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Introduction 

Dr. Jules Harmand described the circumstances of his journey in thc prcfacc 
to his account: "Coming back from the Tonkin expedition which cndcd so 
disastrously with the death of E'r. Garnier in 1874, I sought and obtained a 
scientific mission in Indochina." Thus, as the second part of his 
explorations. in February and March 1877, he travelad on thc lcfi bank of 
the Mekong, starting fiom Bassac to Lakon. From them he moved in h e  
dircc-tion ofhe coast of Annarn. passing through the interior, partly along 
the Se Bang Hieng valley. and generally following a line almost 
pcrpcndicular to the Mekong. The second trip lasted from April to August 
1877. Only a v e q  few of his descriptions covcr areas already visited by 
the Mekong Commission of D. de Lagree and Fr. Ciarnicr in 1866-67.' 
I n d d  whilc the Garnier mission had ultimately shown that the Mekong 
was unsuitable for North-South trade, thcrc still -:as the prospect of building 
a Wcst-East trade axis from Upper or Central Laos Lo the coast of what 
was then Annarn, soon to be a French protectorate, now Vietnam. This 
second axis would then connect with the Korat-Bangkok axis on one side - - 

providtxl Siam could be placcd undcr a French protectorateand with 
Saigon, the center of the French Cochinchina colony7 at the othcr end. 

Dr. Harmand was one of those, now reviled. cultural barbarians who, in 
the name of bringing civilization. blindly trampled upon viable 
civili7ations-4uite prepared to deskoy them wholcsalc without thought 
or regrct-who were so typical of the nineteenth century colonialist 
adventures. He was, from thc point of view of his disposition, impatient. 
flamboyant, uncompromising, totidly unequipped temperamentally to deal 
with the indolent Laotian tribes who had their own imperatives of action 
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and notions of timc. From the first contact onwards. it was clcar that 
clashes, consisting of morc than just mutually unintelligible four-lctter- 
words. would he unavoidable. I lis views on the nativcs were gathered in 
a wighty volume as his grand philosophy. Dornitlarion und ~oloni~ariorr. 
published in thc Hibliothkque dc Philosophie Scientifique (sic) (Paris. 
Ernest Flamrnariun, 19 1 O ) ,  but we will sparc the reader excerpts from this 
ponderous 370 page tome and give a few ofthe more tangible cxarnples of 
thc praxis that resultd h m  the theorq. The presence. though, ofa small flaw 
in the perfect world of this evangelist. ever-ready to hclp spread French 
civilization. is indicad by his admiration for India and his efforts to translaw 
John Strackcy's volume on another colonial state: L 'Inde publish4 in 1 892. 
i.e., half-way through his most politically formative years in Southcast Asia. 

Mcrcifullq.. most of the Kha bibcs he encountered simply ran for thc 
hills upon see in  the first white man in their lives, and dispersed in the 
forcst until he  had Icfi their villagc. Most characteristic of his attiludc is a 
passage from chapter five: '-The khio-muong promises, is it ncccssaqY to 
say. all that one wants him lo promisc. hut when wc come to inquire about 
I-wads on thc left bank of the SC Kong on which I could travel: Ro mi 
(there are none). Concerning walking sevcral days in this direction: BLI 
cktv (it's irnpussible)! These two words constitute the base of the Laotian 
language. How many times in a day havc I heard them during my journey!" 

Dr. Harmand. by training a medical doctor and, no doubt, attached to the 
French Cochinchina administration that was made up mostly of navy men, 
was also a naturalist with a keen eye for the flowers and animals he pursucd 
with such avidity. 1 I is passion seems to have been prying out beetles from 
dcad wood. 'Thc animals on his path are invariably struck down, often 
with his scorn Tor the stupidit! of animals who dared show themselves to 
him. When approachins thc Boloven Plateau, he testified to rare feelings 
of awe and enthusiasm for natural beauty; thc water-falls of thc Se Noi, 
particularly- caught his fancy. He was also hunting Ibr ethnological objects. 
which hc sometimes picked up in dcscrted huts and, in some areas. 
anthropological studies held his intcrest. The lattcr were rather difficult 
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lo implcmcnt because of the praciice of the tribes people to disappear on 
his arrival but. when he was in a c-holera-infcsted area, he had no objection 
ro digging up somc fresh graves to obtain skulls and skelcions specimens 
of which. according to his o\FY:n- assertion, were not yct on display in any 
European museum! He was wcll-aware that such sacrilege could cost him 
dearly in Kha counh. but whilst not respecting them, it was one of the 
few times he showed any kind of understanding for the customs of 
indigenous people. 

