex Lao LanXang, bitterly accusing him and his people of waging a war against Siam. In fact, Chao Anouvong was the beating heart of the Lao nation and a champion of liberty. If Bangkok believed that his voice would be silenced after his death, then we, the Lao people and I, believe we have a duty to keep him fresh in our memory and never forget the dark side of Bangkok’s policy. We desire clarity – to understand not only why Siam wanted to eliminate Lao LanXang but also why Bangkok remains arrogance and dishonest on this subject.

         The Lao wanted to express their grievances by writing about Chao Anouvong, not only portraying him in glowing terms as a hero in the eyes of men, but also to expose what happened to him during his struggle against Siam. It is their right to tell the world – and especially the Siamese – what they don’t want to hear. However, Bangkok may painfully discover not only Chao Anouvong’s virtue, but also their own guilt and shame, even if no proof exists. Considering Siam’s track record as a proud country – invading, plundering and destroying its neighbours – it could hardly be expected to admit the truth.

         After many years of pondering and avoiding asinine remarks, I decided it was my right and duty to put on paper historical facts, as well as the words and feelings of the Lao people, which should not become libellous. I reap the reward, not only in telling the story about Siam’s illegitimate invasions of LanXang, but also about the Siamese oppression of the Lao. Some in Siam will no doubt deplore what I’ve said, but I only wish them to know the truth. And could anyone be blamed for wanting to know the truth? It’s everyone’s duty to act to reduce hate. Like any just man in the world, I personally believe in justice; whatever time is left to me will be devoted to the service of LanXang, to humanity and to saying no to oppression, killing and war.

         I know life is too short and the time left to me is limited; I often feel it’s not really worth the trouble. I’ve kept everything to myself until now because all I sought was harmony. I acted according to circumstances to enjoy peace of mind. However, while my brain is still active, I will have to write this story very carefully on a few dozen small packs of finest palm leaves (Bai Larn ໃບລານ) which I’ve collected for this very purpose. More haste less speed. I hope not to overlook too many important points and pray for forgiveness in advance for all my errors and lack of style. I have also presented a silver tray with five beeswax candles and flowers (Khanh Hah), made drink offerings, poured libations and prayed to the mythical great ancestors’ (Pu Nyeu’s and Nya Nyeu’s) spirits, to King Anouvong’s spirit and to the Theravada and other gods, that I may reach the end of the story before my own end overtakes me.

         I really wanted to tell this story, to put the record straight and do justice to the reputation of a gallant king and a man of the highest integrity. The Lao would be traitors to their country if they didn’t speak out. So, in homage to my ancestors, I will not be deterred, because pride and honour are at stake. It would otherwise be the greatest humiliation and betrayal of King Anouvong and the Lao people whose lives resemble the national flower Dork Champa (ດອກຈຳປາ) – as a new one comes to life, the old one dies away. Lao LanXang’s traditional reconciliation policy since the reigns of Khoun Loh ຂຸນໍລ (757–779), Fah Ngum ຟ້າງຸ່ມ (1352–1371), Xay-Setthathirath ໄຊເສຊຖາທິຣາຊ (1548–1572) and Souriyavongsa ສຸຣິຍະວົງສາ (1633–1690) should not be blindly set aside to suit the vanity of the Bangkok Rattanakosin rulers of Siam. Some people are more resilient than anyone could imagine; there is more to the Lao people than the cream of the educated Siamese elite believe. Lao LanXang’s painful past – the loss of her land and people – is tragic, but there can still be a happy future because of the people’s ideals of peace, stability and prosperity.
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            II

            Talent Without Power or Wealth

         

         And it is of the Rattanakosin Siamese rulers’ creeping power and Chao Anouvong’s struggle for Lao LanXang that I should sing. He did not want conflict. He simply wanted to take back control – to save the Lao nation from Siam, though there was a real chance of Bangkok sending an army to invade without any provocation.

         The truth was that the disapproving Bangkok dynastic ruler tried to control the leader of LanXang and his people, who were suffering severe economic, political and social decline. LanXang was under the intimidating weight of arrogant and reckless Siamese officials. Economic problems and Siamese oppression inevitably powered the Lao people’s discontent, and their resentment surged to the surface. These reasonable, fair-minded people decided that the old certainties based on Bangkok’s politics of repression had to go. The Lao LanXang wanted to be an equal member of the family of nations. They wanted to be Lao, not subjects of the rulers of Siam, whose behaviour and suppression suggested that Lao lives (and others) really did not matter.

         The autocratic Rattanakosin rulers, in particular King Nangklao, imposed their superior power (Amnard ອຳນາດ) over the occupied Lao LanXang lands. Since 1779, Siam had wielded the power of life and death over LanXang. Together with colonial powers and foreign arms traders, Bangkok was at the forefront of a policy that destroyed thousands of years of civilisation, splitting LanXang and the Lao people, who only wanted to be independent (Ekhalath ເອກຣາຊ).

         Many kings and rulers have sought this power (Amnard), but Chao Anouvong was the greatest king in Lao history since the legendary Khoun Borom ຂຸນບູຣົມ in ad 750, ruler of Ai-Lao NongSae NanChao (Nanzhao), the ancient Lao kingdom based in China, in that he, after becoming king of Lao LanXang 1,054 years later, pursued his policy with little resources to help him apart from his own talent.

         King Xay-Setthathirath the First helped to put ViengChan (and the Mekong) at the centre of Lao culture in 1560. King Norkaeo Khumman (otherwise known as NorMueang) proclaimed independence from Burma in 1593. But most Lao will agree that Chao Anouvong was a true political pioneer with clear ambitions. He was one of the country’s true advocates and, like a true Lao nationalist, he hated oppressors. He was a mortal with blood running through his body, seeking justice and willing to sacrifice anything and everything to preserve LanXang. He and his people refused to accept Siamese domination. He wanted justice and political freedom – as King Naresuan the Great of Ayutthaya did against Burma. The difference was that Siam was strong, while LanXang was weak.

         Every nation is selective with its legends; the Ai-Lao people (Lao) introduced King Khoun Borom. Chao Anouvong clearly understood the significance of the kingdom of NanChao in the folklore of ancient Ai-Lao: The Tai Kadai ancestor. He identified Khoun Borom and King Fah Ngum as the great unifiers of the vast NanChao and LanXang kingdoms respectively. The Lao LanXang believed in the honourable and just society (Heed Sipsong-Khong Sipsi) of King Fah Ngum, based on the national enthusiasm for peace and dialogue; its respect for family and lineage; its undying respect for courage; and its conviction for justice and freedom. LanXang harboured such a realm and sought inspiration from its past.

         ‘Unfortunately,’ Chao Anouvong said during our first meeting while staring across the Mekong. ‘We don’t have what a king needs to run a country, and which three of our former kings did have.’ I could feel his frustration. He suddenly turned to look at me. ‘Firstly, Khoun Jon, we don’t have a powerful army and national unity like Fah Ngum. Secondly, we don’t have political power and respect, like Xay-Setthathirath. And thirdly, we don’t have the wealth and popularity of Souriyavongsa. We are like a tiger without claws and teeth.’

         He wasn’t a man for excuses, and I could see what he meant at once. Chao Anouvong did not want sympathy. He’d to persevere because he’d no mighty army to back up his ambition, like King Fah Ngum. Khoun Loh (Goh Loh Feng) originally established LanXang at Mueang Swa (Luang Phrabang) in 757, but Fah Ngum was the founder of the united LanXang kingdom’s vast empire. Chao Anouvong held Fah Ngum in veneration for unifying LanXang. ‘One can safely say that Fah Ngum was undoubtedly the greatest warrior king of all the Tai Ai-Lao,’ he said proudly. ‘He owned a giant white elephant, which he always rode into battle during his campaigns.’

         I listened silently and attentively.

         In 1349, at the age of thirty-three, Fah Ngum returned to LanXang from the Khmer court of Angkor where he’d grown up, with the Khmer king’s daughter Princess KaeoKengya as his queen, a golden Phrabang Buddha and a 10,000-strong army. Wherever he marched, he conquered. He was shrewd enough to realise that it would be difficult, almost impossible, to keep the land he’d conquered as a single, united kingdom unless the Lao and all other ethnic groups were granted equal rights and opportunities. Inter-ethnic solidarity was essential for maintaining LanXang autonomy and liberty. The Lao people live in village (Ban) communities which would normally link up to create a town or city (Mueang); many cities combined to become a province (Khuaeng), which were all ruled from the capital. Hereditary right was the custom. Fah Ngum understood that military power alone would not be sufficient to hold the kingdom together, but by controlling the cities, he commanded its rulers and people. He offered peace to each city that surrendered. He broke up oligarchies and set up social equality instead. His LanXang dictum was unity, freedom and justice for all. Therefore, based on religious and ethnic tolerance, he incorporated the cities with the surrounding towns and villages. He kept his word and allowed the people to retain their customs and get on with their lives, but in return he demanded the rulers and their peoples’ allegiance, especially when tribute and manpower were needed in time of war.

         Fah Ngum finally conquered all the Lao cities on both sides of the Mekong and brought governors (Chaomueangs), nobles and people from the mountains and the plains, from the far north to the far south, the far east to the far west, under his administration in 1352. He conquered them all and received their oaths of fealty. As he completed his gifts of land and power to his faithful followers, he told them that he personally had nothing to leave to LanXang but hope. Born in the Year of the Dragon in 1316, Fah Ngum finally declared a united Lao LanXang independent on May 1, 1353, and was enthroned in ViengChan under the name of ‘Phraya Fah Lah Thorani Si-Sattanarkhanahout’ (The Lord of Sky and Earth of Sacred LanXang).

         During his conquests Fah Ngum almost went to war with a Sino-Siamese man from the city of Si-Ayutthaya who had married a Siamese princess and taken the name of Ramathibodi Uthong in 1350. After conquering ViengChan, Fah Ngum turned his attention to the west and the Khmer territories in the southwest, where Uthong was also trying to acquire more land. As the son-in-law of the Khmer king, Fah Ngum had the legitimate right to occupy the old Khmer territories. The Lao, who rightly claimed the lower Mekong River region for themselves, had been living on both banks for thousands of years. Fah Ngum didn’t want war with Ayutthaya, but he wanted to make sure that his kingdom encompassed all Lao people. He was also aware that Ayutthaya might invade the kingdoms of Sukhothai and LanNa. After conquering the city of Roi-Et, Fah Ngum wanted to test Uthong, so he sent him a challenge:

         
            ‘If not, you and Siam must always respect Khoun Borom’s edict: truth, love and friendship.’ 

         

         Fortunately, as Fah Ngum had expected, war was avoided because King Uthong declared that he and the Siamese were also descendants of the Ai-Lao, and brothers since the time of the legendary King Khoun Borom (729–750). Uthong agreed to Fah Ngum’s territorial ambitions: from the Dong Phraya Fai range to the Chaophraya river was to be Siamese, and to the Mekong was to belong to LanXang. Uthong even offered his own daughter, Nang KaeoLotFah, together with a number of valuable gifts, to Fah Ngum, who was therefore obliged to pull his troops back to ViengChan. Uthong, as he’d promised, later sent fifty-one bulls, fifty female elephants, gold, silver, rare horns and hundreds of other valuable gifts. Obedience to Khoun Borom’s edict prevailed, and the two brotherly kingdoms remained at peace until 1540 – when the Siamese first invaded ViengChan.

         By now Fah Ngum had an army of 50,000 at his disposal and, before returning to the capital city of XiengThong (Luang Phrabang) from ViengChan in 1357, he famously laid down his strict policies for his subjects. His proclamations became the foundation of a traditional custom (Papayny) and a constitutional law (Heed Sipsong-Khong Sipsi) that taught people to improve themselves morally. These remain influential in the Lao LanXang kingdom to this day:

         
            ‘There should be no stealing, or any acts of banditry, no fighting, or unnecessary bloodshed among all Lao. Any disputes should be examined and judged fairly, life sentences should be given as a last resort, prisoners should be released to return to their normal lives after serving their terms, for there must be enough people to serve the land to produce commodities and the valuable things the Kingdom needs… All able Lao people should do their part to defend the territory against aggression from without. They should not make use of any of their own subjects against others for their own purposes nor commit acts of adultery; if found guilty, they should be liable to heavy fines.’

         

         Thus, a common peace was agreed among the Lao cities, and LanXang was united as a nation.

         ‘During the peak of Fah Ngum’s reign,’ Chao Anouvong declared, ‘a united Lao LanXang, with the mighty Mekong flowing through the middle, was within touching distance of the sea beyond Vietnam in the east; it bordered Khmer and Cham to the south and southeast, Ayutthaya (Siam) to the southwest, LanNa (and the Shan state) to the northwest, Tonkin to the northeast and Yunnan (China) to the north. The empire was large and powerful and had no need or desire to conquer its neighbouring countries – the Siamese kingdom of Ayutthaya in particular. Importantly, King Fah Ngum abolished slavery during his reign, a clear sign of his humility. He introduced Theravada Buddhism and encouraging the people to reject animism, the religion of spirit worship.’

         Sadly, after his beloved queen died in 1368, his interest in the kingdom’s affairs weakened; his supreme authority could not save him. Finally, his own mandarins forced his abdication and then deported him to the city of Nan in 1371. He found sanctuary in the Wat XiengNgam temple, self-exiled from his glory, and lived humbly as a monk. He died quietly two years later at the age of fifty-seven, with only a stupa (a Buddhist shrine) built in his memory and containing his ashes.

