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AUTHOR’S NOTE



While this book is rendered in English, most of the dialogue originally occurred in Hmong. I have worked hard to ensure that the translated phrases are as close as possible to what was said, and that the core meaning of the spoken words remains true. Conversations I witnessed firsthand are in quotation marks. Dialogue that was recounted to me after the fact is set in italics. Additionally, Hmong words are rendered in italics to distinguish them as belonging to a language that evolved from a place and tradition vastly different from the place and tradition that produced the English language, and which therefore are not always interchangeable with English words.


Some names of people and identifying places that appear in the book have been changed to protect individuals’ privacy.
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PROLOGUE



They call this particular rice nplej niam tais, “grandmother rice.” Some say it’s named for the person it came from: The farmer got the seed from her brother, who got it from a friend, who got it from his wife, who got it from her mother. That mother has a name, but no one would have used it since before she was married. As an old woman, she would just be called “grandmother.” Grandmother’s rice.


Others say that the rice was given this name because it yields so much, taking care of you with its bounty the way a grandmother’s love softens the sharp edges of life. And it’s true: this year all the farm’s rice grew tall and thick, but none like the grandmother rice. In mid-October, when the wands of ripe grain have bowed under their own weight and curved back down toward the earth, the arc of the grandmother rice is taller than anyone on the farm. Below, its long, sword-shaped leaves have plaited together in such a tangle that the spaces between rows disappear. Entering this thicket, the farmer must first push with her shoulder, then draw her arms through as if opening a heavy door. As she passes inward, the vegetation rejoins behind her. Were she to release herself and fall backward, the grandmother rice would hold her up.


When the farmer is enclosed like this, the only view is straight up, to the blank, blue sky. The road running alongside the field disappears; the din of traffic fades. As the honeyed fragrance of rice fills her head, she can imagine herself back to the place of her memories. The village where she was born was swallowed up by the jungle in the years after the war, but it is still alive in her mind. All around are steep mountains shrouded in clouds. The village itself is level, set amid gentle green hills with blue skies above. It is never too hot there, never too cold. The air is sweet with sugarcane, the land thick with wild fruit trees. Every morning, a choir of birds. Even today, forty years later, standing in this grandmother rice can transport her back to there, then. It’s almost as if she could reach into the tangle of leaves and touch her parents, close to her once again. An orphan no more.


Were the sky to look back down on her, though, it would tell the biting truth of where she stands, alone. Her field is a crooked little square within a larger square within a grid of rectangles, alternating irrigation-emerald and dusty beige to the edge of the flat earth. This is the great agricultural matrix of California’s San Joaquin Valley, land of vast, silent plantations growing fruits and nuts measured in the tons and by the thousands. Eastward, the grid subdivides into squares that are smaller and gray: the concrete of Fresno.


Farther east, where the ground is no longer flat, the grid does finally concede to the earth’s natural contours. Beyond that are mountains, and in the blue light of dawn their jagged horizon can resemble the mountains she remembers. By midmorning, though, the likeness is gone, the range erased by the hot yellow smog. Anyway, there is work to be done.


Where the rice has already been harvested the plants are ragged and short, with a clear view of the cars smoking by at fifty-five miles an hour. Yesterday the hired workers cut it down one stem at a time. They bundled the stalks of rice into sheaves the width of a woman’s grip and impaled each one on the plants from which they came, to dry in the sun. This morning the farmer walks the rows collecting the bundles, dropping each one behind her head into the basket on her back. Even after it is heavy and full she continues dropping more rice gingerly on top, even as the load threatens to spill. The straps cut into her shoulders, but the skin there is tough. Not like when she was young, when the weight of the basket would grind into her flesh until it blistered, broke, and peeled away.


Back then, her name was Ai, written Aiv. Her birth name had been Yer, meaning something like “precious youngest daughter,” but that didn’t last. She was a sickly infant, failing to grow, and so people began calling her by the generic nickname Me Aiv, “small one.” It stuck. As she grew into a child and then an adolescent, people dropped the first half and called her just Ai, “small.”


Now she calls herself fat—fat like an emperor. She is still only four foot eight, but her belly is a pumpkin inside her elasticized pants. Her cheeks are round and full, and under her chin is a crease so deep the center is pale white, like a second smile. Under the crease, a gold pendant with rubies in the shape of a heart. A matching gold watch on her wrist. Today a hip sack is clipped in the narrows above her waist; the money bag attached to it, tense with a roll of bills, hangs down over her bulge.


Her name has changed, too, though she’s not sure exactly when. Definitely after the Thai military police collected her on the banks of the Mekong River, still damp from her desperate escape out of Laos. Maybe it was during the fingerprinting, when they asked for her name and her husband answered for her. Or later, when that Thai script was turned into English—perhaps some aid worker with a pen deciding that what sounded like “I” couldn’t possibly be a person’s name, so adding a letter to produce the closest thing that made sense: Ia. In her language, Iab, meaning “bitterness.” A common name for girls.


It was the third time she had been named, but the first time she had been written down on paper, made official. The name stuck. It would follow her through fifteen years in the refugee camps, then across the Pacific Ocean to California. It would be the name printed on her United States passport, surrounded by words she could not read and set against a drawing of an eagle and a sheaf of wheat. “Ia Moua.” With it, a new chapter of her story began.


She knew it would never be possible for her to go back and undo the beginning of that story—once a person becomes an orphan, she can never not be one again. But there was no law that said she couldn’t be the one to compose the rest of the narrative. And perhaps in doing so she could imagine herself into something bigger than an orphan. Something more valuable. Something less alone.













PART 1


DAUGHTER












When the news came, they were planting rice. It was May, after all—nearly everyone in Laos was doing the same. In March, as the days grew hot again, the forest had been burned down to clear room for their crop. In April, the climax of the dry season, the air became so parched that the bamboo around the field’s perimeter split open at its brittle seams, the sound of it crackling like gunfire. But now was May, and rain was on its way. Fed by the forest’s ashes, the bare yellow earth was succulent. Across the hillside moved a line of a dozen men, each one methodically stabbing the soil with a sharpened stick. Behind them, a bent-over army of wives and daughters seeded the holes the men had made with rice. Any children who were old enough to be helpful toddled in the rear, reaching into their own pouches of seed to plant the spots that had been missed. Food for another year.


But then a young man emerged from the forest and quickly approached the field. He found his father and spoke softly into the man’s ear. That man told the other men, and the phalanx of them stopped in a jagged line. The husbands told their wives, then the mothers told their children. The youngest ones were given the news in words simple enough for them to understand: The Americans have deserted us. General Vang Pao has fled to Thailand. As of today, Laos belongs to the communists.


As both a child and a girl, Ai was among the last to be informed. The news didn’t scare her. She had been born in 1964, the year the fragile peace established by the second Geneva conference fell apart and Laos once again disintegrated into armed conflict, alongside the rest of Indochina. Now eleven years old, Ai had never lived not during war, but all she had ever known was that her parents kept her safe; she had no reason to think that would change now. With dry eyes, Ai watched as the adults around her began to wail with the grief of orphans, distraught over losing the great military leader they regarded as a father to them all. With General Vang Pao there had been war, but also hope of winning. Without him, the battle was unequivocally over. What came next, they feared, would be far worse.