On his return to Annam. he became even more inccnscd against the 
locals --whom he accused of not wishing to reveal to him thc road hc was 

searching for. It was more likely that problcms of communication wcrc 
the main impcdimcnt in this search, which was eventually successflul as 
he got cIosc enough to bring Annam within the rcach ofthe locals. During 
these later pcrcginations his attention was focused more on the tribes 
than on the flora and fauna. which, at one p in t .  he desc-rikd as merely 
identical to what can he round from thc borders of Cochinchina to the 
North of Laos. Here again, hc kcpt in mind his higher objective. the demise 
ofwhich. at his own hands, he ironically did not see: "But what can I do?" 
he complains. "1 was, I admit it, strongly inclined to simply resort to the 
local custom; to grab the governor and his village chiefs, to tic them up 
and to make them endure a dearly felt beating until they were resizned to 
talk. This would have been the comc-t and thc only means to set to thc 
truth. Wevertheless, I do not regret not having used it. becau-e I must 
always haw in mind that, in the eyes of the populations, I represent a 
higher civilizi~tion. . . ." 

Dr. I Iannand. although hc shorvcd himself moved by nature's beauty on 
several occasions. was also an avid hunter which, in the context of the 
abundance of game of thc nineteenth century, meant that he shot, for the 
sport of it. not only in the spirit of scientific inquiq or for food, anything 
that ~noved. The following passage may testify to this, but the readcr 
should be warned that Dr. Harmand has no great regard for elephants as 
beasts of burden and had bccn marked, physically, by several abysmal 
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trips on elephant back before launching the following senseless action 
against a group of elephants on the SC Bang Hieng: "By misfortune, not 
having the intention to hunt for such big game during this short exploration, 
1 have lefi my Devisme rifle with explosive shells in Song Khon and I did 
not have much chance to do much harm to elephants with my hunting 
rifle. Nevertheless I risked a shot, despite the pleas of my mmnen, because 
in reality there was no danger at all: in case the enemy faced me, my light 
canoe, ready for any event, could flee like an arrow by holding it in the 
middle of the rapids. I quietly aimed at the biggest one, which presented 
i ts flank to me, and immediately after my shot, he j urnped out of the river, 
his ribs streaked with a long trail of blood. He hesitated a moment., his 
trunk stretched towards us, his ears standing out f h m  his skull. Then, 
quickly, he made an about-turn with his companions and all, without rushing 
too much, with this singular mixture of ponderousness and suppleness 
which is their very own, climbd to the heights of the steep bank and 
disappeared into the forest where it would be njse not to follow them." 
Such attitudes were ubiquitous in nineteenth century accounts of 
explorations in virgin territory but, even at that time, as Francis Gamier 
testified in his own account preceding the present one by only a few years, 
shooting big game that cannot be recovered from the forest for consumption 
was judged to be a senseless activity unworthy of officers and gentlemen. 

Dr. Harmand's clashes with oficiaIs, however low ranking or informal 
they might have been, were invariably little wars, to this wilness his attempts 
to deal with the local dignitary (khio-muon& in Attopeu: "In the end I 
return to him, as difficult as this step is for me, to request him to buy 
supplies for the road, especially chickens. He receives me, still squatted 
amidst his guns and has the audacity to answer me that, if I want chickens, 
I only have to kill them in the village. 1 immediately send for two of my 
guns, I call 'A-hoi', give him one and, h m  the height of the platform, 
under the eyes of the khio-muong himself, 1 start a general massacre of his 
im-yard-" It was not by this kind of hot-blooded reactions that local 
dignitaries were won over, but Dr. Harmand was intelligent enough to see 
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the fear in the eyes of local officials and to take advantage oftheir ignorance 
of the larger aims their superiors may have pursued with this French 
creature. But even this crass episode was not the most damaging Dr. 
H m a n d  recorded in his diary, totally oblivious of his own vanity and 
self-righteousness so eternally exposed. The pinnacle of his outrageous 
behavior occurred when he was still searching for a way to reach Annam 
and finally resorted to physical violence. The victim was a mandarin who 
followed his superior's orders, i.e., to know nothing, not even the name of 
a river that flowed at his feet: "The first, whom 1 question on the SC Bang 
Iiieng, answers that he does not know the river. This time I no longer hold 
out and launching myself in one jump from the camp bed 1 was stretching 
on to calm down from the bitter memories which were left from the 
walk with the limping elephant, I stop his last bo hou tiac in his mouth 
with a slap they will talk about a long time in Song Khon." But 
sometimes he is more sensible: "'The ordinary refrain of bo mi. bo 
h y ,  bo hoo tiac (there are none, it is impossible, we do not know) 
soon runs its course. The mountains? Bo hou riac! The Kha? Bo mi! 
The road to the lead mines? Bo day! 1 count on the contents of my 
cases to open up their minds". 