         His son, Thao OunHeuan (1374–1487) took over the throne at the age of eighteen, with Nang NoiNonghiao as his queen. He was also popular with the neighbouring rulers and for that, LanNa sent him the princess Nang NoiOnsoh, Ayutthaya sent him the princess Nang KaeoYotFah and the Shan ruler of XiengHung sent him the princess Nang KaeoSida. From these three unions, a well-connected Lao royal bloodline was created, and the special relationships with neighbouring countries were sealed with royal marriages. During Thao OunHeuan’s forty-three-year reign, Lao LanXang became an important trade centre: a census towards the end of his reign registered 700,000 fighting men, of whom 300,000 were of Tai Lao (lowland Lao) nationality. The rest were of other ethnicities. He was ceremoniously crowned as ‘Phraya SamSenTai Tayphouvanath Thipath Si-Sattanarkhanahout’ but known simply as King SamSenTai. He ordered the transfer of his father’s ashes from Nan city to Luang Phrabang, and they were laid to rest at the KuTay stupa.

         Chao Anouvong also recognised that he’d inherited a vassal state that was still divided into three principalities. He didn’t have the same political power and support to draw on in time of need as his predecessor, King Xay-Setthathirath the Great (1548–1572).

         ‘We’ll do our best, Khoun Jon,’ he said optimistically.

         ‘Without fear, Your Royal Highness, we can do no more than our best,’ I said encouragingly.

         He nodded his head and told me that when the ruler of LanNa, King Kethklao, who was Xay-Setthathirath’s grandfather, died without a son in 1548, the people favoured a strong alliance with LanXang because Siam was their enemy. They asked King Phothisarath of Luang Phrabang to send his eldest son to take the throne. Phothisarath didn’t waste any time, as he feared that the king of Si-Ayutthaya Siam, Chairacha, would invade; he’d successfully defended ViengChan when the Siamese invaded in 1540. Chairacha also invaded LanNa in 1545 and 1547, but King Phothisarath successfully defended XiengMai, saving it from destruction. He no longer trusted the Siamese after that.

         King Phothisarath and his queen YotKhamtip (daughter of the late King Kethklao) promptly prepared their young prince Setthavangsoh, dressing him all in white with flowers and candles in his praying hands, with a procession of thousands of people and hundreds of elephants to accompany him. The convoy reached XiengSaen where the young prince became a monk on 15 July 1548. The procession arrived at XiengRai on 26 July and stayed there for nine days. Setthavangsoh, aged fourteen, finally entered XiengMai on 23 August 1548, and was ceremonially crowned two days later in front of the Emerald Buddha (the only king to receive this honour) as LanNa’s king, under the name Xay-Setthathirath. (The Emerald Buddha statue itself had been hidden in the stupa in XiengRai’s temple and forgotten about for many years. It re-emerged after lightning struck the stupa in 1434. It then found its way to the city of Lampang before being finally housed in XiengMai as intended in 1468.)

         Meanwhile, the Burmese were also looking to expand their power. King Bayin Naung sent his envoys to meet King Phothisarath while he was still in XiengMai to discuss an alliance against Ayutthaya. But Phothisarath did not trust the Burmese either. He rightly saw that it was more important to protect Ayutthaya. After his son’s coronation he returned to XiengThong, but he sadly died two years later from an accident while demonstrating how to capture wild elephants for the benefit of foreign nobles and rulers.

         The mandarins in XiengThong, thinking that Xay-Setthathirath would prefer to remain king of LanNa in XiengMai, promptly gave the throne to his younger brother, Chao Lanexang. Xay-Setthathirath overruled the decision and set out to claim the throne in 1550. He brought an army with him to LanXang and established a town opposite ViengChan, naming it Si-Xiengmai to honour the people of LanNa. He built the Wat SongNang temple in honour of his two queens, Nang Thip and Nang Thonkham from LanNa. Once his men were trained and ready, he sent a message to XiengThong demanding that he be recognised as the absolute ruler of LanXang. This was accepted and he ruled both LanNa and LanXang for two years.

         It was in Xay-Setthathirath’s interest to return to rule LanXang rather than remaining in LanNa to deter the Burmese invasion. Understandably, he did not like living in XiengThong: ‘Not enough flat land for cultivation and too many mountains,’ he declared when the mandarins begged him to return to Lao LanXang. ‘However, if you could move the land of XiengMai to XiengThong, I will come to rule LanXang,’ he famously said. He understood that he might never return to rule LanNa, but due to his royal family connections, he considered both kingdoms to be one and the same. Rightly regarding the Emerald Buddha as the palladium of the Lao kingdom, he decided to take it with him. He was the king of LanNa and therefore didn’t need permission from anyone, least of all from the Siamese ruler who had removed it from ViengChan by deception. Chao Mekuti was ordered to look after LanNa’s affairs in XiengMai and keep the Burmese out.

         The royal barge floated down the Mekong, and upon disembarking at XiengThong, Xay-Setthathirath was told that XiengMai’s earth had also come with him. Looking tired but relieved at the end of the long journey, the king thrusted his head forward in puzzlement.

         ‘Your Majesty, the land of XiengMai has come with you,’ the mandarins said joyfully.

         ‘You are silly people. How is that possible?’ he asked and stood up in amused curiosity.

         ‘It is underneath Your Majesty’s feet,’ said the mandarins and begged him to step aside before removing the carpet to reveal soft, green grass underneath his seat. A piece of XiengMai turf had been cut and hidden under his chair. He sank back in his seat and gave a pleasant smile, drawing loud cheers and laughter.

         King Xay-Setthathirath was crowned in 1550 in XiengThong as ‘Phraya Uphaiyaphuthorn Bovon Xay-Settha Phuvanathathipa Si-Sattanarkhanahout’ (Uphaiyaphuthorn signified a ruler of two kingdoms) but was commonly known as Chao Xay-Settha to the Lao of LanNa and LanXang. By 1551 he decided to inform XiengMai that he would not be returning to LanNa. He considered the city of XiengThong to be too small and too close for comfort to the Burmese, surrounded as it was by mountains and lying on an open invasion route.

         ViengChan on the other hand was further away and much bigger, surrounded by fertile lands for stretching on both sides of the Mekong. To protect LanXang he’d to follow his father’s wishes, and he finally decided to make ViengChan the Lao LanXang kingdom’s capital in 1560. He moved both his followers and his property – including the sacred Emerald Buddha and the bronze statue of Phra SaekKham – down to the new capital, known officially as ‘Chanthabury Si-Sattanarkhanahout Uttam Rajathani’. He subsequently changed XiengThong’s name to Luang Phrabang in honour of the gold statue of the Phrabang Buddha he’d left behind.

         Xay-Setthathirath was a quick learner and he realised that his father’s refusal to cooperate with King Bayin Naung of Burma in 1548 in any invasion of Si-Ayutthaya made him a target. He quickly sealed an alliance with the ruler of Ayutthaya by jointly building That Si-SongHuck (the sacred shrine of two loves) at Dan Sai city in Loei province in 1563 to recognise the demarcation line – the Phetsabun Range – between the two kingdoms. The pact was of paramount importance and the two kings swore an oath during the ceremony, invoking Khoun Borom’s doctrine:

         
            ‘We, the two Royal kings, hereby declare that the people of our two kingdoms shall share the same destinies, there shall be no dispute between us, no aggression against each other, no attempt to take advantage of each other: we pledge friendship, and our love for each other until the sun disappears from our universe.’ 

         

         They both called upon the gods of the sky and the earth as witnesses to their declaration.

         After residing in ViengChan for two years, Xay-Setthathirath realised something was missing in his life. He sent a message to the Ayutthaya king Chakraphat requesting consent for a union with his daughter, Nang ThepKasatti the brave. After careful consideration, Chakraphat was happy to oblige, and the princess was escorted by a convoy of 1,000 attendants in 1563. King Xay-Setthathirath went to meet her at NongHan city, where he planned to hold a welcoming celebration. Unfortunately, Phraya Thammaracha of Phitsanulok ambushed the princess en route; she was captured but committed suicide on her way to Burma. Xay-Setthathirath did not have his queen and returned to find that ViengChan had unexpectedly been invaded by the Burmese. Successfully waging a guerrilla war, he drove out the invading army, saving his kingdom from Burmese domination; but they returned three years later.

         During this invasion, it is said that Xay-Setthathirath, who was imbued with the power of the Buddha, entered the Burmese king Bayin Naung’s camp outside the city while he was asleep. He could have killed him but left a white mark instead. At sunrise, he sent his envoy with a letter:

         
            ‘Last night, I came to visit you, but you were sleeping. I did not want to disturb you but left a white mark on your neck. Now it is my pleasure to invite you to visit my palace for negotiations concerning our differences.’ 

         

         Bayin Naung stared in the mirror and was most surprised to see white paint on his neck. He happily accepted the invitation and, after a friendly meeting, they erected a statue of the two queens at Wat Inpeng temple to seal their friendship.

         But King Xay-Setthathirath kept his word to Ayutthaya,’ Chao Anouvong claimed, ‘and helped King Mahintharaja fight against an invading Burmese army in 1567 with 20,000 men and 200 elephants but failed to capture Phitsanuloke from the Burmese king Thammaraja. In 1569 Xay-Setthathirath raised 50,000 men, 300 elephants and 2,000 horses and commanded his forces to again rescue Ayutthaya. Both attempts to retake Phitsanuloke from the Burmese failed because of discord amongst the Siamese: Mahintharaja’s commander Phraya Siharajteso betrayed him by siding with Thammaraja instead. Xay-Setthathirath returned to ViengChan having suffered heavy losses, severely weakening Lao military power.’ Chao Anouvong paused for thought and then said, ‘The despicable Siamese rulers want to punish us for our generosity!’

         And then, having succeeded in destroying Si-Ayutthaya a year earlier, and infuriated by Xay-Setthathirath’s help in defending Phitsanuloke, King Bayin Naung decided to invade the Lao capital in 1571. He took command of a Burmese army consisting of 34,000 men, 1,800 horses and 180 elephants and marched on ViengChan.

         This time, Xay-Setthathirath took no chances. He ordered the city’s evacuation and scattered the people and his fighting units in the nearby forest (pa). The Burmese invaders arrived at a ghost city, and when their supplies ran low, they went outside in search of food and were ambushed by the Lao army. After more than six months of guerrilla warfare the Lao forces finally defeated the invaders. Bayin Naung’s troops made a hasty retreat and were ambushed by Lao units during their journey home, suffering the greatest loss and humiliation in their history. Despite this, Xay-Setthathirath earned great respect and praise from the Burmese king, who proclaimed him as the ‘King of Kings, and the only one who did not surrender to Bayin Naung.’

         King Xay-Setthathirath’s legacy in protecting LanXang was to build many temples and shrines. In 1563 he built Hor Phra Kaeo to house the revered Emerald Buddha statue, the pride of the Lao people. He also built That Si-SongHuck and renovated That Phanom. But the biggest and most famous monument of all was built on top of a structure first built by the resourceful Indian Emperor Ashoka, born in 304 bc, who, after many victories and killing many thousands during his reign (268–232 bc), suffered remorse and converted to Buddhism. His missionaries, Sona, Outala and five scholars were sent from India to ViengChan in the third century bc. It was believed they brought with them a piece of Lord Buddha’s breastbone, which was then kept in the obelisk on That Luang hill. A few years later, Ashoka authorised the ViengChan ruler, Lord Chantabury Phasithisak, to build a stupa over the obelisk, and it was named Phra That Chedi. When King Xay-Setthathirath completed renovations in 1566, the stupa was named ‘Phra That Chedi Loka Chulamany’. ViengChan was once only a small town on the Mekong plain, with marshland on the south side of That Luang hill. It was now a well-built, walled city with beautiful temples and houses, and the new stupa was known as ‘That Luang’ (Grand Stupa) by the Lao people and has famously remained the Lao national symbol ever since. Xay-Setthathirath mysteriously disappeared during a military expedition into Ongkharn city in Atthapeu province in 1572, perhaps murdered by his commander-in-chief, Phraya Nakhorn, who wanted to dethrone him.
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         Xay-Setthathirath’s son, NorMueang, who’d been held in captivity in Burma, survived him. He returned at the age of twenty to claim the throne in 1591 but died seven years later without a successor.

         As if an omen of future struggle, Chao Anouvong, by any normal standard, was a poor king. He neither feared nor despised poverty but if the choice were offered, he would certainly have chosen wealth without assuming it would guarantee his virtue.

         Unlike Prince Souriya Khumman, who at the age of twenty-five was enthroned as King Souriyavongsa Thammikarath (otherwise known as the Sun King, 1633–1690), Chao Anouvong simply didn’t have the wealth, influence and good fortune that was needed to run the kingdom. The Sun King’s reign was an era of trade, development and experimentation, and he was addicted to progress. He poured the vast amount of capital generated by trade into building projects, a powerful agent of social change in LanXang. He developed the kingdom to be the envy of her less happy neighbours, building grand palaces with lofty halls and opulent interiors, and many temples of imposing height in what became a golden age for ViengChan. He succeeded in making LanXang the most developed kingdom in the region. He encouraged the teaching of Buddhism, which was accepted as a religion. As a result, the kingdom produced scores of writers, poets, artists and philosophers; many outstanding poetic stories were written, such as Sin-Xay by the exceptional Thao Pangkham from NongBuaLamphu (Sin-Xay was a superhuman boy, who, with the help of his brothers Siho and Xangthong, succeeded in rescuing his abducted aunt Nang Simountha from the palace of a devil king, Khoumphan). The Sun King set up worthy legislation to benefit people of both high and low rank. He was the first LanXang king to receive a foreign commercial mission from Europe.