The men laid their sticks on the ground and began walking to the village. There they would hold a counsel to decide what everyone should do. Ai stayed with the women, who bent back toward the earth and resumed slipping seed into the soil. When all the holes were filled, the women turned away from the half-planted field and followed their husbands home. Ai walked with them.


There were few choices for how to proceed, none of them good. Nobody wanted to leave the village. And yet already the new government had launched a searing propaganda campaign against “the bandit General Vang Pao” and his followers, who were said to be sabotaging the nation’s fragile peace. Government radio broadcasts sizzled with headlines like “The Patriotic Forces’ Liberated Zone Must Be Resolutely Defended with Blood” and “Vang Pao ‘Special Forces’ Must Be Liquidated.”


“Clearly,” one radio announcer boomed, “the people have the right to search for and exterminate such people from our beloved and respected fatherland.”


Word was spreading that the communists would hunt down those who had served in Vang Pao’s army, which in Ai’s world effectively meant any male from puberty to old age. Ai’s older brothers and father would be prime targets. Women and children might be spared, but without men to protect and lead the families, how would the rest survive? It became clear that there was only one choice: they must all follow Vang Pao to Thailand.


They had left once before. It was during the height of the war, when orders came for the whole village to relocate to an internal refugee camp several days’ walk to the south. Ai’s family had brought their livestock: an ox, cattle, pigs, even chickens. The animals all died, but the people were back home in six months, in time to plant the year’s rice crop.


This departure would be different. The journey to Thailand was long and uncertain, and if they made it over the border they would probably not return. And so the long night before they left was marked by a cacophony of crying and killing, the family plucking and gutting and roasting and mincing as much meat as they could carry on the journey ahead.


Nobody slept—there was too much to do. Over the course of those dark hours, Ai finally began to feel scared. When she asked her parents what Thailand was like, they said they didn’t know. They hadn’t even been to Vientiane, the capital of Laos, much less across the Mekong River and into another country. Still, Ai watched them prepare to leave their home behind, baskets packed with only the barest possessions: meat and rice, the family’s three cooking pots, the father’s hunting rifle, all the money they had. In her child-size basket, Ai packed meat and rice for herself, plus the traditional Hmong outfit her mother had sewn for her to wear at New Year’s. She dressed herself in the same tired skirt and blouse she would have worn to go to the farm, flip-flops on her feet. And that was it. After breakfast, the family walked out of the village single file: Ai’s father first and mother last; between them her older brothers and their families; her younger brother, Tong, who was too small to carry anything; and Ai.


When General Vang Pao and those closest to him left Laos, they rode in U.S. Air Force aircraft. Their departure had been not unlike that of the American allies fleeing Vietnam and Cambodia the month before, although like everything about the war in Laos, the airlift had been intentionally discreet and miserly in scale—maybe 2,500 people evacuated compared to 140,000 out of Vietnam and Cambodia. In the days that followed Vang Pao’s departure, other high-level military men had hurriedly driven their families to Thailand. The masses, though, once they heard the news, traveled by foot.


In Ai’s village, only a few families stayed behind; they were known to be opium addicts, and thus too poor to afford a journey away from home and to another country. The rest of the village followed the one narrow footpath that led into the forest, heading southward over and around one mountain after another. It was the same across much of northeastern Laos, entire communities pouring out down the slopes to follow their own unnamed paths. Gradually, each group would merge onto common trails woven through the jungle, joining with the other travelers to form ever larger streams of people. By the time they reached the one main road heading toward the capital city, the frantic migrants were a river of thousands.


The first night, Ai’s family slept in the forest. In the dark, her parents cut down a few leafy boughs and fashioned a lean-to. Protected under its cover, Ai slept with her mother and father and little brother, just as they always had at home. After another full day of walking, they stopped in a village that, like theirs, had been abandoned. They found an empty house and moved in for the night.


Here, as in much of the country, there were few true cities. Ai’s family and the majority of the migrants planned to travel by way of the settlements that had mushroomed during the long war, as military bases sprung up and people displaced by fighting clustered around them by the thousands. Ai’s family was headed for a settlement called Muong Cha, and from there, gradually west and south to Thailand. But that night in the abandoned village, other travelers delivered news and warnings. The government had closed the border with Thailand. The communists’ fear was that if Vang Pao’s followers made it out of the country, they would reconstitute their army and attack anew. To prevent people from fleeing, military checkpoints had been erected along the roads.


Before first light, Ai’s father called a family meeting. He told everyone that the journey ahead was too uncertain. Equally, he had left behind a wealth of livestock. If their family didn’t make it over the border, by the time they returned home all his animals would have been stolen or eaten. He and Ai’s mother would be going back to the village.


Ai’s little brother, Tong, too young to be apart from his mother and a sickly child besides, would return with them. Ai’s older brothers, who were technically still Vang Pao’s soldiers, were in the greatest danger of retribution and would have to forge ahead; their wives and children would naturally join them. The only person whose path was not obvious was Ai. Her parents asked her to choose what she would do.


In the growing light of dawn, Ai looked at the circle of her family. She pictured her village now empty of people. She imagined how lonely their house would feel with most of its inhabitants gone. If she returned, her life there would be the same drudgery as before, her days devoted mostly to feeding her father’s livestock. Even yesterday, the morning they walked away from the village meaning to leave forever, her parents had still made her feed the damned pigs. The decision before her felt easy. Physically, she was smaller than other girls her age, but she was one who saw possibility. Even after hearing her father describe the challenges of the journey ahead, Ai hoped maybe she would be one of the few to make it to Thailand. She told her parents that she wanted to try her luck.


Ai’s father concluded the meeting by assuring the group that their separation would be temporary: If Ai and her brothers made it to Thailand, he and Ai’s mother and Tong would follow. If they didn’t make it, he and the others would be waiting at home. Either way, the family would end up together. Meeting adjourned.


Ai’s mother pulled her daughter aside. In the night she had sewn money inside a pouch. Now she gave the bag to Ai and explained that it was meant to support her during the time that her parents would not be there to do so. As Ai clutched the pouch, her father, her mother, and Tong gathered their things and began walking back the way they had come.


The morning was bright now, and in the new light, Ai watched her parents grow smaller as they moved down the path. At last her tears burst through and she ran after them.


I’ve changed my mind, she called out. I want to go back with you!


Her parents continued walking, gently telling her to stay with her older brothers.


Ai cried, Why don’t we all go back together?