Another instance of his presumed cultural and racial superiority, based 
on the fact of his white skin, occurred when he was not shown sufficient 
respect in a meeting with some local princes in Bassac. 1-Iow could he be 
shown respect? He was totally deprived of any signs that designated him 
as a dignitary: no gold, no tea pots or betel boxes, not even decent clothes. 
Just like Gamier during the Mekong Exploration Mission he ended up 
crawling through the jungles, barefoot, with insu6cient men and barely 
any means, financial or other. However, when Annarnite slaves come to 
seek his help, Dr. Harmand suddenly remembered the customs of the 
country, and, perfiaps also, took thought for his own safety. He pondered: 
"What can I do? Upon my return, I will inform them of my passage and, 
if they want to seek refuge with me, I will not chase them away, but 1 
cannot openly demand them to and oppose the customs of the country". 
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But not much later, visiting a Kha village infested by cholera, he remarked: 
-'What a life and what a death thcse disinherited people suffer! How is it 
possible that thcsc people who, after all, do not give the appearance of 
being deprived of intelligence, and who certainly have their heads 
composed as aswell as the Laotians, have remained so inferior to them? 
This degradation is no doubt the result of the fear which constantly 
depresses their souls, a fcar which originates especially in slavery and the 
perpetual insecurity which torments them relentlessly and mercilessly. Who 
knows whether. if this odious trade disappears, they will not little-by-little 
lift themselves up on the scale of hurnanic? Well then. 1 think, after 
having seen thing fi-om close up, that the suppression of slavery, far from 
being hcm. as on the African continent, agand utopia, is easy to implement. 
1 am convinced that one nccd only a little money and a few ycars. not 
perhaps to completely suppress this sad business, but to reducc it 
~onsiderably.~ But when being confronted with thc Annarnite colony in 
Lakon, Dr. 1 larrnand was again caught up in the grand dreams of colonial 
activists: "The example of these pionecrs will not be forgotten. Quite a 
number of families, better instructed about the state of Laos and feeling 
cramped on this constricted strip of land on the Annarnite coast which is 
overpopulated. will then search for land to clear, outlets for their 
commercial activity and regions entirely suitable for their abilities in the 
Mckong Valley. In one word, we can count on the Annarnites, when they 
kcorne our subjects. to colonizc a great deal of the valley of the grcat 
Indochinese river to our benefit, where they will quickly supplant the 
leftovers of the decrcpit races which inhabit it. We ourselves cannot try 
any enterprise in these rich but so unproductive regions by want of the 
present possessors. First the Laotians must be eliminated not by violent 
means. but by thc natural impact of competition and the supremacy of the 
fittest." And the 1-rench colonialist saw that all was sound and fair and he 
collected. . . . It is perhaps interesting to note again here that this bcak 
was published in a most respectable nineteenth century travel magazine, 
I,e Tn~rr d~r  Monde. and typifies whole generations of explorers, 
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administrators and politicians, not only in France but also in Britain and 
other nascent European powers. 