         Unsurprisingly, landlocked Lao LanXang provoked much European curiosity but didn’t do much to satisfy it. In fact, LanXang was not tempting for European trade, and merely kept herself in happy isolation. However, on 3 November 1641, after a long and relatively easy journey up the Mekong from Cambodia, a Dutchman, Gerrit van Wuysthoff encountered the raging and impassable waterfalls of Khone Phapheng on the southern borders of LanXang. His men had to unload and pull the boats upstream using ropes. They eventually made it through the dangerous Liphi falls and returned their boats to the water. LanXang came into the picture, and her veil of secrecy was lifted. The hospitable ruler of Champasak city welcomed Van Wuysthoff with curiosity and charm. The next morning, after a hearty breakfast, Van Wuysthoff’s boats continued up the now tranquil and majestic river for a few days, before toiling their way through the hazardous Kemmarat rapids further upstream. Van Wuysthoff and his men then wearily paddled through gently meandering steep banks and meadows and stayed briefly at Nakhorn Phanom. From there onwards the mighty Mekong rewarded them with an area full of natural beauty and picturesque, hilly landscapes. The Dutchman finally arrived in ViengChan exhausted on 16 November 1641 with a letter from Governor General Van Diemen in Indonesia. Van Wuysthoff was ecstatic and highly impressed at the sight and scale of the dazzling ViengChan palaces reflected in the Mekong. It must have been the Dutchman’s integrity that persuaded the Sun King to receive him during the annual That Luang stupa festival.

         Van Wuysthoff was majestically paraded through the city on a gilded elephant howdah, joining the traditional wax castles (Pasaatpheung) procession led by thousands of monks and government officials from nine districts around ViengChan. He was astonished to see so many monks – more men in saffron robes in ViengChan than the whole army in the Netherlands, he was alleged to have said. He was ceremoniously welcomed in the royal tent on That Luang hill and watched with great interest a game of hockey (Thiki) between officials and commoners on the esplanade. During an audience with the king, followed by a banquet where the kingdom’s wealth was proudly on display, King Souriyavongsa, clad in his ceremonial garments, unexpectedly invited (Seurn) Van Wuysthoff to sit on a mat beside him. Van Wuysthoff was not only taken aback but highly impressed by the king’s liberalism. The king told him that his peaceful and vast Lao LanXang kingdom that almost touched Bangkok was trading with all her neighbours and was more than willing to trade with the rest of the world. He boasted that LanXang produced the finest lac, the best rice and many other commodities such as gold, silver, silk and spices for export. Before mounting his white elephant to return to the palace, the king wished Van Wuysthoff well and told him that his commercial dealings with Siam in the southwest were frustratingly unprofitable. He shrewdly suggested that the Siamese should be made to stop their unfair trading practices and refrain from monopolising the ancient trading route of Lao LanXang with the Khmer kingdom and Vietnam at Stung Treng.

         Van Wuysthoff had discovered all he wanted to know about the independent Lao Kingdom of LanXang and wished to report back to the House of Orange in The Hague. He left a month later (20 December), taking with him a cargo of benzoin resin, musk, lac and many other commodities. He would have been convinced that LanXang was keen to cooperate with any other friendly nation, but it was unlikely that anyone, the Siamese establishment least of all, could alter the Lao character, such a curious blend of Buddhism and animism, of shrewdness and superstition, of integrity and humanity, of friendliness and generosity, of tolerance and diplomacy; and cheerfulness, never mind their laid-back attitude to life. Alas, LanXang was the envy of Siam, and her success soon attracted the attention of the Siamese ruler. Siam’s political elite had long been secretly nursing malice against LanXang. Conflict was brewing; the special relationship hadn’t always been harmonious since 1563: tempers had frayed but LanXang always chose to turn the other cheek, and life went on.

         Chao Anouvong reminded me that King Souriyavongsa sent a good-will mission in 1670 to renew the special relationship. The ceremony took place at the That Si-SongHuck shrine and declarations ‘taken on oath’ were again made to respect the 1563 boundary agreement and to bring the Siamese and Lao together: it was emphasised that the two royal families should be considered as one, sharing their destinies with great affection. The two kings once more invoked the gods of the sky and the earth as their witnesses and swore on their lives that ‘There should be no dispute, no aggression and no attempt at invasion by either side until the sun disappears from the universe.’ Chao Anouvong looked at me in frustration and asked, ‘Now, why did the Siamese invade us in 1779, Khoun Jon?’ I replied that only they could tell us the truth. ‘We became the victims of jealousy,’ he said. ‘They betrayed our friendship and trust by invading us. They destroyed our palaces and temples and looted our sacred Emerald Buddha that had been in our capital since 1560!’ He turned to stare at the Mekong, shaking his head in disbelief.

         King Souriyavongsa was apparently a man of honour. As a chief justice, he was determined to uphold the rule of law. He’d one son and two daughters, princesses Kummari and Sumangkala. When his first and only son, Chao Rathsabout, was found guilty of adultery, he’d him executed (Rathsabout had married the XiengHung princess Chanta Kummari and had two sons, Kingkitsarath and Inthasom, who later ruled Luang Phrabang). The Sun King, therefore, became highly feared and respected by neighbouring kingdoms. Born in 1608, he reigned uninterrupted for fifty-seven years and died at the ripe old age of eighty-two, leaving no clear heir to the throne. Internal wrangles began.

         Internal strife, Chao Anouvong said, leads to external troubles, and so LanXang drifted towards calamity. By 1695, infighting began among the rival claimants for the throne. King Souriyavongsa’s grandson, Kingkitsarath of Luang Phrabang, claimed the throne, only to be opposed by his cousin, Xay-OngVeh, a son of Souriyavongsa’s older brother, Chao Somphou, who had been exiled to the imperial city of Hue in Vietnam. Xay-OngVeh reached for his sword, rode westward, captured ViengChan and executed its proxy ruler, King Nantharath. He took the throne and was crowned as King Xay-Setthathirath II in 1698 (he died in 1730). Distrust between the houses of ViengChan and Luang Phrabang now began in earnest.

         Kingkitsarath marched south and attacked ViengChan in 1706, dismaying the population. Sensing defeat, Xay-Setthathirath II sent for help from Siam, whose opportunistic king, Chao Petharaja, was secretly delighted at the enmity between the two LanXang principalities. Seeing an opportunity to cause further friction, he arrived in ViengChan with a large army in 1707, but instead of promoting reconciliation between the two Lao royal houses, he wasted no time in stabbing Lao LanXang in the back. He cunningly brought about the partition of Luang Phrabang and ViengChan, and the devious Siamese policy of ‘divide and rule’ began. He was shrewd enough to see the outcome, and realised that by keeping LanXang divided, one side would eventually seek to dominate the other. Meanwhile the southern LanXang kingdom of Champasak declared self-rule in 1713; Lao LanXang seemed like the setting sun, barely clinging to life. Once the three sides had exhausted themselves in a power struggle, the path was clear for Siam to march in. With their brutality hidden beneath their charm, the Siamese seized LanXang by the throat in 1779, destroying ViengChan and removing the Emerald Buddha. Their power grew and their territory expanded. Siam was clearly in the wrong for wanting to exterminate LanXang: it was a serious breach of trust. This was how the antagonism between the two kingdoms began. Although time is a good healer, these events can be forgiven but not forgotten.

         Chao Anouvong was frustrated and unhappy because all he’d was his own talent. Nevertheless, he was a wise man of courage and righteousness, who was prepared to stand up and fight for his principles. Whatever the obstacles, he was determined to persevere. He was born into the world, like all of us, with six senses: sight, sound, smell, taste, touch and ideas. He wanted to plant good seeds, and other people’s welfare was always foremost in his mind, even at his own expense.

         One could sense that, like King Fah Ngum before him, Chao Anouvong longed for LanXang sovereignty, and not even the fear of death, which was really just another part of life, could deter him from its pursuit. In the interest of the Lao nation, he resisted the kings of Siam all his political life. I feel bound to say in all honesty, though not without some trepidation, that a perfect country, society or individual cannot exist until rulers are inspired by a genuine love of true democracy and justice. It was not the will but the ability that Chao Anouvong lacked. He knew that all great undertakings were risky, and worthwhile ambitions were often achieved only with great difficulty.
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        III
      

            Rite of Passage

         

         I was born nine years after Chao Anouvong, to a feudal family in the strategic city of Mahaxay in the southeast of ViengChan, a year after King Bounyasan paid an emergency visit to the city to express his concern over King TakSin of Siam’s invasion of LanNa in 1775, as near to a hostile act as a formal ally could commit. Due to his father’s connection, it was natural for Bounyasan to seek a strong alliance with Vietnam – a major deterrent to Siamese attack. Three years later Siam declared war on LanXang, as Bounyasan had dreaded. Thus began a bloody period in Lao LanXang history.

         I had never seen ViengChan nor even heard about Bangkok. Mahaxay city was a perfect gateway, used by many Lao kings to escape to Vietnam in wartime. Before that, my grandfather, a Lao Khorat nobleman, who held the uncompromising Lao values of King Fah Ngum, did not wish to be a Siamese subject. He saw that the Sino-Siamese king TakSin was a greedy and dangerous man, so he moved from Khorat city as soon as he could and settled with his family in the well-established old town of Cham on the Donh River in the southern principality of Champasak, and never looked back. They even migrated as far as the Kongtum area near Darlac in the southeast, then part of LanXang territory, but this felt uncomfortably close to Vietnam, whose culture was very different. They moved back to be closer to the Mekong for security and comfort in the early 1770s, where they quickly assimilated themselves into real Lao LanXang life. Mahaxay on the Xe Bangfai River was to be our sanctuary and my world until I was nine.

         I was nineteen years old when I first entered Chao Anouvong’s life and worked with him until 1828, after which my family was fortunate to escape forced migration by Siamese officials. I was quite small, still boy-shaped, and worried I would never grow to be a big, strong man. I considered myself a palace servant and had been working in the palace library since the beginning of 1794. Before that, I led a perfectly haphazard existence, and though I was now getting somewhere, I was in fact still the most wretched creature imaginable. Yet I firmly believed that the pursuit of wisdom was the only thing a man should devote himself to before passing on his experience to others.

         Chao Anouvong was twelve, learning feudal rulers’ and warriors’ skills, when he was taken away as a hostage from the plains, forests, mountains and fresh, clean air of ViengChan to the dreary lowlands and smelly humid air of Bangkok. He was brought up among the Siamese under the watchful eye of King Chulaloke and his son, Prince Itsarasunthon, who was the same age as him. He was now a young man of twenty-eight; his knowledge of Siam was prodigious, and he was known everywhere as Itsarasunthon’s friend. He returned to ViengChan with his younger brother, Phommavong (known as Phromvong in Bangkok), who was about my age, when his older brother Inthavong ascended the throne in 1795. At first, he appeared fresh, confident and happy, but he’d been suffering from nervous exhaustion and was struggling to overcome considerable anxiety. Valuable time had been wasted towing the line of the ruling house of Siam. They fed him strange, delicious food until one day he must have realised that it was high time for him to think of LanXang, for if he went on like that, he might never be a Lao or see ViengChan again.

         Being back in ViengChan and living among his own people revived his self-esteem and enthusiasm. He’d longed for home and had returned to his kingdom, no longer at ease with the Bangkok dispensation and rule that he couldn’t wait to get rid of. Here in the city of his birth he followed Lao traditions with gladness, finding comfort and enjoying high prestige where no one would look down on him. There was a gleam of happiness in his eyes as he searched for light to see into the future. He was no longer an over-privileged wastrel but the saviour of his kingdom. The thought grew in his mind to restore LanXang’s dynastic rule. Few would have been brave enough to push, but Chao Anouvong had the knowledge and ambition.

         I first learned about the history of the Lao LanXang kingdom through word of mouth: its people, its culture and its right to independence. It had been a Lao custom for educated or wise elders to pass stories on to the younger generations. Then, one bright and cool November morning in 1795, I was unexpectedly summoned to see Chao Anouvong, who had been appointed viceroy. Naturally, I was greatly excited by the prospect of appearing before him at the palace. My life changed forever.

         I slept soundly and got up earlier than usual. It was indeed an exciting day for me. After carefully dressing, I made my way from my mother’s house, heading straight for the palace. To make sure I arrived fresh and had time to cool down, I took a shorter route which I later took to work every day, directly through the southern inner-city gate before reaching the palace wall. At the main arched tower of the Luang (grand) gate of the palace where two uniformed armed guards stood on either side, I came across a very close friend. We addressed each other affectionately as Sio (best friend) in public. He was cultured, an excellent raconteur, courteous with an assuring manner, abounding in understanding and sympathy, patriotic and an admirer of Chao Anouvong; a good-natured intellectual with a quick sense of humour who enjoyed telling anecdotes and jokes and singing, and always went about with a book. He was sitting under a shady tree next to the gate when his eyes met mine. He sprang up in surprise and we greeted each other affably.