Father shushed her and repeated his promise that they would reunite eventually, told her to turn around. Ai slowed down, obediently, then sped up to close the growing distance. Mother looked back over her shoulder to say, Go back and be safe until we see each other again. Like this, over and over: Ai stopping as she was told to, then starting again in a fever; her mother telling her to go back, each time from a little farther away. Finally, the pattern was broken by a rise in the hill and the three of them—mother, father, son—sank down on the far side, disappearing from sight.
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Ai’s older brothers decided to pause for two days, so that their children could rest but also so the brothers themselves, now in charge, could determine how to proceed. At night, Ai slept with her young nieces. During the day, she stayed close to the abandoned house. In earlier times, she might have sought out the girls her age who were also stopped in the village, but her brothers had warned her that they might need to run. She could not risk being separated from them.


When the journey resumed, Ai’s family banded with three other households to make a group of roughly forty people. The route to Muong Cha was familiar—in better times, even Ai had gone there—but the landscape through which they traveled was now empty, most everyone in these parts having left already. Hurrying, they walked through tangled forest and past half-planted farms, down into the valley of the Naxang River, then steeply up one mountain and down another.


When they had nearly reached the road that would take them into Muong Cha, behind them appeared a man, walking briskly. He approached Ai’s oldest brother and spoke a few words. Then the two men turned to Ai. She knew the man from her village—his family had been one of those too poor to leave. Ai’s brother explained that their mother and father had sent this man to come get her. They needed her to help feed the livestock.


Ai stood there, hands gripping the one of the family’s three cooking pots that she had been entrusted to carry. Her brother told her she could choose whether to follow the man or continue on with them, but really, this time there was little choice. Her parents wanted her to return, and they had paid the man a lot of money to retrieve her. Knowing she could not delay the larger group with her own hesitation, Ai nodded and turned to face the man. In a seeming act of kindness, he took the cooking pot from her. Carrying it with one hand, he began walking back the way he had come.


They traveled in silence, he first and Ai behind. He was fast—a full-grown man compared to an undersized eleven-year-old—and Ai had to jog to keep up with him. As they retraced the steps she had walked earlier in the day, the landscape felt somehow more empty. After two hours of going downhill, they came to where the broad Naxang River cut the landscape in two. Just before the man stepped onto the bridge, Ai stopped and spoke.


Will you give me my pot back?


The man stopped. Huh? he said.


I’m going back to my brothers.


Are you serious? It’s half a day’s walk to the city! You’ll be scared.


I won’t be scared, Ai told him solidly. I’ll be fine.


What she did not say was that what scared her more than traveling alone was going forward with him. She knew that before long it would get dark, and eventually they would stop somewhere to sleep. She knew what a man could do if he wanted to, and that her twiggy strength would be no match for his. The fear was not hypothetical: her older sisters had all been married and gone before Ai was born, but their mother still told the story of how, at the age Ai was now, her eldest daughter had been raped so violently she nearly died from the injury. Seeing the Naxang River, Ai had realized just how far she had traveled in the opposite direction of her brothers. This was her last chance to turn around and catch them.


What am I supposed to tell your parents? the man asked.


Tell them I changed my mind, Ai said. Tell them I didn’t want to come back.


Fine. He shrugged and handed her the cooking pot. But I’m not going to give them their money back because I found you already.


Fine, Ai said. Tell them when we make it to Thailand we’ll come back for them.


Ai turned around, faced the path up the mountain she had just descended, and began running. She kept her head down, eyes fixed on the dirt path, watching for rocks but more so trying not to see what else might be here with her. In this deserted landscape, which would be worse: to see no one at all, or to see someone appear from the undergrowth? A soldier, a demon lurking in the trees, an ordinary man. In the softer ground on the trail’s edge were the footprints of a tsov liab, a fearsome wildcat known to be accompanied by ghosts.


Each of these frightening possibilities fueled an even greater fear that pulsed in Ai’s head as she ran: what if she did not catch her brothers? She knew that once they reached Muong Cha, they would shell out precious silver to hire a car that would drive them many hours away toward the border. If they left before she got there… That was the unthinkable danger. She would not be able to continue on to Thailand because she did not know the way. Even if she made it over the border, what then? The point was not Thailand; the point was safety. Family was what kept a person safe. If she missed her brothers, she would be alone as never before. The threat propelled her.


For hours she ran up and down craggy slopes, panting, stumbling, walking, then always running again. Her eyes stayed focused on the ground before her, but the edges of her vision increasingly tracked the sun, which was sinking ever lower toward night.


Only once did she stop, at a place whose name translates roughly as “Mountain of Starvation.” Long in the past, a family fleeing its own dangers had traveled this way; here was where their bodies were said to have given out, and the group had died from hunger. Ai knew to gather a bouquet of leaves to offer the spirit of the place. Nobody wise would skip this ritual—the pile of greenery grew so continuously that every so often the nearest farmer would have to burn it. Holding her bouquet in the air, Ai spoke a careful request for protection that she had learned from listening to her mother on previous trips. She placed her own bright bundle on top of the wilted leaves of those who had come before, and resumed running.


The sun was heavy on the horizon when at last Ai emerged from the veil of mountains and stumbled into Muong Cha. She had only ever known this to be a crowded, noisy place, more cars and airplanes than she would see in a lifetime back in her village. Today it was nearly empty, most residents having left for Thailand; even the migrants like her had already passed through. Facing the puzzle of dirt roads before her, she knew only which direction she had gone in the past. But what good was that now?


A voice called out to her.


Girl, where are you going? It was an old man. You’re so little. Why are you alone?


Something about his words—Ai cracked open like an egg. Through sobs she told this stranger how the man from her village had come for her and she had had to leave her brothers but then she had left the man and run the whole way to try to catch her brothers before they drove away, and did he—Grandfather, she called him respectfully—did he know where her brothers were and how she could find them?


And somehow, he did. The old man had spoken with her brothers earlier in the day, when they were asking around for a car. He knew just where they would be—if they hadn’t left yet. Pointed Ai up the road and down a side street, told her to hurry. She ran, and right where the old man had said her brothers would be, they were.


Her oldest brother greeted her with a look of confusion, then amazement. Almost in the same breath, the truck that had been hired to take them away pulled up.


Do you realize how lucky you are? her brother said, as the family loaded in. If you had come just a little later, you could have been lost forever. Here she was instead, though, squeezing along with the rest onto a bench in the back of the truck, then speeding off down the road, every minute a bit closer to Thailand.


Never in her life had she traveled beyond Muong Cha. Never in her life had she ridden in an automobile. What might have been exciting in a movie felt, in reality, relentless. Motion sickness nauseated her. Wind whipped her ears. For hours they rattled forward into places she had never been, but Ai kept her eyes shut tight the whole time, save for the moments when she had to throw up.


There is a saying in Hmong, “Ntuj dub ntuj tib txig,” which translates essentially as “The sky is black.” It means that because the sky is dark, no one knows what lies ahead—the future is uncertain. As they rode through the night, the sky above them was black as a hole.
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At last the truck stopped in Ban Xon. Formerly the operations center for American relief efforts in the region, this vast compound had had a working hospital and warehouses full of rice. Around it had grown a settlement called Na Sou, built by the thousands of refugees who had arrived here after the war forced them from their true homes. Scores of little houses of bamboo and thatch were packed together wherever there was room, some right along the airstrip. When Ai and her brothers arrived, though, the place felt even more vacant than Muong Cha had. In the quiet, her family chose an empty house and tucked inside.