Having finalIy arriving on the Roloven Plateau after dragging himself 
through cholera-infested valleys, Dr. Harmand was cnchantcd, both with 
h e  natural riches and with the Kha Boloven whom he klievcd might not 
have been Kha: their skin was faim, espexially of the women, who were 
"indisputably beautiful", and their eyes were not slanted and big. He 
concludcd: "t believe that the Holoven, at least those who live close to the 
weat river and who live. due to their almost complere assimilation, in a 
L 

state of securib as complete as that of the Laotians, are more endowed 
physically and intcllcctually than thc hotians and this may provide the 
greatest hopes for the future of the indochinese tribes." There is hope 
aner all. Indeed, Harmand, sometimes betraying his bigoted nature, 
remained sympathetic to the plight of the tribal peoples-whom he clearly 
placed much lower on the scale of humanity than Frenchmen, as hc did 
the Laotians. At the end orhe  third chapter he went so far as to search for 
the causes of a general state of fragmentation, village by village. among 
the '\vi ld people": "It is fmm this infinite breaking up that, for the greater 
part, the state of lowliness of these peoples results. It is true that one 
could say that, on the contrary, their lack of cohesion is the consequence 
of their defective intelligence. 1 kl ieve  there is nothing to this and that 
their miserable condition is especially the consequence of the absolute 
absence of security. If these unfortunate people have remained so inferior, 
it must derive from particular, contingent causes. I believe that they are, 
but only originally, at lcast cqual to the 1-aotians and Cambodians, who 
have nevertheless been able to lift themselves up, as a nation, to a higher 
level". He also rejected the label "tribe" for their social organization 
because, clearly, fiere was no higher organization than a hamlet or, at the 
most: a village. They did not know or understand h e  labels that others 
had assigned them, e.g. "koq",  which is almost as generic as moi or kha 
in many texts, simply means '"man", remarked Harmand. Resides, the 
1:rench word "'.~ouvage'.. w-hich 1 iterally means "savage," is used throughout 



Laos and the Hilltribes 

his book, but in a modem context, this would perhaps have a much more 
pejorative flavor than Harmand intended. The word would, therefore, 
convey the wrong intent to modem readers. Hence, "'tribesmen" has been 
substituted throughout the text, although we have just noted that there was 
virtually no tribal organization. "Wild people" would have been another, 
less ''politically correct1', label. 

One of Dr. Harmand's main contributions in this book was, perhaps. 
that he prepared the way for future naturalists to explore the Boloven 
Plateau, the natural richness of which he spoke of so very highly. The 
area owes its richness to a large variation in environment over relatively 
short distances, 6om tropical wet to almost temperate deciduous forests, 
swamps and other unique environments around a large number of torrential 
and semi-permanent rivers and on several types of soils. He rated the 
landscapes on the plateau as the most beautiful he had ever seen in 
Indochina, perhaps in his life. However, the rich and extensive flora and 
fauna collections, mostly fiom the Boloven Plateau and the area around 
Lakon, which he sent to Phnom Penh in the care of the prince of Bassac, 
appear to have deteriorakd completely, except for a few animals preserved in 
alcohol. The poor preservation, due to a lack of appropriate drying materials, 
the humidity of the rainy season and the eleven month journey from Lakon to 
Phnom Penh were the main reasons for this incalculable loss. 

His second trip from Lakon, across the mountain chains of central Laos 
and h a m ,  to Quang-Tri on the coast of present-day Vietnam, was even 
more adventurous, albeit much less so from the point of view of natural 
history because, at that stage, his aims were reduced to getting out as quickly 
as possible and, moreover, he had no more paper on which to dry plant 
specimens or jars of alcohol to preserve animals, save the occasional snake 
that could always be fitted into an empty corner. This overland journey 
fiom Takon to the Vietnamese coast was encumbered with problems from 
the very start. A typical entry of his diary reads: '9 Ma-The maximum 
temperature is 38 "C; at 3 p.m. 37.5 T; at 4 p.m. 37 "C; at 6 p.m. 33 T; 
at 10 p.m. 27.2 T. This time I declare the situation intolerable. T am 
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convincd that if this horrible temperature still lasts for a further fifteen 
days, I could not support it. Not only have 1 lost all my appetite, but I am 
overtaken by nausea just at the sight of this atrocious rice which I am 
nevertheless forced to swallow". The Lakon region, where he waited for 
route information, had no interesting fauna or flora. But when the rains 
started on 1 7 May, , totally different problems arose. The rainy season has 
never been a good season to be on any road in the mountains of Indochina, 
and the eastern part of I .aos is no exception. Dr. H m a n d ,  writing on 6 
July from his sickbed, en route to Phin on the border of the Annmese area 
of influence, indicated another small disaster: "What a weather! What a 
country! If I can ever leave it alive, I can pride myself that I am solidly 
built. I was beginning to sleep, suffering a lot, and being tormented by a 
strong dose of quinine which had constituied my dinner, when one of these 
Laotian rains. during which earth and water mingle, broke out. My shelter 
is shredded to pieces by the gusts and 1 am obliged to witness the drowning 
of my weapons, my herbarium and my collections. Oh, the life of travelers 
has hard moments!" Harmand did not indicate the darnage done by this 
storm to his collection. 