         ‘Jon, Sio,’ he cried, raised his hand in greeting and coming towards me. ‘Sabaidee (hello)! What brings you here and where are you going?’

         ‘Sene, Sio, Sabaidee!’ I said, adding that I was on my way to the palace. ‘I’m doubly glad to see you. But how are you and what are you doing here?’

         ‘I’m fine, thank you, Sio,’ he said. ‘Just taking a rest in the shade and reading one of my father’s history books. We haven’t seen each other for so long. Would you be good enough to stay and talk for a moment?’

         ‘You know, I like listening and talking to you very much, Sio’, I said, ‘but I’m afraid I don’t have any time at the moment.’

         ‘Never mind about that, please come, Sio, we must talk,’ he said, and grabbed me by the arm. ‘I’ve plenty of new jokes to make you laugh, which can only be good for your health. More importantly, our meeting is a great opportunity for a chat.’ He paused to catch his breath. ‘I know some men are frightened of their passionate nature. Now tell me one thing, have you found your ideal good-mannered, beautiful young girl yet?’ I blushed, as if I’d drunk some wine, at the question. ‘You must lower your standards, or you’ll never get married,’ he exclaimed, and laughed teasingly. ‘Come, Sio, you seem to me to be quite lonely, and this can’t be allowed. You must find love; procreation is part of society.’

         I chuckled and smiled broadly, telling him that I was being initiated into the mysteries of love. I now believe that any man who wishes to pursue love in the right way should begin by applying himself to the contemplation of all physical beauty, before falling in love with a particular person and producing noble feelings in partnership with them. However, if he is noble, he will soon realise that his passion for that person’s physical beauty is of less value than the beauty of the soul and the knowledge and love of wisdom. He would probably wish to spend the rest of his life in the contemplation of absolute, true beauty, rather than a mere reflection of it.

         He grinned at me and said, ‘Ah, there’s no need to teach crocodiles to swim. You don’t have to tell me whether you’re in love with someone. I can see for myself that you’re far gone.’

         Hearing this made me blush more than ever; he went on to say that though ignorant of many things, he could recognise a man in love in an instant. He wanted to know who the lucky girl was and whether I knew what to say to her. I smiled and jokingly told him that I knew only what the soldiers and guards in the palace claim to say in such situations: ‘Come pretty girl, smile for me. I won’t eat you.’ We threw back our heads and roared with laughter.

         ‘Seriously,’ I said, catching my breath. ‘I’m disciplined enough to overcome any sort of passion involving timidity and distrust. Most of us are instinctively against any woman being at ease with a man. I’ve learned that our body needs food to live, but love is the true food for the soul. Love makes us ashamed but hungry for glory; without it we wouldn’t achieve anything great. However, any young man who knows what’s what when it comes to love doesn’t praise the girl he’s in love with until he’s caught her, for it would only make her proud and conceited.’

         ‘That would be quite absurd,’ he protested, looking overwhelmed.

         ‘Sio, a girl being too frank is no compliment to a bloke,’ I said. ‘Do tell me precisely, since I’m taking you into my confidence, what a man ought to say and do to endear himself to his girl?’

         ‘It’s not easy to say, Sio,’ he replied, ‘but nevertheless, I hope you’re in love with a nice person.’ When I didn’t reply, he said, ‘We are friends aren’t we? We’ve plenty in common and, if you wouldn’t mind, tell me why you’re going to the palace and what the girl’s name is.’

         I told him that he would always be a dear friend to me, but I couldn’t possibly comment on my engagement at the palace, before suggesting he should start saving for my wedding gifts. We laughed and patted each other on the shoulders. He gripped me firmly by the arm; his palm and hands, like mine, were soft and smooth. It was obvious that I was eager to be off. He let go and wished me luck. I nodded, thanked him and we parted company.

         I passed through the great main gate into the interior of the palace. I had arrived with only a small bag with a few belongings – I’ve never liked carrying things around. When I stepped through the inner gate and into the quiet palace courtyard, I calmly composed myself and walked slowly towards the main door. The multiple-tiered terracotta roofs of the palace and the Emerald Buddha temple glittered in the shimmering heat. The late morning sun beat down from a cloudless sky, but the heat was cooled by a welcome breeze. Nevertheless, anxious and excited, I still broke into a sweat. I fished in my pocket for a handkerchief to give my damp brow a wipe before cautiously approaching a large, glossy, black door. I jumped when it suddenly squeaked and sprang open. A glimpse of shade through the entrance was welcoming, and, slowly, an imposing, tall, slim man appeared. He was about fifty, with a touch of grey in his hair, dressed in a formal bright red phasalong (sarong) and light cream jacket that made him look like a nobleman.

         ‘Sabaidee, and welcome,’ he said warmly, with a gentle, friendly smile. ‘Please come in.’

         ‘Sabaidee,’ I said and reverently greeted him with my praying hands. He gestured to me to enter, and I slowly stepped inside. I had arrived in good time, which was just as well because he remarked on it. He was a serious, unemotional type of a person with a strong body and a stern, pale face that looked untouched by the sun. I had the feeling he was a gentlemanly, well-mannered man before whom you should stand to attention. I stood on the shiny tiled floor and the cool pleasant air engulfed me. I welcomed it without any fear.

         I looked up in amazement at the walls of the hall, the panels, the wooden beams and the soaring gilded pillars in the soft light. Everything that struck my eyes was unbelievable: never before had I seen such a place, full of priceless artefacts. The well-polished antique tables and chairs, all beautifully kept and correctly positioned, shone in the dim light. They looked as if they all possessed a soul that wanted to come alive and be stroked and admired. Had I touched any of them, the evidence of my crime would clearly be marked. The air in the hall felt damp and cool but here and there lay terracotta oil lamps and enough candles to light a temple. I stood motionless for a few seconds as I gazed at the portraits and landscape paintings hung on both sides of the stairway.

         I paid particular attention to a large, stunning painting in a golden frame depicting a man commanding a huge white elephant into battle. It was hung prominently on the dark blue walls immediately in front of the entrance hall. Like a guardian of the palace, it looked down with inquisitive eyes at every visitor who walked through the door, as if it wanted to introduce itself. After staring at it for a while, thinking that I heard a deep, authoritarian voice, my body started to quiver. With trembling legs I turned to look at the footman standing next to me.

         ‘Yes, it is a fascinating portrait,’ he said, politely allowing me to enjoy my encounter with the painting. ‘That is our King Fah Ngum the conqueror in battle, trying to unify Lao LanXang,’ he explained.

         ‘Really? How amazing!’ I exclaimed, fixing my stare at the painting.

         ‘It is very impressive, indeed,’ he said and turned his gaze at me. ‘Chao Anouvong should be down in a few minutes. When he’s ready, I will come back to lead you in. For now, enjoy the painting.’

         ‘You are very kind, thank you,’ I acknowledged with a smile.

         He did not respond but stood silently for a few moments before discreetly disappearing through the dark hallway. I turned and slowly walked away from the portrait. The door shut behind me, the sound echoing through the still air, leaving me in a large, scented room filled with tables and chairs, anticipating my next encounter. The room seemed friendly and welcoming, but I felt rather unsure of myself, particularly since I realised how incorrect I had been about the place. Everything was beyond my comprehension. Before this I had only ever seen stacks and piles of books, papers and documents of importance in the palace’s library where I spent most of my day working.

         I sat on one of the soft, rectangular, high stools in the middle of the room, among lines of ancient steel drums along the walls, and waited. These types of seats were designed to make you sit upright with your feet on the floor and your open hands resting on your thighs, a posture difficult to maintain for any length of time. Since I was alone, I occupied myself by scanning the palace’s ornate high ceilings, long beams and tall, rounded pillars, all beautifully decorated in gold leaf with a black or red lacquer background. Out of curiosity I peered through an open door into a succession of rooms. A sharp ray of light shone through the small, open windows. As the sun rose higher, the air became hotter, but the room remained cool. I returned to the stool, trying to keep calm, wishing I were outside basking in the sun like a lizard.

         Suddenly the heavy teak door swung open outwards and I leapt to my feet. In came Chao Anouvong, looking informal but irritated. I was supposed to meet him in the other room but surprisingly he’d come to me instead. His son, Prince Suthisan Poh, around five years old, followed closely behind. My first impression of Chao Anouvong was very positive, as his imposing figure towered lovingly over the young prince. Seeing him in his casual outfit and silken slippers, one would never have thought he was a king in waiting: perhaps a schoolteacher or a philosopher instead. But it was clear he’d woken up in an edgy, preoccupied mood. Whatever had been going through his head the previous night had obviously disturbed his rest. He twitched irritably at his silk trousers (phahthong) that wrapped untidily round his waist. As if he’d never dressed himself before, I noticed that the cloth’s flowing ends that were carried between his legs were not tucked in properly at the waistline at the back. The cloth should just fall neatly below the knees if dressed correctly, but it was too long. It brushed along the floor when he started to walk about. He was not pleased. ‘This damned phahthong!’ I heard him mutter to himself as he paused to adjust the cloth before looking in my direction.

         ‘Poh, stop!’ Chao Anouvong ordered. ‘Please try not to walk in front of me.’

         ‘Sorry, father,’ said the prince and stopped dead.

         ‘Didn’t I tell you that it’s not proper to do so?’

         ‘Mother told me also. Why?’ the prince said, with his head bowed and his hands behind his back.

         ‘Well, you’re not supposed to walk ahead of me. If you do that with the King of Siam, you’ll be flogged!’

         ‘Is that why we don’t like the bossy Siamese, father?’

         ‘Not all of them, so please don’t be prejudiced,’ Chao Anouvong reproved mildly, placing a finger on his lips to silence his son as he was about to speak.

         He then came leisurely towards me. I was so tense that when our eyes met, I failed to smile properly, managing only a sheepish grin before lowering my head in reverence and waiting nervously for him to come closer. Despite his serious expression he seemed pleased to see me. It was an early November morning, but the cool palace waiting room seemed hotter than outside. I waited courteously for him to speak.

         ‘Sabaidee. What’s your name?’ he said casually with a friendly smile.

         ‘I pay my humble respects, Your Royal Highness. I’m honoured that you should condescend to welcome me,’ I said ingratiatingly and bowed to him. One had to be obsequious when talking to royalty. I was calm but my voice and body were trembling with nerves. ‘My name is Jon.’

         ‘Jon?’ he repeated and lifted his brows in surprise. ‘I see. That’s interesting,’ he quipped, as if he were captivated by my name. ‘I’ve never heard of a Lao name like that before. Are you Lao? You look like a Han if I may say so.’

         ‘On a basic level, Your Royal Highness,’ I said timorously, bowing again, ‘I’m a human being and a Lao. I don’t always think about my Laoishness, but I’m very Lao and proud of it. I was born to be nothing but a Lao.’

         ‘Good! Very glad to hear it,’ he said and chuckled pleasantly, adding that he too was glad to have been born Lao.

         While trying to adjust his dress he told me to sit and relax. ‘No need to stand to attention, Jon,’ he said. At that moment I feared him and took him very seriously. I lowered my head to acknowledge his command but remained standing with my hands behind my back. ‘Actually, let’s go to my private room. It’s more comfortable.’ I drew a deep breath and followed him into his study, expecting him to deliver one of his witticisms, though I sensed he’d something important to say to me. He realised that both his son and I were looking at him. Suthisan Poh was inspecting his father’s dress and giving him a funny smile. ‘However hard I tried I just couldn’t get myself dressed properly today,’ he complained. It was clear that he preferred to do things his way.

         ‘May I say something, Your Royal Highness?’ I asked nervously.

         ‘Go ahead, Jon.’

         ‘You look perfectly dressed,’ I said light-heartedly. My compliment pleased him.

         ‘Come closer,’ he said, asking me to stand beside him. I began to feel more confident.

         ‘Father,’ said Suthisan Poh, playfully clapping a hand over his mouth. ‘Mother told me no one is properly dressed until he smiles.’

         Chao Anouvong’s head went back, and we all laughed out loud. He turned towards his loving son and ruffled his hair. ‘Come, be a good boy. It’s time for you to leave,’ he said and started to walk him to the door. The prince obediently lifted his slight hands to his chest and bowed to his father. Then he made a friendly eye gesture at me and began to walk away slowly. Chao Anouvong raised his hand and said goodbye, telling the prince to be good, and closed the door gently.

         He began to engage me in light and cheerful conversation after we’d exchanged the formal courtesies. He expressed himself with ease and wit on a wide range of subjects, but I struggled to sound confident and well informed. To my relief, he kindly said he’d heard many good things about me and that I could be the person he needed in the palace after all the time he’d spent in Bangkok. It certainly saved me from having to answer too many uncomfortable questions. It was friendship at first sight: the beginning of our close relationship. He studied my features with childish curiosity and teased me about my smooth, boyish, hairless face. ‘Real men have facial hair, but you have none!’ he said with a broad grin. With that remark, our conversation soon became unconstrained, and we both lost our shyness.

         ‘I do have fine soft hair, Your Royal Highness,’ I responded, stroking my face with a smile and wanting to look more mature and manly, hoping to impress the girls.