They woke in the morning with no more of a plan than to talk to the other migrants gathered there and determine how to go forward. Without bushwhacking through the jungle for weeks there was really only one way from here to Thailand: west to the country’s main highway, south to the capital city of Vientiane and then the Mekong River, on the far banks of which lay Thailand. But between Na Sou and the highway, the only road bottlenecked in a place called Hin Heup, at a narrow bridge over an unswimmably big river. Word had it the military was blocking the bridge; those people who had already moved west from Na Sou were stalled there, unable to cross.


Ai’s family stayed where they were, collecting information as it dripped into the encampment. In the capital, anti-American demonstrators were sacking official buildings to drive out any remnants of the USAID workers and the Lao administrators who supported them. “Only by overthrowing these archpirates who have plundered our country can our nation prosper and our people live in peace and happiness,” the radio broadcasts boomed. “Each of us must heighten the revolutionary spirit of continuous, all-out attack.” There was now a dusk-to-dawn curfew in Vientiane. Soldiers had orders to shoot anyone attempting to cross the Mekong in the dark.


Ai’s brothers were days into figuring out how to proceed when a stream of people came into Na Sou traveling in reverse, as if to return to the mountains they had all just left. Hurried and scared, these people told the story that would change everything: How thousands of people had amassed at the bottleneck in Hin Heup, the crowds camped along the road backing up for miles behind the bridge. How those in the very front, thinking their numbers gave them safety, had finally pushed forward against the military barricade. How the soldiers had opened fire on the crowd with machine guns.


On the airwaves, the government told a story of how the migrants had actually attacked the soldiers, who then fought back only in self-defense. While there were no reporters on the scene, in the days that followed, newspapers in Bangkok and New York would publish anodyne accounts with death tolls in the single digits. Those migrants who had been there, however, told their fellow refugees in Na Sou of a massacre: How so many people were shot that the cement underfoot turned red. How the soldiers dumped bodies into the river, where they disappeared beneath the swirling waters. How the living flooded backward on the narrow road, trampling one another in their frightened retreat.


Over decades to come, many Hmong would come to see the event at the Hin Heup bridge as the opening shots in an assault that would last for years. The story would be passed down like a folktale, the horror of it seared into the memories of even those who hadn’t been present. It’s not that these people were strangers to armed conflict; after decades of war there was hardly a person in Laos who had not experienced violence. But this was different. This was the vested government attacking its unarmed citizens—all the belligerence of the radio broadcasts come to life. Fearing this reality was exactly why tens of thousands of Hmong had suddenly left behind everything they owned and fled for an unknown country. Because of the shooting at Hin Heup, now thousands would flee back to their villages. They did not know that the violence to come would eventually send at least a hundred thousand of them over the border to Thailand, nor that at least fifty thousand more would die before they made it there. At this moment, they thought only of their immediate safety.


Ai’s brothers picked up as much information as they could from the people retreating through Na Sou. Ai, at their elbows, listened with horror. She was just eleven years old, thinking she would be one of the few to reach Thailand. Suddenly, it felt as though her choice had nearly led to her death. When Ai’s brothers announced that they would all turn around, she grabbed her cooking pot and her basket and ran behind them, now in the direction of home.


At young Ai’s eye level, the road out of Na Sou was a sea of people, all stampeding to find a vehicle that could get them out of there. On the edge of town, Ai’s group plunged into a traffic jam of frenzied drivers and terrified people squeezing through the cracks between cars, climbing over the truck beds, clambering to charter any vehicle that had not already been taken.


Ai still had the pouch of money her mother had given her. Her brothers used it to win a driver who would bring the group all the way past Muong Cha, to a village where relatives took them in. At dawn the next day they began retracing their steps, walking deeper and deeper into the mountains on trails used by fewer and fewer people. With their back baskets now empty of food, they moved faster than when they had walked in the other direction the week before. Still, the night was deep into darkness by the time they wound up the path that led only to their village.


They went straight to their house. Inside, circled around the fire, were Ai’s father, mother, and brother Tong, and when the travelers entered all three jumped to their feet. While everyone in the village would eventually return, Ai and her brothers were the first group to make it back. Later that night, her older brothers would recount the horrors at the bridge and the mad scramble to escape, and the adults would begin to nervously speculate about what terror might come next. But in those first moments there was only the euphoria of reunion.


Ai ran straight to her mother and pressed herself into that familiar bosom. Safe at last, Ai let go all the tears she had had to keep inside since they had left this house a week before. When at last she paused to breathe, she could feel that her mother was crying, too. Every member of the family was. Tears of relief and of anguish. Tears of fear over what had just happened. Tears of joy. I thought I’d never see you again, Ai’s mother said to the daughter in her arms. And yet here they were, every one of them, together again, just as Ai’s father had promised.














In northeast Laos, flat land is the exception, not the rule. The region is part of a larger mountainous zone stretching from northeast India to China’s Yangtze River, created over millions of years of tectonic upheaval that crumpled the land into innumerable geological folds. Over time, the syncopated landscape was covered in thick forests and crosshatched by rivers of snowmelt and monsoon rain until there was little smooth, open surface left.


In recent centuries, humans have overwhelmingly chosen to occupy the limited flatlands — the river deltas and coastline, the occasional plateau — so much better were these lands for growing grains, and thus populations, and thus power. But that is not where Ai was born. Her village was more or less invisible to the people in Vientiane, Bangkok, and Hanoi, tucked as it was into a green valley within a bowl of jagged mountain slopes. It was not marked on maps, but the local people knew it was called Sa Na Oua. For Ai, it was a sanctuary.


While some villages would clear a hillside bald, the forest surrounding Sa Na Oua was thick right up to the edge of each house’s yard. It began as a small settlement, with just six or eight families living there. Ai’s parents had been among the first to arrive, before Ai was born. After building their thatch-roofed house, they surrounded it with a hip-height berm of soil. On top of that they planted trees, to further enclose the home. The trees quickly grew tall enough to act as a wall around the property, but it was never dark within. Each day, sunshine filtered through their leaves to light up the yard around the house.


By local standards Ai’s family was wealthy. Livestock was a kind of currency, and her father had more than most men. Even with this advantage, though, the family still spent most of their time growing and gathering food to eat. The livestock was mostly saved for rituals, so Ai’s father hunted and fished to put meat in their bowls. Salt, which could only be bought, was a luxury. Cooking oil was all but unheard of. Every summer, the family scrabbled its way through the hungry season, those thin months after last year’s rice crop had been eaten but before this year’s crop had been harvested.


Despite the family’s lean existence, Ai’s parents kept a sunny attitude. The time that insects decimated the rice crop, they said, It’s okay. We’ll only be hungry for a year. When Ai’s mother accidentally set one of their rice fields on fire, Ai’s father consoled her, then together they threshed the charred stalks to get what they could. Always they carried this underlying sense of abundance and ease.