Dr. IIarmand's book also gives us first hand indications of the war 
between the Annarnites and Siamese in the 1840s and of the borderline of 
the vassal states of Siam prior to the beginning of the dispute with the 
French. which started precisely in the areas through which this colonial 
activist traveled. The whole area of Siarn on the left bank of the Mekong 
would ultimately be lost to the French after the I893 Paknam Incidentm2 
The French claimed it had always been under the influence of Annarn, 
more precisely the court of Hui where a French resident was already 
present, when Dr. Harmand started this exploration. Ironically, Dr. 
Harmand's account is only too clear on this point, Amam had no such 
influence over most ofthe Lao territory. It is to Dr. Harmand's credit that 
he put some of these things, often left obscure in other books, exactly 
right. The brder  of Siam's dependencies, indicated on his map, reached 
then as far eastwards aq the SC Tamouok tributary of the Se Bang Weng, 
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itsclf a major tributary of the Mekong. The furthest influence of the 
Annarnites reached only to the locality of Phin (approx. location 103" 40' 
east of the Paris meridian, Dr. IIarmand indicates), with some tribes more 
southwardq of this village still being under the influence of the governor 
in Saravan, on the edge of the plateau, a governor who was in turn a tributaq 
of the king of Hassac. Illtirnately, at the end of this chain of vassals, sat 
the king of Oubon (Ratchathani). More often than not, as tributes were 
paid roughly per head, local tribes moving to other locations, even outside 
a certain principality, would remain under the tutelage of their former 
governor, king or prince. This singular feature of village life in the valleys 
of the Mekong may partly explain the disputes over people in some areas. 

The plates that accompany the original publication in the h v e l  magazine 
Le Tour dzf .1Wonde were mostly made by E. Burnand, (whose name figures 
on many of the magazine's plates of this period) on the basis ofthe drawings 
and the descriptions of Dr. Harmand. It is unusual that many of these 
plates actually portray action scenes, not in the least those that depict 
"heroic" episodes of the journey: whilst in most other travel accounts the 
plates are invariably descriptive of people, scenery, or ethnographic and 
natural history curiosities, with the occasional portrait of the explorer 
thrown i w f o r  a touch of civilization. Dr. Harmand, who is not so reluctant 
to depict himself, also shows the activities of locals. For example. one 
plate displays them chasing birds in their rice fields. Here too, Dr. Harmand 
shows the underlying general attitude he has pis-&-vis these "savage" 
tribesmen; many of their facial traits are close to caricatures of tribal people. 
The whole atmosphere of the exploration is best summed up in the casual 
way the explorer sits abut ,  in meetings with dignitaries, or when a tiger is 
approaching behind him, a cigarette nonchalantly dangling from his fingers. 
The slight undertone of melanchoiia in the eyes of Dr. Harmand, revealed 
in the frontispiece portrait, should not deceive, and there can be seen an 
undertone of the determination and intrinsic hardness of the man, sometimes 
moved by pity for "the poor dcvils". but most often scomhl of the inability 
of lower beings- to ovcrcome their "stupidity". In view of the bias shown 
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in thcse platcs, it is sorncwhat surprising that wc can rarely catch Dr. 
I larmand in obvious hyperbole. Rather than covering up his failures, 
he seems to have rec-orded his feelings and adventures accurately. From 
the many discrepancies in the spelling of names in the text and on his 
maps, we may perhaps infer that there has been little editing of'the 
diary upon his return (and, as is usual in French publications, also 
little copy-editing by the magazine!). The spelling of the names in 
this translation usual l~ follows what is on Harmand's maps. which 
should be used when reading the account. 