         ‘Yes, but I can see that you’ll never have whiskers like mine to twiddle with,’ he said, stroking his moustache and smiling mischievously. Casual but conventional, it seemed, was his way of making people relax. He sat on a high teak chair with his feet on the floor, before commanding me to make myself comfortable on an identical chair opposite him. He fixed his gaze on me as if further seeking my trust. I tried to relax and placed my cold hands underneath my thighs for warmth. With a slightly shy manner but an air of quiet authority and a gentle, well-modulated voice, he began the conversation.

         At the beginning, our meeting seemed so informal that I even swung my dangling legs about. He rambled on about many things – the country, the people and life in general. But our talk soon became so serious that one would think he’d marked me out as a genius since the cradle. Not so! I approached him with care, nervously fiddling with my long black hair before tucking it behind my ear with my index finger. You would be hard pressed to distinguish me from any other well-bred young Laoman, though there was one obvious big difference. Perhaps few respectable households could have been as poor as my family. Yet I was content with my unpretentious image. Chao Anouvong looked at me solicitously while drinking freshly made, fragrant jasmine cordial, put his cup down on the table and leant towards me conspiratorially. I straightened in anticipation.

         ‘Jon,’ he said. ‘I presume your forbearance and attentiveness to the surroundings and your understanding of the world are all good. Now, everything has a beginning, though it’s not important to go back too far in history, but do you know about our ancestry?’

         I was honoured to have encountered such a heart-warming person but truly stumped by this question, which echoed round the room and weakened my composure.

         ‘Your Royal Highness, I know very little, and virtually nothing at all about the world,’ I replied cautiously, mumbling something about legendary Khoun Borom. With my head shaking gently I added, ‘I must confess that my head is weak.’

         ‘Good Lord. Don’t you know where the Lao race come from?’ he said, looking at me in astonishment.

         ‘I’m afraid I don’t, Your Royal Highness,’ I said. ‘But does it matter? We’re all human beings.’

         ‘It ought to, even so,’ he said. ‘The Chinese have a record of it, and it’s not difficult to understand.’

         ‘It is for me, I fear. Nevertheless, I am most interested and should like to know more if you would be so kind.’

         He clicked his tongue, looked at me in disappointment and said that it would be a good investment to give me the benefit of his knowledge.

         ‘Well, Jon, we, the Lao nation, are a distinct race,’ he said proudly, in an awe-inspiring voice. ‘In fact, we’re the progenitors of the Ai-Lao: a non-Chinese people from whom we are directly descended. Our neighbours invaded us, looted our treasures and destroyed our cities, but we’re still here. We will be Ai-Lao or Lao forever, but we mustn’t take anything for granted.’ He looked at me questioningly while taking a sip of his drink. ‘Are you listening, Jon?’

         ‘Yes, indeed I am, Your Royal Highness… with great interest,’ I said. ‘Do please go on.’

         ‘Good! Now pay attention,’ he said and paused for thought. ‘Later, after the NanChao kingdom… in Yunnan that is,’ he continued, ‘we began to refer to the people from all the different places we come from as Tai – Tai Khorat, Tai XiengMai, Tai ViengChan, Tai Luang Phrabang, Tai Champasak, and so on. In general, we simply identify with each other as Tai Neau (north), Tai Tay (south). Historically, the Tai Ban Xieng (Ban Chiang in Siamese) who migrated from XiengKhuang are famous for making pots and have occupied this part of LanXang for thousands of years. And there are many other ethnic groups in the kingdom, such as Tai Dam, Tai Daeng, Tai Khmu, Tai Leu, Tai Nung and many more. They are all Lao citizens of Mother Mekong, where the people live together like one big, friendly family.’

         He went on to say that the Ai-Lao race had come into existence in the universe at the same time as the Chinese. The Ai-Lao were a large group of people to whom the Lao, Shan, Zhuang, Siamese, Dai, Ahom, Li, Lue, Nung, Lolo and others are related. They were mostly an agricultural people, using oxen or buffalo to plough the fields and cultivating rice as a way of life. They also produced textiles of silk, hemp, wool and cotton; mined gold, silver, copper, iron, lead and tin ores; and made jewellery.

         They first established themselves in the Yangtze valley in Sichuan province in mainland China more than 2,500 years ago. The first two main cities of the Ai-Lao were Mueang Lung (Loong) near the source of the Yangtze River to the north; but Mueang Pah (Ba), to the south of the river in the Erhai region of Sichuan, was bigger and more important. Later, Mueang Ngiao was built further south. Eventually, Mueang Lung and Mueang Pah were lost to the Chinese (who themselves had been invaded from the north by the Tatars in 843 bc). But those who remained in Mueang Pah fought back and regained their independence, at least until 338 bc, when they were again invaded. They gradually migrated southward to Yunnan, searching for freedom and a new kingdom. Their civilisation had been high in moral virtue since ancient times – equal to the Chinese civilisation of the Qin (221–206 bc) and the Han Dynasties (206 bc – ad 220).

         In 246, Emperor Chin Tse Hon Teh, who built the Great Wall of China, invaded Mueang Ngiao. Most of the Ai-Lao migrated southwards in 215 bc where they united and built another city, called Mueang PayNgai, with Khoun Meng as king. When he refused permission for the ministers of the Chinese Emperor Wu Tee to cross his land to investigate Buddhism in India, war broke out. Khoun Meng fought valiantly but capitulated in 87 bc; the Ai-Lao kingdom became a vassal state.

         Khoun Wang took over from Khoun Meng round ad 9 and maintained Mueang PayNgai’s autonomy until ad 50, when the Chinese again invaded. Those who stayed put and fought on were to remain Ai-Lao, but those who migrated southwards were called Ngai-Lao. The Ai-Lao were slowly incorporated into the Han Empire, while Chinese settlers began to gradually colonise Yunnan.

         In ad 57, Khoun Lee Mau (Li Mao) of Ngai-Lao accepted Mahayana Buddhism during the reign of Emperor Ming Tse of China. In ad 69, for fear of invasion, Lee Mau sent his son to the Han court, asking to be included among the imperial subjects, although Han control over the west and southwest wasn’t particularly firm. Lee Mau died in ad 78, and his son, Khoun Lai Lao, took over. He refused to accept the high taxes that the Chinese had imposed; when Ming Tse sent his army to invade, the Lao people once again migrated southwards.

         At this time the Chinese had split into three main groups: the Cao Cao of Wei, Liu Pi of Shu and Sun Quan of Wu. The Ngai-Lao seized the opportunity to build six new cities along NongSae (Dali or Ta Lee Fu) Lake. NongSae was built as the kingdom’s new capital and remained so for over 140 years (ad 78–225). Finally, after several years of defending NongSae, the Ai-Lao people surrendered to the Chinese general Kong Beng in ad 225. However, they fought back in ad 395 and remained as an independent kingdom until ad 649.

         King Sihanara (Siu Nu Loh) 649–674) took over and united the six Ai-Lao cities as one prosperous kingdom and sent a goodwill mission to Tang China to maintain peace during his reign. He was succeeded by his son, Lo Seng (Luo Cheng). He also pursued friendly relations with the Chinese and even personally attended the Chinese Emperor Pu Sek Thein’s daughter’s wedding!

         After Lo Seng died in 712, three confident kings followed, including his son, Seng Lo Pi, whose reign lasted until 728. Kingdoms were founded and new cities were built and lost, but the NongSae kingdom was in capable hands.

         Chao Anouvong enthusiastically described the arrival of the legendary Khoun Borom (Pi Loh Goh), born in 697. At this time, Tang China was a prosperous and mighty polity, demanding tribute from neighbouring countries if they wanted to pursue political or commercial ties with the empire.

         Khoun Borom succeeded to the throne in 729 at the age of thirty-two and has become known as the founding father and the first king of a unified Ai-Lao kingdom, combining the NongSae kingdom with vast areas of north-western Yunnan, known as NanChao. The incorporation of all NanChao’s cities in the Erhai region can be attributed to his leadership. NanChao was an independent and vigorous political entity, and this was a period of peace and tranquillity for the six cities. However, the king was not satisfied with acting merely as the overlord of NanChao in western Yunnan. When eastern Yunnan, the Lui Pi of Shu, rebelled against Tang China’s heavy taxation and levies, Khoun Borom took the opportunity to occupy the region piece by piece. He was a clever warlord, but also sent two goodwill missions to Tang China in 729 and 734. He never really trusted the Chinese, however, who always seemed intent on invading his kingdom. He built a new city further south on the west side of the Mekong in 731, calling it KaoLoang (JingHong). The area of the Mekong where the Ai-Lao had settled was known as Lancang to the Chinese (Kiu Lung Kiang: river of the nine dragons, referring to Khoun Borom’s nine sons). Khoun Borom was recognised as king of Yunnan by the Tang court in 738 and died in 750 at the age of fifty-three.

         King Khoun Borom had nine sons by two wives: the first was Nang Nhompala and the second, Nang Etkeng, but only seven became rulers. In the throne room the king ceremoniously plunged his right hand into a bowl of sacred water before flicking it on their heads and saying, ‘Accept truth, seek no quarrel with your neighbour, be good to your people and do your best to earn their respect.’ He presented each of them with a piece of elephant tusk as a reminder, telling them to honour the bond of brotherhood and never to invade or plunder each other’s land. He made them solemnly swear never to take up arms against each other, even if their own kin were at war, by cutting the palms of their hands and collecting their blood in a gold cup. He then attributed magic properties to the crimson liquid, dipping his forefinger in and blessing them on their foreheads. Misfortune and long suffering, he said, would befall those who did not respect his laws. He made drink offerings to the gods and invoked the sun to shine on them and for their ancestors’ spirits to protect them.

         ‘Now go and rule (Kin Mueang) and remember you all come from the same father; never betray your Ai-Lao race!’ he ordered. Then he sent them to rule seven different kingdoms in the Souvannaphum Phatet (the Lower Mekong region), thus beginning the long-lasting and equitable custom of dividing estates and even kingdoms equally amongst siblings rather than bestowing them on the first-born; this promoted stability and order, and, most importantly of all, allowed each kingdom to flourish.

         His first son from his first wife (Nhompala), Khoun Loh, ruled Mueang Swa (XiengThong: LanXang).

         His second son, Thao Phalanh, ruled Mueang TahHoh in Sipsong Panna (Xishuangbanna/Yunnan).

         His third son, Thao ChuSong, ruled Mueang Tung Kea in Sipsong ChuTai (Huaphan to Tonkin).

         His fourth son, Thao Khamphong, ruled Mueang YoNoke, XiengMai (LanNa).

         His fifth son Thao Inh ruled Mueang Louva (LanPhya: Sukhotai/Ayutthaya/Siam).

         His sixth son, Thao Khom, ruled Mueang Hongsa (Shan).

         His seventh son, Thao Cheuang (Chuong), ruled Mueang Phuan (Prakan/XiengKhuang: LanXang).

         ‘Remember this, Jon,’ Chao Anouvong said assertively, gazing at me like a professor. ‘Khoun Loh, who ruled from 757 to 779, known as Ge Luo Feng to the Chinese, was the founding father of LanXang.’ I assured him that I wouldn’t forget. ‘During his reign, Khoun Loh sent his army from Mueang KaoLoang and defeated the Chong, the king of Khmer, in Mueang Swa (later known as Luang Phrabang) in 757. He made it his capital and became the first king of a newly founded kingdom: this was the birth of the Lao country that we called Mueang Lao.’

         Khoun Loh was a great strategist. To prevent an insurgency in the central region of Yunnan, he depopulated the eastern area and forced hundreds of thousands of people to settle in the Erhai region. Facing attack, he sent a mission to Tang China to repair the relationship, telling them that if they didn’t accept his goodwill, he would then turn to Tibet, and NanChao (Yunnan) would no longer belong to the Tang. The Tibetan ruler considered NanChao a ‘fraternal state’ and Khoun Loh was known as the Eastern Emperor.

         The Tang in Sichuan carried out several unsuccessful campaigns in retaliation. They conducted more expeditions against NanChao and, in 754, they marched into the Dali Plain from the north with 100,000 men led by General Li Mi. The army was almost wiped out due to a combination of malaria, severe weather and difficult terrain. NanChao was safe from destruction and Tang China recognised its vast territory. By 779, under Khoun Loh’s grandson Yi Mou Xun and a further seven rulers, NanChao had been devastated by years of warfare and came to an end in 902, becoming a vassal state of Tang China until 907. It was eventually lost to the Mongol leader Khublai Khan in 1254, leading to the mass southward migration of the Ai-Lao.

         After Khoun Loh, there were twenty-one kings. Khoun Lang, crowned King Langthirath, was the last. So, after more than twenty-one kings and 624 years, it was Fah Ngum’s turn. His grandfather, Chao Fah LuangNgom, sent his son, Chao Fah Ngio (otherwise known as Phi Fah: ‘Spirit of Sky’) – who had a taste for loose living – drifting down the Mekong into exile along with his son. The son – Fah Ngum – had been born in 1516 and arrived with companions and wet nurses at the Khmer court. He was carefully taught by a scholarly monk, Phra Pasman, and brought up under the strict guidance of the king, who gave his daughter, Nang KaeoKengya, to him in marriage when he was sixteen. He subsequently returned to Mueang Swa in 1349 after his grandfather died in 1343. Fah Ngum was a great conqueror and, with 10,000 soldiers at his disposal, he united the entire Lao country before taking the throne in 1353. He became the twenty-third king and named his kingdom LanXang: in the Lao language, ‘lan’ means ‘million’ or open or bare land, and ‘xang’ means elephant. In Sanskrit, LanXang is Sattanarkhanahout: Satta means 100, Narkha (Narkho) means elephant and Hout (Houta) means 10,000. It is ‘the land of (a million) elephants’.