Ai believed the source of their strength was each other. With the exception of her father’s time at war, Ai’s parents were always together. When her father wanted a hunting companion, instead of bringing his sons, he brought his wife. If Ai’s mother had to feed the animals in the morning, her husband would man the hearth and cook the rice for breakfast. It was plain that they loved each other. They didn’t kiss or hold hands—no one did—but he never beat her, and in their world that was notable. Indeed, the one time Ai witnessed them quarrel, the whole thing ended in laughter.


Ai had seen how it could be otherwise. There were families whose fathers were addicted to opium and grew so lazy their families were forced to beg for food rather than grow it. Worse, there were kids who had lost their parents. Ai grew up with the story of two cousins of hers, a boy and a girl, who were not even school-age when they lost their mother. Their stepmother, wanting to direct the family’s resources toward her biological children, condemned her two stepchildren to live by themselves on the periphery of the family’s farmland. Knowing only how to catch crabs but not how to cook them, the young siblings subsisted on the raw meat until the girl died.


The story was chilling, but not altogether unusual. To lose one or both of your parents was to be orphaned, the worst of all fates. In basic terms of economy, people simply did not have any fat around the edges to share with someone outside their own bloodline. It was deeper than that, though. There’s a Hmong saying: “Orphans have a lot of lice”—not because they are inherently dirty, but because they are neglected. While being orphaned didn’t necessarily mean one would be banished to the wilderness as Ai’s cousins had been, it nearly always meant being abandoned on some level—and that was its curse. In this lean landscape, each person’s survival depended on the supportive web of family and clan. Being cast out of that larger group meant being consigned to a life of struggle.


From a young age, Ai was aware of her place within the larger group. She understood that her body—anyone’s body—was merely a vessel for a soul, and that those souls cycled between worlds: first being born into a body, then passing into the land of the ancestors for some years, until being reborn into a new body. This life of Ai’s was just one of many that her soul would live. Knowing this, she understood that her self was not freestanding or paramount—it wasn’t the thing her life was meant to serve. Instead, there was an order to things much greater than her or any other individual person. Ai was part of a family, and her family was part of a clan; each group worked as a single organism, both practically and spiritually. The larger and more cohesive the group, the greater its collective prosperity.


Orders within the group came from a clearly established hierarchy: Leading the clan were the elder men, because, as the saying went, “They have eaten more rice, they have seen more things, and they have done more thinking.” Within each family, the leader was the father. He was the conduit to the rest of the clan, which provided critical support with rituals and practical help with farming. Equally important, the father was the person who tended to the needs of the ancestors.


This was not an abstract concept. Laid over the “seen world” of the living was an unseen world of spirits that was just as real. When parents or grandparents passed away, they migrated to the land of ancestors but remained present in earthly life, inhabiting the same houses and farmland as the family they had left. Survival for the living depended heavily on protection and fortune granted by this world beyond. In a certain sense, the ancestors were the most powerful tier in the social hierarchy. Because the man of the house was the sole person who communicated with them, he was essential. Without a father, even the most capable people were considered to be orphans.


In the social hierarchy, after the father came the sons, who were valued in large part because they would one day assume the role of caring for their parents in the afterlife. Ai, as a child and a female, was on the bottom of the pile, even lower than her little brother, Tong. From the start, she knew the deal: Unless one was a leader, personal opinions were to be discarded. Hard work was prized. Obedience was vital.


Ai was not afraid to ask for things. She wanted to go to school as her next-oldest brother did, so she could become a teacher herself. But when she asked and her father said no, she did not ask again. Few parents sent their daughters to school, knowing that eventually every girl would be wed into a different clan, at which point any investment that had been made in her education would be lost. Instead, most girls stayed home, and so did Ai. When her mother needed water, Ai placed a bamboo yoke over her shoulders and walked half an hour to fill a set of jugs from a stream. When her father wanted to smoke, she rolled cigarettes for him. When harvesttime came and Ai’s mother filled her daughter’s child-size back basket with rice to carry down the mountain, Ai shouldered the heavy load without complaint. Indeed, she stayed silent even when her mother then loaded more rice on top of the full basket, in a special sack she had sewn for just this purpose. Only after hours of carrying the load, when Ai could no longer stand the pain, did she speak out that the weight was too much. Only then did her mother lift up Ai’s shirt and see that her skin was raw, too painful to touch.


Ai’s sisters had similar youths, but by the time Ai was born, they had already moved to their husbands’ homes. To fill the gap, Ai’s parents had made a practical calculation. Just before their first son left for the army, they had married him to a girl in the village. While the boy was serving General Vang Pao, his wife had remained in Ai’s parents’ house, where she fed the livestock and cooked the rice and swept the floor.


In time, this girl became a woman with several children and thus a little more stature. As Ai edged toward adolescence, she gradually took the daughter-in-law’s place. By the time the war ended, it was Ai who swept the floors and cooked the rice. Ai who fed the livestock.


After the family returned from the aborted trip to Thailand, Ai resumed this role without questioning. In the familiar order of daily life there was safety, and for the time being that was all she wanted. Throughout the summer that followed, the rest of her family would empty out of their house in the village to live at the rice farm for days at a time. At home alone, Ai would hike into the forest to fill her back basket with the leaves and tubers that comprised the bulk of the pigs’ diet. When she returned, she would grind corn for them using the family’s hulking seesaw mortar. Too light to weigh down the mortar’s heavy arm, Ai would put on her basket, fill it with pumpkins, and hang off the long wooden lever until the other end finally raised. When she let go, the arm would slam down into the basin and crack the corn in half. Over and over she went, rising up and slamming down, until the pigs were fed.


She never complained—but then, there was no one to complain to. At the end of the day, with what energy she had left, Ai made dinner and ate it in silence. As the hearth fire died out and she went to sleep in the empty bed she normally shared with her parents, Ai soothed herself by imagining the day when she would get married. After that, she would never be alone like this again.
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When Ai’s family went to farm in the mountains, it didn’t look the way most people today would imagine. In the lowlands of Laos, people grew “wet rice” in flat paddies with standing water — the classic image of rice cultivation from across Asia. But Ai’s family and most others who lived in the uplands planted their seed on mountain slopes, in dry soil watered by rain. While both lowland and upland farmers relied on rice for most of their calories, the different ways of farming represented separate strata within the social hierarchy: generally speaking, the higher in elevation a group lived, the lower its status. Ai’s family and other Hmong like them lived nearly in the clouds.


The disparity between the two growing systems and the social classes they supported was rooted in ecology. The rice paddies dominating the lowlands had a unique microbiome in their wet soil that allowed farmers to plant on the same plots year after year without having to rotate in other crops to renew the soil’s fertility. As a result, wet rice produced a stunning amount of grain on a small amount of land. The trade-off was that building and operating the systems to collect, store, and deliver water for paddies required a great deal of labor. But then, because wet rice made so much food, it was able to support the workforce. Over centuries, the proliferation of the wet rice system was self-perpetuating — enabling large, concentrated populations and at the same time necessitating them. Beginning two thousand years ago, wet rice gradually blanketed the lowlands of Southeast Asia and underwrote the creation and expansion of the societies that ruled them: first the kingdoms, then the states, then the nations like Laos.