Dr. Harmand himselfwas veq well aware of the limits of his undertaking 
and of the limited value of his exploration. Towards the end, when he 
finally penetrated the Pou Thay area, a vassal state of Annam before the 
war with Siarn. he litcrally said it himself "From all that precedes. one 
can see what little value the geographical and political information, 
collected at a distance during a journey like the one I am about to 
accomplish, has. In the Mekong Valley itself, nobody has ever talked to  
me about this vassalage of the Pou Thay, and I could have walked entire 
months at a distance of a few kilometers from their territory without getting 
to know. if not bj= sheer luck, about their existence. All these things are 
for us of the greatcst importance from the point of view of the future of 
our coloni7ation in Indochina and it is not uscless for a Frenchman, who 
has a little interest in our future influence in the Far East, t o  reflect upon 
this for a whilc." Even the political consequences which would be taken 
to much greater lengths by those that followed in Dr. Harmand's footsteps; 
among others, Auguste Pavie, in Laos and ultimately in the Siamese 
kingdom, did not cscapc thc colonialist explorer: "The day cannot bc far 
off when the necessity of extending our domination over the whole 
,4nnamcse cmpire, of which French Cochinchina forms only a small part, 
will he clear to the least far-sighted. 'I'hat day the knowledge of the fac-ts 
which 1 rcport here will have a certain importance. Indced. our rights 
which substitute themselves for those of the court of Hui and this Pou 
T h a ~  province will serve us, so-to-speak, as the door through which our 
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trade and our civilization may penetrate into this Mekong Valley, doomed 
without this, to inevitable ruin." Like his predecessors, Fr- Garnier and 
company. Dr. I Iarmand quite clearly reveals here to which grand scheme 
he contributes, besidcs practicing his hobby of collecting beetles and 
digging up the occasional skeleton to prove, with the mid-nineteenth mtq 
self-righteousness vested in anthn,pological evidence, that these are primitive, 
savage. stupid people. But, then again, here is a significant passage, written 
at the gate of Annam itself, which gives us another view of his talent to truly 
"understan&' these p p l c s :  "Knowing the mistrust of this singular race, thc 
jealous care with which it closes off, if it can, access to its wunv to foreigners. 
to the western devils. as they call them, especially when these foreigners are 
Frenchmen, 1 ask myself what will happen. However? the Annarnite geed 
and corruption give me cause to hope that I will overcome the resistance 
which will not fail to materialize. In any case, I was determined to use any 
means within my power to proceed fkthw." 

On the positive side, one must surely mention the well-rcasoned pleas 
of Dr. Harmand to abolish slavcy which he considers the key to uplifting 
all the tribal ~ o p l e s  of Laos and also the codilio sine qlia not1 to stimulate 
trade. not only within Laos- bctrveen its various peoples, but also between 
thc [.antian population. the Annarnitcs and the China Sea. Ultirnat~ly~ 
even this would not be sufficient to unleash the productive forces so dear 
lo this Frenchman: "1 ask rnysclf whether the Annamites do not have the 
intention of forcinz an advance posi into the valley of the Se Rang Hieng 
which they still regard as rightfully belonging tr, them. I learn that in the 
surroundings therc are two thousand soldiers spread out over the Moi 
villages. [. . .] All this is quite interesting for us and I thought to myself: 
work, work. oh Annamites! Establish yourself in these rich valleys, clear 
the st)il. colonize these provinces. displace these lazy Laotians becausc 
the day wil l  come 1. . .] when you will have prepad the terrain for masters 
that arc worth morc than yours and we will scc this counk- emerge from 
its age-old lethqy!" However. yct another reality the French were to 
face is  described upon seeing thc Annarnitcs busy in their fields from thc 



heights ofthe mountain chain that separates their supposedly rich country 
from the dark forests of Laos: "Surely, there is no doubt that a great 
distance separates the Annarnite civilization from ours. But I do not fear 
to say so. there is an abyss between the Annamite race and those of the 
Mekonz valley. What a pity that these Annamites are so vicious! But 
could they not change thc day their government and their literay men 
would be thrown out by a supcrior power?" 