         ‘Now, Jon, as far as LanXang is concerned,’ Chao Anouvong said proudly, ‘under King Fah Ngum, a united Lao LanXang reached the zenith of its political power and cultural creativity, which was enjoyed by the people and respected by neighbouring countries for 337 years… until King Souriyavongsa’s death in 1690.’ He paused briefly before explaining that the dignity of LanXang’s king had undergone many changes – from the fearless doctrine of the legendary Khoun Borom to the patriotism and austere rule of law (Heed Sipsong-Khong Sipsi) of Fah Ngum, down to the self-destructive insignificance of Souriyavongsa. ‘No king ever built a kingdom without turmoil, Jon,’ he continued. ‘Order and disorder are just a cycle of nature – one falls, the other rises. The decline of LanXang was regrettable, self-inflicted in many ways. The individualistic nature of its incompetent rulers and corrupt officials who thought more of themselves than of the Lao nation was the cause. Lao LanXang expected unity, but the kingdom faced a catastrophe from within.’

         ‘By the way, Your Royal Highness,’ I interposed when he paused for a drink. ‘I’m proud to say that my grandfather was a Tai Khorat nobleman.’

         ‘I’m delighted to hear it,’ he said warmly. ‘In fact, Jon, to give the Ai-Lao people who migrated southwards and settled on the central plain of the Chaophraya river their due, they share a similar fire and vigour of mind, despite choosing a different name. Basically, they speak a similar Tai-Kadai language to the rest of us because their language is Lao in origin – packed with ancient Lao words, flavoured with some others such as Khmer– and they know it. There are more Lao in Siam than they think. But some arrogant Siamese scholars foolishly claim that they’re descended from the kingdom of Sukhotai because they don’t want to be associated with us.’

         He paused to pluck a white silk handkerchief from his waist, rolled it into a ball and wiped his lips. He went on to explain that the Sukothai rulers were the progenitors of Ai-Lao, beginning with Phor Khun Si Intratitya Phra Ruang (otherwise known as Thao Hung or Thao Cheuang in Lao) in the early thirteenth century, followed by King Ramkhamhaeng from 1277 to 1377, and lasted until the late fourteenth century. Meanwhile, King Uthong founded the Ayutthaya kingdom further south in 1350, which lasted until 1750, when the Burmese destroyed the city of Si-Ayutthaya. Subsequently, it was a Chinese immigrant called Sin who founded Siam and became King TakSin of Thonburi in 1767. He was overthrown and executed by a usurper, Kasatseuk, who became King Chulaloke in 1782, established Ban MakKok (which means acidic fruit) as his capital and named it Bangkok – the birthplace and powerhouse of the Rattanakosin Siam kingdom. The real key to the kingly power of Siam since the reign of TakSin was the wealth that was plundered from neighbouring countries, as well as more legitimate overseas trading. Siam is governed by the wealthy.

         ‘Therefore, since they’re people from Siam,’ he went on, ‘we call them Tai Sayam (Siamese people) instead. Of course, we all have the blood of Ai-Lao in us, but we see ourselves as different from and senior to the Siamese. They regard what is merely a warlike concept as a coherent nationality, and it came to the fore when they invaded ViengChan in 1779, leading to conflict with other countries. Siam is now heavily involved in its neighbour’s territories. The term Tai refers to a free-spirited and easy-going people. It doesn’t mean ‘free’ as claimed by Bangkok… far from it, it’s an absolute monarchy with a strict rule of law that merely protects a privileged few. If the general public complain, they are ruthlessly dealt with, only angering them further.’

         ‘Aren’t our rules the same as theirs, Your Royal Highness? Is strict law such a bad thing?’ I asked naively, for I didn’t know any better.

         ‘Laws? Khoun Jon, humans make them, but don’t follow them. Some take the law into their own hands. Siam is like a lawless country.’ He paused. ‘Our rules are comparable, that’s true enough, but we value truthfulness more highly. Since King Fah Ngum’s day it is our custom always to be true to each other and to speak the truth. It is our greatest proverb.’ As if he were guided to rule, to reform and to modernise, he added, ‘Besides, we intend to change them for the better. Our government should have no trace of snobbery or prejudice and be based not on class or money, but on reason, which is accessible to everybody. We’re all human beings, as you rightly said. Prostration is for gods. I personally don’t like it when people prostrate themselves, for instance. I’m quite happy to sit on mats with foreign envoys rather than on a throne.’ He favoured saying ‘ours’ instead of ‘yours and mine’ so when he became king, no one would have to fall before him if they didn’t want to. He wasn’t used to it and didn’t mind.

         At this point I was getting rather tired and disinclined to listen further. It was all becoming a little too much for me to take in. Seeing that I was getting bored stiff, Chao Anouvong told me that to have the stamina to listen, even to boring subject matter, was the essence of learning.

         ‘It is from bores that you really find things out,’ he said, with severity in his voice.

         ‘I’m sorry, Your Royal Highness, it must be the heat,’ I said and immediately sat upright and paid more attention. A flood of anticipation rushed through my head. He sympathised with me because he’d had the same experience listening to the dreary routines of the Rattanakosin court in Bangkok. He said that trying to digest for sixteen years that you’re just like the Siamese when you’re in fact Lao, was a waste of time and difficult to take. He hated it.

         ‘Did I hear that you’re only nineteen?’ he asked, taking me by complete surprise. ‘You really look like a schoolboy,’ he added.

         ‘Am I, Your Royal Highness?’ I said and blushed at the question.

         Birthdays are unimportant dates in Lao LanXang and never celebrated. Personally, I didn’t think or care about it and never have. I was astounded and honoured that he should know my age. I expected commands from him, not compliments.

         ‘I found this out from one of the footmen who knows you well.’ I could do nothing but thank him gracefully. ‘You’ve done well. I wish you good health and luck.’ He came closer to me and said, ‘Here.’ He took my hand and placed a small sandalwood box in my palm before folding it firmly into a fist. ‘Goodness me, it’s boiling hot outside, but your hand is cold!’ He rubbed and squeezed it teasingly with both of his, before adding, ‘Cold hands, warm heart, they say,’ patting my hand gently before letting it go. I was so greatly touched that I could barely got the words out and had difficulty in accepting it. ‘It’s not a bribe so don’t refuse anything from your future king,’ he affirmed. I assumed that it was a present, but when I expressed my heartfelt thanks and appreciation, he told me to open it. Inside I found a gold coin. I was stunned by the gesture. ‘I wish it were more and I hope it will help you.’

         ‘I thank Your Royal Highness for your kindness, and I will be your humble servant and loyal subject,’ I said with both knees on the floor, lifting my praying hands to my head.

         ‘May the Lord Buddha preserve you and do what you have promised,’ he said and bade me rise.

         I graciously thanked him again and slipped the box into my shirt pocket. He told me to look after it. Privately, I was pleased with myself for having the opportunity to serve him and to be given a special gift. At the same time, it was an unexpected honour. I couldn’t help but turn over in my mind the fact that I’d touched a gold coin, something I never dreamed possible. He probably did it out of characteristic impulsiveness, generosity and downright sentimentality. Well, I swear that I kept it in my family’s old steel drum for safety, but sadly, like Chao Anouvong, it was never to be seen again.

         After a brief pause, he gathered his courage and swore me to secrecy about a story of his ancestors’ past that had become lodged in his mind which he was most anxious to expel from his memory. He wished to correct the mistake and revive the kingdom’s glorious past, intending to create history for generations to come. He spoke proudly of his thoughts and feelings in a low trembling voice because he found it unacceptable that LanXang was a vassal state of Siam.

         ‘We don’t like to live in the past,’ he said, ‘but there was a time when LanXang was powerful and respected. The people were united and we had a good king, but since 1779 it seems the Lord Buddha and the gods decided to make us suffer. There was to be no glorious end to my father and no great name for me to inherit. The whole kingdom has been in distress and the people have been left with nothing but sorrow and tears. On that account I’m anxious and unhappy, with problems piling on my head. In fact, I’ll tell you my secret, Jon.’

         ‘Which is, Your Royal Highness?’ I asked quickly, rubbing my cold hand along my forehead and then combing my hair up and backward with my fingers. He jumped at my show of interest. The word ‘secret’ always makes me curious because, as a boy, my father had told me never to repeat anything beyond the walls of our family home, fearing the Siamese would take us away.

         ‘What I’m about to tell you, Jon, is not to be repeated outside this room,’ he said softly, warning me to guard my tongue like a spy. I promised: my boredom had vanished. ‘You have my trust and I want you to know that my ancestors once ruled our beloved, independent LanXang Kingdom with the Mekong running through the middle,’ he continued. ‘Before I go on, do you know why and for how long LanXang has been a vassal state of Siam?’

         ‘I’m afraid, I don’t, Your Royal Highness,’ I admitted.

         The Lao are a highly homogeneous people; they all speak the same language, albeit with different dialects, and they respect and practise the same religion and customs. The male descendants of Khoun Loh have ruled LanXang, although not necessarily from father to first born son. To begin with, Chao Anouvong said that it was a grave mistake for King Souriyavongsa to judge and order the execution of his only son, Rathsabout, for adultery. Worse still was that the kingdom had no suitable royal heir to take the throne when he died in 1690. After thirty-two kings, the decline of Lao LanXang began in earnest. Infighting became intense and shameful. Consequently, the kingdom was divided into two, Luang Phrabang and ViengChan, in 1707. By then it was too late for reconciliation, leading to the drastic deterioration of LanXang.

         Chao Anouvong blamed his grandfather, Xay-OngVeh, and his father, Maha Bounya Saya Setthathirath (otherwise known as King Bounyasan), who became king of ViengChan in 1730, for failing to patch up their differences with the other two main royal houses: King Suriyavong of Luang Phrabang and King Sayakhumman of Champasak. Khoun Borom’s code of unity had been wrecked, broken by fear and greed. By 1713, the kingdom had been further broken up into three principalities (Anachack): Luang Phrabang with XiengKhuang in the north; ViengChan with most of the Khorat Plateau in the centre and Champasak with the Mun river valley in the south. LanXang was still considered a single geographical and moral entity, but Luang Phrabang and Champasak wanted to be different from ViengChan. The squabbling for overall control of LanXang between Luang Phrabang and ViengChan generated ill feeling, jealousy and distrust. Lao LanXang’s independence, power and wealth finally fell to the opportunistic ruler of Siam.

         Chao Anouvong said that educated people knew about well-published Siamese history, but the siege and fall of a peaceful but hugely powerful and sophisticated city like ViengChan would never be told by the Siamese. It was always tempting for Lao LanXang’s ambitious neighbours to take advantage of the kingdom’s weakness, but all were quite content to keep their distance: except one.

         ‘The very “one” that LanXang never had to bow down to and least expected to invade us,’ Chao Anouvong groaned, ‘was our close Siamese brothers of Sukhotai, then of Ayutthaya Siam. Besides their abiding respect for Khoun Borom’s laws and their close relationship with Lao LanXang, they had also sworn brotherly love and friendship. They had taken an oath agreeing the countries’ boundaries during the celebration of the demarcation shrine of That Si-SongHuck (known as Si Song Ruck to the Siamese) in 1563 in Dan Sai. But they broke their vows. The invasion broke the Lao people’s heart and Siam could never again be trusted. It was the beginning of the Rattanakosin Siam’s era of dominance, deceitfulness and broken promises.’

         When Si-Ayutthaya fell to Burma in 1750, its population was scooped up and its riches looted. TakSin, a trader of Chinese descent, successfully escaped with 500 men from the destruction of the city before regrouping and kicked the Burmese out. But Ayutthaya Siam was left depopulated, without enough people to work the land. TakSin then seized power, declaring himself king of Siam in 1767 and establishing Thonburi on the west bank of the Chaophraya river as his new capital. The sun set on Ayutthaya and rose over newly founded Thonburi and Bangkok. The rise of this evil and power-mad ruler had begun. His successes made him even more ambitious, and he searched eagerly for opportunities to acquire manpower and new treasures for Siam.

         TakSin saw a chance to increase his wealth and power and to expand his territories and, in 1775, made a calculated attack on the capital of the Lao kingdom of LanNa, XiengMai. The Burmese were too weak to resist the Siamese army; Lao LanNa was subdued and no longer able to assist their brethren in Lao LanXang. Encouraged by foreign advisers and arms traders, he turned his attention to the larger, more populous and wealthier, but weaker kingdom of LanXang.

         Under TakSin, the Siamese did not seem to care nor have any regard for the fact that they were descendants of the same Ai-Lao people and were bound by a sworn territorial agreement. ‘You should not invade your brother’s land,’ were the words of Khoun Borom that should have been respected by his seven sons, all of whom ruled seven different kingdoms in the region. TakSin planned for a full-scale invasion of the high-walled city of ViengChan. All he needed was a pretext.