If wet rice was defined by its abundance, the rice that Ai’s family grew was defined by its resilience, born out of an adaptation to scarcity. The mountains lacked the flat land necessary for wet rice paddies. To clear land, upland farmers would cut down trees from the slopes and burn away the remnants of forest. The seed they planted was nourished by only what nutrients lay in the soil, and what rain fell from the sky. This “dry rice” yielded much less. But it also took less work, leaving more time for growing other crops, hunting, and foraging. The resulting food system was extraordinarily diverse; if one food failed, there was nearly always something else to eat.


However, because the dry upland soils quickly lost their fertility, farmers had to clear new fields every few years — which meant the system required far more land than the concentrated wet rice paddies did. So while lowland states steadily multiplied their populations and expanded laterally, upland people were forever segmented into smaller, often itinerant, clans, which couldn’t coalesce into a counterweight to empire. As lowland states grew in size and power, overall the non-state people in the uplands grew proportionally weaker. It was because of this imbalance of power that Ai and other Hmong ended up in the highest reaches of Laos, and on the lowest rungs of society.


When the Hmong first enter written history, it is in the chronicles of the largest wet rice state in history, imperial China. Originally, the empire had been built on millet, the grain best suited to the arid plains where it began. But it was when the Han expanded into the rice lands of the Yangtze River Valley and southward, beginning in the T’ang dynasty, that they became a dominant regional power. As a tax base, wet rice underwrote the empire’s massive bureaucracy and its opulent court life. As a food, wet rice enabled vast population growth and fed the armies that seized ever more territory.


Ai’s forebears first appear not as part of the expanding state, but rather as people who had occupied these southlands for millennia before the empire came to claim them. Linguists trace Hmong back through their ancestral language, proto Miao-Yao, to around 300 BCE. At this time, their ancestors were living in the southern half of what is now China. Hmong oral tradition fills out the picture, telling of an original Hmong kingdom that was as sophisticated as any other. Led by a benevolent king, this society had wise men who interpreted the world through a complex cosmology, and a script that allowed them to write it all down.


But the stories go on to tell of how the Hmong king was ultimately vanquished by the conquering Han empire. The kingdom was lost, as was the written language. The people fled. Their downfall followed a pattern that repeated over time as imperial China expanded its territory: When the Han armies arrived, the ancestors of the Hmong and other people outside the state faced a choice between two bad options. They could join the advancing power and live by its rules: pay the taxes, perform forced labor, drop their beliefs, and assimilate to the dominant culture and religion. Or they could leave, moving onto lands the state didn’t want—land that was undesirable precisely because it was less productive for farming. Over centuries, Ai’s ancestors were repeatedly pushed south in latitude and up in elevation, their settlements scattered across the territory of imperial China like drops of water. Ntsuag teb ntsuag chaw, they called themselves. “Orphans of country.”


By the seventeenth century, Hmong and other Miao-Yao people had settled in the flinty frontier lands of Yunnan and Guizhou, in far southern China. There they lived on lands so undesirable and so far away from the empire’s center of power that they could exist relatively undisturbed. This began to change in the late eighteenth century, when the British and other Europeans gradually encroached from the south. Threatened by these prospecting nations, the Han state appraised the southern frontier with new urgency in the early nineteenth century. Using a strategy that calls to mind the U.S. government’s conquest of Native American land, Han settlers were sent in to homestead the brittle lands and thus claim them for the empire.


The Hmong and others who already lived there tried to defend their lands, but the Han state buttressed its expansion with ruthless military force. As had happened so many times before, Hmong responded by moving south and west, across the mountains into the highlands of what would later be called Vietnam and Laos; by the early 1900s, some had migrated as far as northwest Siam, or Thailand. Within this new landscape, Hmong mostly ended up in the highest reaches, where often it was too cold to grow rice. In order to plant a crop, they had to travel down the mountain to farmland that was hours, perhaps days, away from home. And while their migration succeeded in putting them beyond the reach of imperial China, ultimately it only subjected them to a different lowland ruler.


Shortly after the waves of Hmong began arriving from southern China in the mid-1800s, the French began colonizing what they called Indochine, a region that ran from the Mekong Delta north to the border of China. They saw little intrinsic value in the mountainous, landlocked space in the middle, soon to be known as Laos. However, because it was geographically strategic — as a bulwark against Siam to the west, as a possible pathway to the ultimate prize of China — the French claimed the space as well. In the early 1900s, they built the routes coloniales, roads that connected Laos’s royal and administrative capitals, Luang Prabang and Vientiane, with colonial hubs along the coast. In many ways, these roads would change the course of Hmong history.


The routes coloniales ran over old trade routes through the northern mountains, where the majority of Hmong in Laos had entered from Vietnam and then stopped and settled. They had chosen this place in part for its seclusion, but now the roads brought the colonial state right to their doors. The French forced Hmong men to do the backbreaking, unpaid work of building more roads—ua qhev, the men called it, “slave labor.” At the same time, the Hmong’s primary cash crop, opium, was taxed heavily, and doubly so: first by the French, then by the Lao bureaucrats who mercilessly administered colonial rule. If one could not pay, there was prison, possibly death. Family stories tell of parents forced to sell a child in order to meet the tax collectors’ demands.


Hmong oral tradition speaks of a day when the Heavens will decree that Hmong have a mandate to rule themselves again. The celestial kings will vest their powers in an earthly prophet. Following this powerful leader, the Hmong people will finally restore the kingdom they lost so long ago. As Hmong in Vietnam and Laos suffered under French colonial rule, several times the prophecy seemed to be coming true: a leader believed to be divine would lead the Hmong in challenging their oppressors, and for a period they would triumph.


Inevitably, each new uprising was brutally defeated. But out of the crucible of their discontent, Hmong in Laos began to forge a more earthly path toward power. In the first years of the twentieth century, Hmong began building a political identity within the colonial state. By World War II, the Hmong political class had grown its power so much that it had split, along clan lines, into rival factions that vied against each other for government positions.


When World War II ended, almost immediately a new war began in Indochina: the restored French colonialists now fighting against the communist Viet Minh and their offshoot in Laos, soon to be known as the Pathet Lao. In Laos, a central theater for what has been called the First Indochina War was in the mountains where northwest Vietnam met northeast Laos—right where the majority of Hmong in the two countries were settled. Suddenly, to both the French and the communists, the Hmong in these mountains were seen as valuable assets. Both sides scrambled to win them over.


What most written histories fail to mention is that at the same time, Hmong in Laos were making their own calculations. Each of the rival Hmong political factions sought greater power for itself by banding with a larger entity: one stuck with the French; the other backed the communists. These alliances would hold fast through thirty years of nearly continuous bloodshed, up through the war that forced Ai to flee Sa Na Oua—and ultimately Laos—for good.


