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1. TRAVEL
Laos: journey through a land of lost tribes
In the highlands of northern Laos, John Gimlette finds a country emerging from a painful past, and a city of pagodas, wats and French mansions.
[image: Children in Nalan Tal, northern Laos, Laos: journey through a land of lost tribes]
Image 1 of 4
Children in Nalan Tal, northern Laos Photo: JOHN GIMLETTE
By John Gimlette
8:00AM GMT 31 Jan 2009
In northern Laos, no one's sure whether there's still much opium around.
On our second trek through the mountains we came across two Hmong tribesmen, high in the cloudy forest. Although they wore exquisite, black, embroidered tunics, they looked shifty. The Hmong were once famous for their opium. Chased out of China in the 1820s, they've spent much of the past two centuries on the run, cultivating poppies on the highest slopes. But now it's all over, says the Lao Government. In 10 years, they've killed off the trade.
Not quite, said our guide. "The tribes still grow some, for the Vietnamese."
"And those boys?" asked my wife Jayne. "What were they hiding?"
"Ah," said Kamla, "guns. They're just hunting. That's also illegal."


On the drive north – 220 miles from Luang Prabang – I'd begun to appreciate the sheer impossibility of governance.
Apart from the thread of asphalt spiralling upwards through the jungle, there was little sign of modern life. We passed bamboo suspension bridges, buffalo herds, teak villages and huge chocolatey rivers that thundered around like the sea. It was a beautiful, timeless world. Once, we stopped at a market selling pots of live catfish, where (for about £12) I bought a child's jacket decorated with hundreds of silvery coins. Otherwise, we stopped only for an elephant, crossing the road with its rice.
"We used to have millions of these," said our driver, absently, "but then we ate them."
Even more imponderable were the mountains. Laos looks as if at some stage it's been crumpled and then sprayed with a thick coat of forest.
Mountains cover three-quarters of the country. Most are vast but others have been more delicately rendered, and look like pillars and heads, or colossal loaves of limestone bread. Together, they've defended the Laotians from thousands of years of invasion – but they've also divided them.
Somehow, six million inhabitants living in a country slightly smaller than the UK speak a bewildering 60 dialects. Even two hours from the ancient royal city of Luang Prabang, our driver was in a foreign land. "I just don't know what they're saying …"
For our forays into the tribal lands we'd need local help. Our first guide, Sak, led us up into the remote forests, high above Luang Namtha. It was a gruelling walk – steep, slippery, often in darkness, and always accompanied by the buzz saw squeal of cicadas. But the reward, seven hours off the road, was the stilted village of Nalan Tai. Its inhabitants, the Khmu, were probably the original Laotians, and they still live in The Basket Age. They had no toys, no art and no chairs, and everything they owned was brown. Only when we handed over a sack of old children's clothing was there a moment of colour, village life now flecked with pink and white. If the Khmu ever need anything they sell a pig, which has to be led back over the hills.
For two extraordinary days we lived a version of Khmu. We washed at the village tap, slept on rattan and ate pumpkin leaf soup for breakfast. Jayne thought the Khmu lived a happy life but, when I saw their altar for animal sacrifice, I wondered about their anxieties. Happy or not, it's all about to change. Such is the demand for hydroelectricity that, in a few years, Nalan Tai will vanish forever under 90 feet of water.
The Khmu, we realised, weren't the only minority up here. Luang Namtha is a vast natural refuge for the "lost tribes" of Laos. A few miles down river, we came across perhaps the most surprising group of all, the Lanten. Their women were luminously beautiful, with plucked eyebrows and blue-black hair piled high on their heads. Even more striking were their navy blue suits, woven from hemp, dyed in indigo and finished off with silver buttons. They looked like 14th-century cabin staff, patiently awaiting the future.
Would tourists change all this? Sak said that change was coming anyway: "We're only 13 miles from China." At least tourist money gave these tribesmen a choice: whether to stay put or climb the mountains and join the modern world.
We thought about this a lot during our second trek, led by Kamla. This time we began with a six-hour drive to Nong Khiaw in the east. Settled in a deep green gorge, it's an unforgettable town. Great pink cliffs rise out of the river banks and carry on upwards until they're deep in the cloud. For a while, during the Indochina wars of 1964-73, this was the front line, taking its share of the two million tonnes of bombs dropped on Laos.
Nowadays, the bomb casings make nice flower tubs (although there's still half a million tonnes out there, waiting to explode). Before we set out, we visited the caves where the communists hid. Old rotting ladders led to the entrances but inside they were like cathedrals, extending deep into the cliff.
The trekking was easier here and somehow the mountains felt more ornamental than vast. We skirted the paddy fields, waded a dozen delicious rivers and strolled through a forest like a garden. Our adventure had become surreptitiously idyllic. Along the way, we met a large family out fishing in the rice, a travelling tobacconist (with a yoke), and a blacksmith grinding bombs into tools.
The Hmong, however, were defended by mud. It took us all afternoon to wade two miles uphill to their redoubt, called Phayong. In the opium days it had been higher still, and never had a name. Every seven years it had moved (poppies rapidly degrade the soil) and another hill was slashed and burnt.
Then came the war, the communist victory, the exile of more than 100,000 Hmong and the total ban on drugs. "It was hard on them," said Kamla. "Opium has six times the value of rice."
Phayong, however, had done well in the post-opium years. There were now gardens, and taps and smart new houses like baskets in the earth. The income from tourists had helped revive the village. But in every other sense an ancient way of life had survived, with all its embroidery, polygamy and the sacrifice of dogs. When we left the next day, the chief thanked us with a tune on his pipes and his wife appeared wearing a magnificent necklace, made from a silver bar as thick as a finger.
After an experience like this no one could expect to return straight to the 21st century. After each trek, we went to "decompress" in one of northern Laos' new eco-lodges: The Boat Landing in Luang Namtha and The Riverside in Nong Khiaw. They were both perched fabulously over rivers, and shared a similar concept – tribal staff, indigenous designs, local food (soups flavoured with limes, pepperwood, coconut and cashews), and a few details subtly imported. After a day or so of pampering, we felt ready for the present.
And what of northern Laos? Would it ever feel modern? Kamla told me that tourism was its greatest hope. Once, Laos had dreamed of becoming a huge trucking centre, linking Thailand with China. As we passed a cluster of deserted filling stations, I asked what had happened. "The trucks don't even stop," he said. "They just carry on straight through."
Lucky Laos. Once the victim of so much attention, and now beautifully ignored.
· John Gimlette travelled as a guest of TransIndus (020 8566 2729; www.transindus.com), whose tour of northern Laos costs from £2,370pp (including flights). A 20-day Grand Indo-China Tour (covering Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia) costs from £4,500pp. TransIndus offers tailor-made travel in Laos and Indo-China.
· In Luang Prabang stay at the Santi Resort (www.villasantihotel.com) and dine at L'Elephant (www.elephant-restau.com) A Lao-French meal costs around £10 a head (without drinks). John Gimlette is the author of 'At the Tomb of the Inflatable Pig', 'Theatre of Fish' (both Arrow £7.99) and 'Panther Soup' (Hutchinson £18.99).New YorkSaint Lucia
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