         Being a landlocked kingdom, LanXang was constantly being pulled and pushed about. To avoid tragedy, it had adopted a two-faced diplomacy, manipulating its relationships with its more powerful neighbours and managing to maintain its sovereignty. It was no mean achievement, considering that both Siam and Vietnam were the strongest powers at the time and had fierce ambitions to subjugate the region. So, for the sake of peace and friendship with its neighbours, the kingdom had to walk a tightrope. Moreover, in the process, LanXang had become a well-respected, sophisticated and powerful kingdom in its own right since the days of King Fah Ngum; it had a well-organised army to guard its borders; was well supplied with food and placed a high value on self-rule. Ruling both banks of the Mekong basin (and indeed the Khorat Plateau) had given LanXang immense power, but at a terrible price. Her success attracted jealousy, and she simply could not escape being influenced by her neighbouring countries’ affairs, whatever they might be.

         The weakness of the Lao LanXang dynasty provided the opportunity that the Siamese elite had been waiting for. They were still thirsting for revenge for their defeat by King Phothisarath in their first unprovoked invasion of ViengChan in 1540 and finally brought their feudal connection with LanXang to an end in early 1778. Their chauvinism, expansionism, brutalism, self-obsession and self-righteousness came to the fore.

         Chao Anouvong’s father, King Bounyasan, was conscious that Siam had been covertly making war on LanXang and LanNa for years. The real problems began when the oligarchies that ruled Siam sided with foreign powers and devious traders because they were jealous and obsessed with LanXang’s wealth. Bounyasan knew that TakSin was extremely resourceful and a threat to LanXang and was looking for an opportunity to invade and obliterate ViengChan. Equally, he’d been aware of Siam’s plans for the Khorat Plateau for some time and knew that something sinister was brewing in Thonburi. He also knew that TakSin wrongly suspected ViengChan of collusion with Burma, a pretext for hostilities which caused the gulf between Siam and LanXang to grow wider. Prospects for a compromise were not good.

         Unfortunately, it was impossible to monitor Siam’s preparations for invasion. TakSin’s fevered imagination, which grew quickly and turned into an obsession, unnecessarily escalated tension between the two kingdoms. No one in his establishment dared to draw attention to his ignorance, mistrust and misunderstanding, and obedience was more powerful than common sense in the Siamese world. Therefore TakSin called for Siamese and Lao forces to combine in LanXang. Bounyasan was deeply alarmed by Siam’s authoritarian style of government, which was completely at odds with LanXang’s peaceful, liberal values and principles. As the hostile rhetoric intensified, he began to fear an open invasion and rightly refused to allow a foreign army in his capital, ViengChan: it was like inviting a wolf to one’s home.

         Despite the animosity from Thonburi towards his kingdom, Bounyasan wrote many letters to TakSin pleading for a cessation of hostilities. He categorically denied being in league with the Burmese and insisted that such an accusation was merely cynical propaganda aimed at damaging the traditional Siamese–Lao special relationship. He wanted to stop the bickering, rivalry and suspicion, and work together for a peaceful co-existence. When TakSin finally acknowledged his letters, it was obvious that he was unwilling to accept that their peaceful relationship should remain unchanged. For LanXang to survive, Bounyasan had to avoid outright conflict; as a last resort he sent an urgent letter to TakSin, claiming that ViengChan was free from foreign influence and did not need to be liberated by or from anyone. Neither the Lao nor the Siamese would enjoy the days to come if it came to war, and he begged TakSin to see the bigger picture. In his desperation, on top of 500 ox carts of rice, he even offered TakSin his daughter, Princess Kanlayani, in a marriage alliance, though he disapproved of a young girl waiting on an old man. All to no avail: Thonburi pinned the blame on ViengChan. Bounyasan admitted failure in his efforts to convince TakSin and warned his people to prepare for the worst.

         Truth did not matter in Siam; despite the lack of sufficient proof or any circumstantial evidence, ViengChan was still not safe because TakSin simply wanted a pretext for invasion. He became even more contemptuous towards Bounyasan, illustrating the absurdity of the Siamese ideology of domination. Rational people would feel incredulous and outraged but would go on to ignore the allegations. But TakSin had already decided to invade ViengChan, and nothing could stop him. He had his eyes firmly fixed on Lao LanXang’s wealth and treasures. The consequence was outright war, and with it the brutal killing of the inhabitants and the shameless looting and destruction of ViengChan.

         Whatever the truth, after an extensive discussion with his close Mon friend (Mon are native from western Siam) and the military commander of the northern provinces, Phrachao Chakri ‘the warrior’, TakSin promoted him to the highest rank of Somdet Chaophraya Maha Kasatseuk – ‘the warlord’ – making him quasi-royalty. In 1778, TakSin, intoxicated by the prospect of wealth, ordered this warlord, who had a propensity for violence, to take military command and attack LanXang, under the pretext that Bounyasan had sided with Siam’s mortal enemy, the Burmese.

         ‘It was utter nonsense,’ Chao Anouvong said. ‘The whole thing was just an excuse for them to attack ViengChan.’

         At birth Kasatseuk was called Thong Duang: a golden grub. The king, originally of Chinese descent, was given the Siamese name Sin: a lender. He was appointed governor of the city of Tak; he was later awarded the title of Phraya Tak and then became King TakSin of Thonburi. King Boromakot’s viceroy had adopted TakSin and Kasatseuk as small boys and sent them to be monks at the temple to learn Buddhist precepts, where they became friends and were known as Thong Dee and Thong Duang. Later, they were educated at the royal court and trained to follow the ways of the kingdom; they were both too ambitious to control themselves, however.

         There are suspicions that it was Kasatseuk – a man of forty-one with a reputation for wildness and indiscipline – who personally talked TakSin into attacking Lao LanXang. As a warrior, he was cruel and bloodthirsty, with an appetite for killing. He was pumped up with rage and the need to destroy; death awaited anyone he met.

         The situation became worse when King Suriyavong of LanXang Luang Phrabang, who blamed ViengChan for helping the Burmese to attack his city a year before, fed TakSin’s suspicions that ViengChan and Burma were indeed allies. Open war was inevitable, but no one knew how and when it would begin.

         Kasatseuk and his brother Surasiha, at the head of a 30,000-strong Siamese army that included well-trained mercenaries from overseas, marched out from Thonburi. They took the city of Khorat without much resistance, before marching eastward along the Mun river towards Champasak in the south of LanXang. They then turned north to capture the city of Nakhorn Phanom before reaching ViengChan. The Siamese troops penetrated deep into LanXang in the Khorat Plateau, catching Lao officials unawares. Without much warning, they attacked the Lao capital like the bubonic plague. Chao Anouvong said that Siamese aristocrats and political groups tended to be ambitious, greedy and violent. It seemed they saw war and death as luxuries. It was in the year of the dog and, like mad dogs with weapons in their hands, the two brothers and their soldiers drooled at the smell of blood and the sight of an easy prey.

         ‘Even dogs,’ Chao Anouvong said judiciously, ‘have more sense than men. They do not rush to fight each other over territory. They often square up, respect each other’s right and walk away. One should honour dogs, for they neither break faith, nor do they lie. Siam told outright lies, and its desire to invade LanXang and destroy ViengChan was an act of betrayal and barbarity.’

         To the peace-loving and closely-knit world of Lao LanXang, which had been resilient in the face of adversity, the invasion was not just like a violent earthquake; it also made them feel angry and aggrieved. They used to respect and trust the Siamese establishment absolutely, but no more.

         There was no hope of opposing the mighty Siamese army, but neither was surrendering an option. King Bounyasan called upon the people to resist. The citizens of ViengChan, a city central both geographically and culturally to ancient Lao, prided themselves on their heavily fortified outer and inner high brick walls with three gates: one gate to the north was close to the Mekong, with a footbridge over the Pasak stream; the other was just a kilometre away, where the KhuaLuang Bridge crossed the river in the direction of Luang Phrabang; the grand main gate opened directly towards the That Luang stupa leading to the south. Both walls were 2 to 2.5 metres wide and 5 metres high, but 20-metre-wide moats also surrounded the inner wall. Spaced out evenly on top of the inner wall were 80cm-thick, 1-metre-wide and 1.5-metres-high crenellations. Guard towers stood at 100-metre intervals along the wall. The outer wall also surrounded Mueang Si-Xiengmai, a suburb of ViengChan city on the right bank of the Mekong. The inner wall protected official residents and palaces within the inner city. King Souriyavongsa built ViengChan palaces to be impressive. Once a year the city was the scene of a grand occasion when provincial envoys from all over LanXang would arrive with presents for the That Luang festival of tribute to the king.

         The main Lao lines of defence were on the right side of the Mekong, from Nakhorn Phanom up to Mueang Nongkhai, ViengKhuk and PhanPhao, all pillars of support for ViengChan. The invaders were successful at first, but still met strong resistance from the defenders and protectors of the cities. As the war intensified, Kasatseuk and his invading army became increasingly animalistic; they were on a mission to destroy life, to steal, to deceive, to become intoxicated and to perform ignoble deeds. The defenders held on for many months until Nongkhai fell. The Mekong ran red with blood during the horrifying slaughter of the battle, a massacre so enormous that most commanders would have flung away their bloodstained swords and ordered their men to return home. Not so Kasatseuk the warlord: he was far from being a wise and noble lord; he wanted more killing; he wanted to destroy ViengChan and seize the Emerald Buddha and other treasures for Siam. He deserved the sobriquet of the ‘butcher and raider of ViengChan’; he’d truly given the Lao people cause to bear Siam ill will.

         ‘Do you know what they did, Jon?’ Chao Anouvong asked. I shook my head and stared silently across the Mekong. ‘They decapitated a great number of the defenders of Nongkhai. They put the bloodied corpses on boats and forced the women survivors to paddle them up and down close to the riverbank for all to see. It is not hard to imagine how many heroes, warriors and unavenged souls were buried beneath the water. Severed heads, dripping blood, were impaled on poles and placed strategically along the outside of the city walls. After four months of fighting, the invaders captured ViengKhuk and PhanPhao, and then moved towards ViengChan.’

         Kasatseuk wanted to walk straight through the gates and destroy the city, women and children included. He was beyond humanity. Some ordinary ViengChan citizens prostrated themselves before him and delivered themselves into his hands, pleading for the ancient sovereignty they’d enjoyed since the days of King Fah Ngum. Nevertheless, most of the nationalists and nobles fought on bitterly, until they themselves were slaughtered mercilessly. Only a few families managed to escape into the forest. Siamese troops were stationed by the city gates armed with bows and spears. A hue and cry soon echoed through the city, and the inhabitants roused themselves and sprang from their beds to fight the enemy. The defenders stood on top of the city walls and attacked the enemy by pouring red-hot sand and boiling oil on them and pelting those crouching under dense undergrowth with lumps of rock and bricks.

         The Lao fight with pride in times of war. They fought courageously, putting up stiff resistance. King Bounyasan’s son and viceroy, the admirable Prince Nanthasene, attempted several counterattacks. A pitched battle at the city gates ensued, and volleys of bronze-pointed spears, arrows and gunfire were exchanged. After raid after raid across the moat, many of the best Siamese warriors fell, and the groaning of dying men was horrendous. The Siamese toiled to bring the city down by every stratagem they could devise. In spite of the sight of the severed heads of their fallen brothers on spikes, more loved by the flies than by their families, the determined ViengChan defenders heroically held their ground and kept the main Siamese force at bay well into 1779.

         Regrettably, on hearing of the Siamese advance, King Suriyavong of Luang Phrabang sent 3,000 men to help the invaders to attack ViengChan from the north. The city was surrounded: the situation was hopeless.

         Sadly, over a year since the invasion began, sensing defeat, King Bounyasan fled secretly in the night, leaving his brave son to defend the city. His two other sons, Inthavong and Phommavong, escaped with him down the Mekong to Thakhek city in the south, and then on to Mahaxay. But both princes were later taken to the Siamese capital.

         There are two morals to the story: the first is that Bangkok was greedy and villainous; the second is that ViengChan wanted to protect the interests of her people – the Lao nation. As Chao Anouvong said, Bangkok wanting to enlarge its territories but ViengChan valued Lao LanXang independence, albeit defended only by a small army. The result was inevitable.

         ‘My brother, Nanthasene,’ Chao Anouvong said disappointedly, ‘became demoralised after our father escaped. The sight of the severed heads, more than all the other dreadful things that had happened, finally broke the spirit of our men. To prevent further loss of life and suffering, he called upon the people not to resist and ordered the city gates to be opened. ViengChan fell into the hands of a villain. I was twelve, and it was the most terrifying time of my life.’

         Kasatseuk and his men were free to enter and do as they please. The city nobility and elders went to honour him with gifts: silver bowls full of gold necklaces thick with emeralds and rubies, and chests of rare wood filled with silk. Holding silver trays of candles and flowers in their hands, they threw themselves down before him and beseeched him not to destroy their city or take the Buddha statues. They begged him instead to cast a kind of spell on them and prove that he was a better man. But if he behaved like a victor, the Lao people would never forgive him or forget Siam’s atrocities; he would be remembered as a warmonger and a looter (Khon Jone). Kasatseuk admired the gifts and put them in his war chests but refused to listen. He was an uncivilised man who didn’t care; he’d never done an honest day’s work but earned his keep by making war. Enraged by the nine-month siege, his army killed thousands of the male inhabitants. Those who survived were enslaved, including those who took sanctuary in the temples. It seemed that Kasatseuk had reverence neither for the dead nor for Lord Buddha. From Monday 3 October 1779, he sacked the city. ViengChan and its people felt the wrath of the Siamese conquerors. The women wept and threw their arms round the bodies of their beloved husbands and sons as they lay gasping in the throes of death and lifted their voices in lamentation. The invaders dragged them and their children off into slavery and a life of miserable toil in Siam.