When the Viet Minh won the war in 1954 and the Geneva Accords were written, France agreed to relinquish its claim to Indochina, and Laos became a newly independent nation. From the start, the right and left jockeyed for control. For years already, the American government had been meddling in the region’s power struggles, supporting first the Viet Minh and then the French. Now, under President Eisenhower, the United States would become the central benefactor of the right-aligned Royal Lao Government.


Like the French, the Americans held little material interest in the nation itself. Laos had fewer than three million people and was only slightly larger than Utah, but because it ran like a line up the center of Indochina, Eisenhower is said to have considered it the region’s most strategically important country—“the key to all Southeast Asia.” He predicted that if communists won Laos, adjacent countries would fall like dominoes: South Vietnam and Cambodia, then Thailand; perhaps the Philippines and Taiwan. Worst-case scenario: India.


During the 1950s, the American government tried from many angles to turn Laos rightward, using military funding and political intervention, infrastructure development, and humanitarian aid. But after the communist influence proved too strong for the Americans to overcome, they pivoted toward a next-best approach: the United States helped engineer a new Geneva conference, whose agreements, when finalized in 1962, established a coalition government and reinforced Laos’s designation as a neutral nation; all foreign military was to be withdrawn.


Similar provisions had been signed into agreement in 1954, at the end of the First Indochina War. North Vietnam had largely ignored them then, and now they did the same. The North Vietnamese Army had had soldiers on the ground in Laos since the beginning of 1960, and there they would remain for more than a quarter century. The United States, however, wanting to at least appear to take the diplomatic high ground, found a work-around: conducting their battles not with American troops but with native-born soldiers. Chief among them were the Hmong.


The man who led these soldiers was Vang Pao. He was a bold, brave army major, still in his early thirties when the Americans first contacted him but fast on his way to becoming the leader of the right-aligned Hmong in Laos. During the First Indochina War, he had fought for the colonial government in the country’s northeast. After the French lost and left, he had kept fighting the Pathet Lao and then the North Vietnamese Army troops that came to back them up. On their own, Vang Pao’s soldiers were no match for the communists. Not only did the enemy have exponentially more fighters on the ground, but they had better weapons, communications, and training, thanks largely to the patronage of the Soviet Union. If Vang Pao was going to win—and he never had any other intention—he needed backing of his own.


History books in the United States recount how the Americans were thrilled to discover and enlist this sharp, bullish “hill tribe” leader. Vang Pao’s main CIA contact, Bill Lair, famously called him “a miniature Genghis Khan.” Told from the Hmong perspective, though, Vang Pao saw in the Americans a means to his own desired end. With American aircraft, weapons, training, and seemingly unlimited money, Vang Pao could wage the war he envisioned. At the meeting that solidified his partnership with the United States, he promised to produce ten thousand men to fight. Fueled by the CIA’s military machine, he believed he would finally be victorious.
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In 1964, the year Ai was born, the U.S. Air Force began bombing Laos. Their strategic goals were straightforward: In the east, ravage the Ho Chi Minh Trail, which North Vietnam used to funnel soldiers and materiel to South Vietnam. In the northeast, tie up the North Vietnamese Army so they would have fewer troops and resources for the fighting in their own country. Over the course of the war, American planes would strike Laos in what averaged out to a planeload of ordnance every eight minutes, twenty-four hours a day, for nine years—the most bombing per capita in history, greater even than what befell Japan and Germany in World War II.


The United States government did it all covertly. Laos was still technically neutral, and foreign troops were prohibited. So the Department of Defense used USAID to quietly underwrite the Royal Lao Army, under the 1962 Geneva conference agreement’s provision allowing material assistance “necessary for the national defence of Laos.” At the same time, the CIA equipped, trained, and paid General Vang Pao’s “irregular” army of mostly Hmong soldiers. These ground troops worked in conjunction with the bomber pilots, which included both Hmong and other Lao-born pilots flying within Laos, and clandestine American pilots flying in and out of Thailand. For the hidden nature of the United States’ involvement, Americans would come to call this the Secret War. To people in Laos, however, the fighting and its violence were painfully manifest.


It must be said that while the arrangement satisfied the Geneva conference agreement’s prohibition of foreign troops, it was also just less expensive for the U.S. government: using Hmong and other Lao-born fighters meant no lifetime veterans’ benefits, no sending them to college after the war. While the lowest-ranking American soldiers in Vietnam were paid $78 a month, Vang Pao’s ground soldiers would take just $3 or $14 or $30—whatever the general decided to pay them—and still do more or less the same work, from armed combat and intelligence gathering to directing air strikes. Using “irregular” troops was also cheaper in terms of political cost: while in Vietnam the sons and daughters of American citizens were dying, in Laos the casualties were people who few in the United States knew or cared about. When one American pilot went down in enemy territory, ten of Vang Pao’s men were sent to rescue him.


The Western media regularly portrayed Vang Pao’s soldiers as mercenaries, but in doing so they misunderstood why Hmong went to battle. The average Hmong family was not motivated by a desire for the money soldiers were paid. At the same time, most had little interest in the larger geopolitical battles taking place in their midst. What mattered to them—what could galvanize them into action—was protecting their homes. It was a matter of livelihood: like 85 percent of the people in Laos, the vast majority of Hmong were subsistence-level rice farmers. If they lost their land they would not be able to feed their families. It was the most essential reason that General Vang Pao and his soldiers had been fighting the communist incursion for years already before the Americans arrived.


When the North Vietnamese Army entered Laos in 1960, they did so on the routes coloniales the French had built over the mountains from northern Vietnam to northeast Laos. With their arrival, more and more Hmong who lived in the region were drawn into the now transnational conflict by virtue of location. When the Vietnamese coming from the east gained territory, that territory was commonly Hmong villages and farmland; again and again, it was their possessions that were ransacked, their homes that were burned, their loved ones who were killed. Each time the army advanced, Hmong families faced a choice that echoed their long history of dispossession and dislocation in China: they could submit to the invaders, they could fight, or they could leave. As the USAID mission that organized relief for internal refugees explained, “Entire villages were evacuated in what was to become a slow, 15-year withdrawal to the south.” By war’s end, six hundred thousand people in the northeast had been displaced from their homes.


It is true that some Hmong men did enlist with Vang Pao’s army for the rare opportunity to receive cash wages. Others joined out of sheer devotion to the cause. However, likely a far greater number would have preferred to stay out of the war altogether. Indeed, had the conflict not come to them, most Hmong might have never taken sides, much less sent their fathers and sons to battle. Each time a Hmong man left for the army, his family was deprived of critical manpower that was needed on the farm.


Knowing this, Vang Pao instituted an unofficial draft. Sending word through village chiefs and recruiters, he let it be known that each family was required to send one man to his army. Rich families could hire a man to fight for them or bribe the officials in charge. But poor families, which were the vast majority, had virtually no way around the sacrifice. If they stayed neutral, they would be suspected of sympathizing with the communists.