         Henceforth, Lao LanXang was an occupied country, and her freedom was over. The Siamese had demonstrated their insatiable plan for the creation of a Greater Siam and oppression and purges began. The Lao emphatically denounced the invasion. They always remembered this brutal attack on their peaceful country and their innocent people with burning and passionate hatred.

         I was truly appalled, disgusted and upset to hear about this. Wouldn’t you have been?

         A truce was announced for Lao civilians who had taken refuge in the temples. Most were too stubborn to comply, but those who did were spared. The frenzied invaders then removed the sacred Emerald Buddha and the golden Phrabang Buddha, along with many other prized treasures. Kasatseuk set fire to some of the palaces and temples.

         ‘As a security measure,’ Chao Anouvong said, ‘they forced us – Nanthasene, my sister Princess KaeoYhodFah Kanlayani and myself – to move to Siam. They arrested all royal family members, aristocrats, high-ranking officials and artisans, who were all taken to Thonburi and the newly founded city of Bangkok. But tens of thousands of Lao families were swept up and marched as captives along the Khorat plain and forced to settle in Saraburi and Suphanbury; some were sent further off, to Phetchaburi, Ratchaburi and Nakhorn Saisi in the southwest, and to Prachinburi and Chanthaburi in the southeast. ViengChan was littered with corpses. Kasatseuk showed no repentance; it is hard to equate him with the revered King Chulaloke of Siam, whom he later became.’

         As rumour has it, one of the city’s spirited elderly oracles, his skeletal body heavily tattooed, his powdered cheeks and red headband warding off evil, lit a sacrificial fire at the city gate. As carts stuffed with the Emerald Buddha and other plunder were approaching, this man raised his walking stick carved with a king cobra’s head and said, ‘Phraya Kasatseuk, if you are a Buddhist, nothing of Mother Earth belongs to you. Why come to ViengChan causing so much trouble?’ Kasatseuk nodded slowly, laughed and then roared that he’d come to conquer. ‘Have you fulfilled your destiny and enjoyed the fruits of it?’ responded the oracle, stabbing his stick forcefully into the ground. ‘Did you not know that Siamese and Lao are Ai-Lao Khoun Borom descendants? You have broken one of his sacred laws. You have betrayed us! Through you we have known only fear, anger, pride and desire. Your insatiable desires will soon consume you like a raging fire, burning you away. One day, your ruling house will come crashing down.’ He seized a black chicken and cut its throat to propitiate the evil spirits and then threw incense onto the flames and poured libations. His white eyes staring, he scattered black rice over the path and called down curses on the Siamese for their illegal invasion, and upon the sinful and criminal removal of the sacred Emerald Buddha, mingling his incantations with the names of evil spirits and terrible deities. And he called for the ‘five curses’ that people had prophetically said would befall Siam if the Buddha was not returned.

         At these words, the superstitious Siamese soldiers were entranced, as if they knew they were in the presence of evil, calling out to a red-faced Kasatseuk not to take the Emerald Buddha. Others took up the cry: ‘We are cursed! We will be punished for our sins and wickedness.’ But the greatest of ills, the one that surpassed all other vices, had seized Kasatseuk. Mounted on his black horse, he merely laughed at his men and bellowed, ‘Since when were we afraid of curses?’ With murder in his heart and white with rage, he cold-bloodedly gave an order for the elder to be killed. The half-naked oracle stood his ground, raised his stick and said that all he had was his body; if they killed him, they would be removing the last burden of his life. Before he died, he called a final curse down on Kasatseuk and all of Siam: they would share Lao LanXang’s fate!

         In late 1780, before leaving, the Siamese authorities left ViengChan in the hands of a Lao general, Phraya Soupho. King Bounyasan retook the city soon after but died in early 1781. He was the last king of an independent Lao LanXang, with ViengChan as its capital, for 219 years.

         After the invasion, King Suriyavong of LanXang Luang Phrabang, despite helping the Siamese invaders, was nevertheless forced to surrender his kingdom. The kingdom of LanXang Champasak in the south went the same way. 1,022 years after her first king, Khoun Loh, the entire LanXang Kingdom fell under Siamese suzerainty – a tragedy of conflict and betrayal. These events brought the Lao community together; their shared sense of sorrow became embedded in LanXang’s very roots.

         ‘Nevertheless, Jon,’ Chao Anouvong complained fiercely, ‘Bangkok imposed their cruelty, inhumanity and savagery on us. They should instead have looked on LanXang as a country of the future and submitted to us as the chief repository of their religion and laws. They should have regarded us as their mother country.’

         Kasatseuk triumphantly returned to Thonburi with all the loot, and a jubilant TakSin built the Wat Arun temple to house the Emerald Buddha. He persuaded the immigrant Chinese and the Siamese nobility in Siam – chiefly in Bangkok – to socialise and even marry in some cases. But it was not long before the old Siamese Ayutthaya elite, who wished to preserve traditional Siamese values, turned against him.

         Men of heroic mettle in Siam were not in short supply, but some had lofty ambition. Perhaps the real embodiment of political nihilism was an aristocratic family of financiers of Persian origin. They converted from Islam to Buddhism and introduced excessive rituals of prostration. Their main ambitions were for more power and wealth; they bought their way into the Siamese elite and oversaw the country’s finances. When they saw that TakSin represented a threat to their commercial and financial interests, they became jealous and resentful and proposed Kasatseuk as an alternative to the throne. Though there is no actual evidence, it can be assumed that the Persians, hated by the people for their lies and for the high taxes they levied, offered gold bribes to the Bangkok elites in an attempt to secure Kasatseuk’s kingship. The bribe was as successful as if a rich man had thrown a few coins into a group of starving slaves. The elites conspired with the two power-drunk brothers, Kasatseuk and Surasiha, who were also resentful of TakSin. Kasatseuk probably felt the greatest resentment at the prospect of never becoming king and believed there was no happier life for a mortal than a wealthy one – for him, happiness did not involve doing good and being virtuous. In his eyes a king could do as he pleased: enslave his enemies, seize their property and execute them. Realising that he could not achieve power overtly, he chose a covert approach. Together with the old elite of Bangkok and other well-connected Ayutthaya court families, and supported by the wealthy Persian family, he plotted to overthrow King TakSin.

         Meanwhile, on hearing of King Bounyasan’s death in ViengChan, King TakSin promptly appointed the next oldest son, Nanthasene, to be the new ruler, and returned the golden Phrabang Buddha as a goodwill gesture. Nanthasene returned to rule ViengChan on 14 January 1781. His brother Inthavong was appointed as his viceroy and spent much of his time representing the interests of ViengChan in Bangkok. Princess Kanlayani, Prince Anouvong and Phommavong were detained as hostages at Bang Yi Khan.

         In 1782, tortured by insecurity, TakSin went into the chapel in the Wat Arun temple to pray before the Emerald Buddha. Believing himself to be the incarnation of Buddha he declared himself a god: the power and glory had driven him mad. While he was pacing anxiously around the main palace (Wang Derm), news reached him that the two brothers had turned against him. The palace was in confusion, but he knew in advance who was part of the conspiracy. His enemies were out to get him, but he claimed he’d no fear of dying, because it was better to die once of disloyalty than to live in fear of it.

         Whatever the truth, Kasatseuk, the leading conspirator and assassin, finally staged a military coup and put King TakSin to death. How he died is known only to god. In many eyes, Kasatseuk was a traitor and a usurper. He was crowned as King Yodfa Chulaloke – the father of the Siamese nation. He adopted the dynastic name of Chakri and saw great hopes for the future; according to him, the victory over ViengChan had been sacred, and because of the Emerald Buddha, he declared the birth of Rattanakosin Siam (Rattana means precious stone, Kosin means era). Success made him and his establishment insufferably smug and arrogant.

         King Chulaloke presided over the kingdom’s affairs from a new golden throne, and thereafter no one could enjoy constitutional freedom in Siam. A typical dictator, he only liked the rules he’d written himself. He epitomised Siamese chauvinism, fearing nothing and soon believing he was one of the gods, but he was also notoriously insecure. He absurdly assumed that he was the master of all men – another prerogative of royalty. He put the Lao people (and others) to work building his new capital on the eastern bank of the Chaophraya river opposite Thonburi. He ordered canals to be built to create an island, which was bordered by the Chaophraya river to the west, and the new canals to the east. The ‘Rattanakosin Island’ became an impregnable fortress, the representation of the kingdom and the centre of the Siamese world. Over 10,000 Khmer and Lao slaves worked on the stupendous Grand Palace complex, which was designed and built fit for the king, both to impress and intimidate the locals and to repel invaders. He encircled it with thicker and higher walls, inside which he and his associates remained cosseted out of sight. A new temple was also built within the walls to install the stolen Emerald Buddha, which he shamelessly proclaimed as the protector of his dynasty. His brother Surasiha became viceroy under the name Sura Singharat and died in 1803.

         Chulaloke progressively abandoned the traditional Siamese rituals based on compassion, humility, self-control and maintaining order through a network of family ties. He took everything for granted and claimed to be able to divine the future in the palm of his hands. He imagined that running the kingdom was simply a matter of controlling the masses. He distrusted his friends and his mandarins, who ridiculously and ludicrously prostrated themselves before him like dogs. The idea of a self-made king who worshipped his creator was central to the Rattanakosin myth, embodying the Siamese ideal that an aristocratic and warrior hierarchy could live off the backs of the hard-working poor and an impoverished peasantry, and that society should not criticise the royals but be below them in the race of life: no one else could be better than the king. One could not conceive of a more powerful political engine to control the public mind in a Buddhist country than an institution that exalted itself over other nations. School children were taught to worship the king and were taught only about Siam’s glorified history, shockingly ignoring the views and experiences of its neighbours. The people were tempted to believe in the idea of Siamese supremacy and virtue: a dangerous belief which bred arrogance and narcissism. And besides, human moral perfection is a myth.

         But even in the relatively enlightened capital, people were far too slow to discover the absurdity of bigotry. Siam was always full of rumours and stories about the saintly king; most of his subjects were content with this and feared him as if he were a god. Those who weren’t happy had no choice but to enter his service, because the only alternative was persecution. But good and reasonable people cannot exist without freedom. The Rattanakosins turned their own insanity and insecurity into Siam’s ideological struggle, and there seemed no end in sight – Chulaloke’s indoctrinated followers were blind to it all.

         Having been transformed from a warrior into a warlord, and now into the powerful king of Siam, Chulaloke treated the Lao men and their families as if they were plants and animals, mere slaves to facilitate Siam’s expansion. Even high-ranking Lao officials and princely families were forced to work either in the sugar plantations or rice fields. Chulaloke’s men were extremely brutal, and their brutality had purpose. His government forced the conquered Lao citizens into slave labour, digging canals. These innocent people, the victims of calumny and oppression, were flogged mercilessly while labouring in Bangkok, their limbs dragged down by weighty chains. Your legs feel itchy at the very thought of such cruelty. From 1779 onwards, a dam at Ang Thong (built in 1813) and the Saen Saeb (Deep Pain) canal became reminders of the terrible cruelty that had been inflicted on the Lao people. One can imagine the shouting and the beatings when the canal was first being dug. Most of the slaves perished as a result of little food or rest. Those who lost their lives should never be forgotten. Even now you can sense their vexed ghosts as you sail through or stroll along the series of canals around the old part of Bangkok.

         The court nobility of LanXang simply could not dispel their local animosities and, as usual, Siam cunningly played them off against each other. Siam had no intention of letting LanXang’s princes settle their differences, and willingly set them at loggerheads once more. Consequently, Nanthasene of ViengChan, to gain favour, told King Chulaloke that Anouruth of Luang Phrabang was conspiring with the Burmese and the Shan ruler of XiengHung against Siam’s interests. Chulaloke granted Nanthasene permission to attack, but not without the assistance of advanced Siamese contingents from Bangkok to operate their devious ‘divide and rule’ policy. The Lao elite and army had been destroyed methodically since 1779. Usually, wars between the two royal houses of LanXang were mere tribal skirmishes in the fields, where soldiers would fight each other in single combat and then negotiate. But the Siamese army spurred the two Lao princedoms to attack each other with the intention of further dividing LanXang, tearing it apart in a bid for total hegemony. King Anouruth and his family were captured and sent to Bangkok for indoctrination. Consequently, mistrust between ViengChan and Luang Phrabang grew and grew.

         As the ruler of ViengChan, Nanthasene optimistically pursued self-rule for LanXang. He secured unity with the rulers of Nakhorn Phanom and XiengKhuang and actively communicated with the Vietnamese rulers, but they too were engaged in civil war, with the Nguyen in the north and the TaySon in the south fighting for supremacy. Nanthasene, against his will, but to please Bangkok, fought with the Siamese against the TaySon.
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