By the time Ai was born in 1964, the North Vietnamese Army had advanced steadily along the routes coloniales, capturing territory deep into northeast Laos. The fighting now centered on a roughly ten-mile-wide plateau called the Plain of Jars. As the largest flat area in northern Laos and a major intersection of the French-built highways, it was a strategic prize that both sides hungered to win; indeed, the front lines for Vang Pao’s army would pulse back and forth across this region essentially until the war ended in 1973.


Ai’s village was roughly thirty miles from the plateau, in the folds of earth extending out from Laos’s highest mountain, Phou Bia. The rough terrain there was all but impenetrable, and for most of the first decade of Ai’s life the region was untouched by active combat. Still, when she was not yet one, her father had no choice but to join Vang Pao’s army.


Ai was too young to remember this herself, but years later her mother told her a story about that time. Without her husband, Ai’s mother was left to feed the family by herself. She had two adolescent boys, a toddler, and an infant, all hungry. When the previous year’s rice ran out, she rolled baby Ai against her chest, took her toddler by the hand, and hiked to the farm, where there was at least the first of the corn to eat. That night, Ai’s mother lay down with her babies to sleep in the farm’s little hut. In the dark, she heard an unfamiliar noise—then felt the bamboo sleeping platform sink down. The intruder was not a human but a tiger, front paws pressed on the edge of the bed. Ai’s mother grabbed her machete, roared up to her knees, and struck at the beast with the sharpened blade. Somehow, she won. The tiger disappeared into the darkness.


After that, Ai’s father quit the army and headed home. The family was not absolved of its obligation, however. To take his place in the war, Ai’s father sent their oldest son, who was thirteen years old. His job would be to help protect Road 7, the old route coloniale to Vinh and, beyond that, Saigon to the south and Hanoi to the north. Not yet strong enough to carry his M16, the boy dragged it behind him into battle.


Almost three years later, in 1968, the family’s next-oldest son joined his brother in the army. He was thirteen as well. Young Ai watched her mother agonize over her sons’ safety. More than once, her mother talked her way onto a military airplane and rode to Vang Pao’s headquarters at Long Cheng, just to try to reach her sons by telephone. Back at home, Ai’s mother stopped sewing; following the belief that using sharp tools could put a loved one at war in harm’s way, she would not risk using a needle.


Things like this signaled to Ai that something was not normal in her life. And yet life during war was all she had ever known; in a sense, it was normal. There was a fort across the valley, and her young ears were accustomed to the noise of artillery rounds being fired in the distance—the sound of killing, her mother told her. Because it was believed that any attack would come early in the morning, Ai knew to sleep fully clothed, so she would be ready to run.


When Ai was seven years old, the North Vietnamese Army had gained so much ground in Laos that it captured the fort across the valley from Sa Na Oua. Ai’s family and their neighbors were ordered to abandon the village and relocate to an internal refugee camp several days’ walk away. Her brother Tong rode on top of the family’s ox, and when Ai got tired, her mother suggested she hold on to its tail for support. Walking like this, away from her family’s home and into an unknown land, Ai understood for the first time that the world around her was not as it had always been. None of this was normal. They were in the middle of a war.


But still Ai was not afraid. The simple reason: she had her parents. They had always protected her, always given her anything they had. If they had meat, she got some, too. If she went hungry, it was because no one had food. Even now, as they left their home and all that was familiar, her parents were right beside her. Ai trusted that as long as she stayed with them, she would be safe. Because of that, there was nothing to fear.
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Those Hmong who were fighting under General Vang Pao might have been disillusioned to hear their American allies behind closed doors. From the start, the Americans predicted that their army of “irregulars” would lose to the North Vietnamese. When the CIA first decided to support Vang Pao, they did so with the understanding internally that probably the best they could ultimately offer the Hmong in the northeast would be to relocate them to the northwest, closer to Thailand. By the early 1970s, actually winning rightist control of Laos was a bygone priority of the Eisenhower administration. To the Johnson and then Nixon administrations, U.S. involvement in Laos was merely a means to fight the war in Vietnam.


Still, General Vang Pao fought with unrelenting conviction. At the war’s height in 1968 and 1969, he had forty thousand men enlisted, plus an uncounted number of women who served as nurses and other noncombat support. Reinforced by colossal American airpower, his ground troops were able to hold the North Vietnamese to largely the same battle lines in the northeast for ten years. The price was bodies, mostly Hmong. “By 1971,” a classified U.S. Air Force report noted, “many families were down to the last surviving male (who was often a youth of 13 or 14).” Despite the casualties, General Vang Pao continued to recruit.


In 1971, half a million people marched on Washington, DC, to protest American involvement in the wars in Vietnam, Cambodia, and, for those who were aware of it, Laos. As the federal government began drawing down forces and looking for an exit, the air support that had enabled Vang Pao’s army dwindled. The North Vietnamese advanced deeper into northeast Laos.


Many Hmong had grown skeptical of the war. For years now, combat had robbed them of their fathers and increasingly their sons, leaving some villages shrunken down to just orphans and widows. Had they stopped fighting, it would have been understandable. But the reality was that they were no closer to winning back the lands from which the war had displaced them. Across the northeast, Hmong were still being relocated as refugees, thousands at a time. What’s more, General Vang Pao was still fighting. If we die, we die together. That’s what his soldiers remember him saying. Nobody gets left behind. Despite all they had lost, Hmong continued to follow him into battle.


Ultimately, though, it was the Americans and the North Vietnamese who ran the show. The two governments had begun secret talks in 1970 and continued to negotiate until calling a cease-fire in January 1973. One month later, the Royal Lao Government signed a cease-fire and power-sharing agreement with the communist Pathet Lao. The Americans took the opportunity to discontinue military aid and quietly begin extracting themselves from Laos. But the North Vietnamese supporting the Pathet Lao did not. Their army continued to gain ground through military campaigns while the Pathet Lao quickly drained the Royal Lao Government of what power it had left.


General Vang Pao stood his ground, trying to hold back the communists from taking over Laos. Even as his army was rolled into the dysfunctional and barely funded Royal Lao Army, and even as the battles became increasingly futile, he refused to give up his defensive positions. He persisted for two years after the cease-fire, until finally the Americans sent the message that it was time to stop. In May 1975, after fighting for more than twenty years, General Vang Pao was forced to recognize that the war had been lost.


The price had been great all around. Roughly one-quarter of Laos’s population—776,000 people—had been uprooted by the fighting and now lived elsewhere in the country; four out of five of those displaced people had originated in the northeast. In a nation of just three million people, two hundred thousand had died. Among the dead were thirty thousand Hmong who fought under General Vang Pao, and an uncounted number of Hmong civilians lost to warfare and disease. In the decades to come, the unexploded ordnance left behind from the Americans’ bombing campaigns would kill tens of thousands more people.


On May 14, 1975, General Vang Pao escaped to Thailand. In the following weeks, Ai and her family ran for the border, too. By the first days of June they were back in Sa Na Oua, planting rice. There at home, they tried their best to return to normal—what else could they do? At the backs of their minds, though, they were bracing for what would come next.
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