Despite thc numerous troubles and disappointments during and aitcr his 
exploration, Dr. I h a n d  felt that he, indeed, had made some scientific 
contributions. Some of the morc bizarre were indicated by himself, e.g. 
in chapter 6: "1 chose, in a corner that was well-protected by thc 
thickets, a recent tomb and I ordered my completely stupefied Annamite 
to use the shovel which I had made him bring along without telling 
him why, and to exhume the corpse. Seeing his open rcpugnance I 
promise him a supplement of one piastre per skeleton to his pay. Hut 
to persuade him to cooperatc more quickly, I allow him to go back and 
get A-hoi. my Chinese assistant. who, for a reasonable price, would 
have exhumed his awn mothcr without batting an eyelid and who would 
be paid at the sarnc rate. I will not embrace the horrible dctails of' 
these exhumations whic-h I consider a- one of the most meritorious 
works of my exploration. especially since cholera reigned." 

Dr. Walter E. J. Tips 
F e b r u q  1996 





Foreword 

by 
Jules Harmand 

Coming back from the Tonki expedition which ended so disastrously 
with the death of Francis Gamier in 1874.1 sought and obtained a scientific 
mission in Indochin-a mission which was made much easier for me bj= 
my long stay in Cochiichina and by the nature of my favorite studics. 
Thc Buiterin de Iu Socii16 de Giographie has published the principal reprts 
on m y  previous travels, begun in 1875. In the lines that follow? I will 
report about one of my journeys undertaken on the left bank of the Mekong, 
in I-cbruap and March 1877.' 

I have sufficed more or less with the lines that, cach night. I wrote in 
solitude. thinking about the far away day that I would be able to shake 
the hand of a fellow citizen and exchange with him a fcw words in my 
mother tongue. 

Notes 

See the English translations: Trmrels in ~ m h o d i a  aid Parf uf h0.f and 
Frrr~hcrr Truwls in I,aos und in Kinnapr, published by White Lotus in 1 996. 

See Wdltcr E. J. Tips. Gustare Rofin-Jueqtretn-bns ut~d the :Mcrkjng u/ 
;t-iotIer-n Sian~. The Diorie.~ and Lerters #f King Ckulalr~ngkort~ 3 Generul 
.ddriset; and the companion volume, Sianlk Slt-uggle for Sungival. The 
Gnnhnu~ l/nr.iden~ at Pnknum arid the Fru~~co-Siame.~~  treat^! of Ocrober 
18Y3 (White 1-otus, 1996). 

In Cact. Harmand has included a second trip from 1,akon to t IuP in the 
account (Iran. note). 

xxiii 
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Chapter 1 

Bassac-The prince of Bassac-The 
ruins of Wat Phou 

I arrived in Bassac on the first days of February 1877 after having been 
compelled to divert overland for more than a month around the provinces 
that had risen up in the revolt of Prince Si-Vatah against his brother, the 
king of Cambodia. 

-1 l -1~ Mekong Commission had made a long stopover in Bassac in 1867 
and 1 have nothing new to tell about this town. Moreover, a Laotian village 
on the river edges hardly differs from one on the heights of the bank it 
borders except for the morc or less number of huts which constitute it. 
Bassac is thc capital of what the natives call the muong of a rather largc 
province, administered by a mandarin who is today nothing more than a 
simple governor. subject to Bangkok. The only thing which distinguishes 
him from his neighbors is that he has the title khio (more or less 
corresponding to our word 'Lprince"') - a dignity which is represented by 
the possession, or rather the loan, o f a  teapot. a spittoon, a betel box and a 
golden platter.' 

We have to say this about tllc prince of Bassac, i-e., that he does not 
parade his insignia, of which the others arc so proud. One would believe 
even, judging fiom his manner and simplicity as well as fiom the light 
shadow of sadness that finely veils his expression, that he still remembers 
the rnisfortunc of his family and that hc has not lost all hope of ascendins his 
ancestral throne one day- lkc prince of Bassac is indeed the last descendant 
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Chapter l 

of the old royal family of Laos. the capital of which, Vinh-khianh (Vienxhan, 
according to the adopted spelling). was taken and sacked h m  top to bottom 
by the Siamese. around 1 X28 I helievc. kday. only ruins, which will soon 
fade away in thc embrace of bupevning vegetation, arc left. 

M y  first task upon arriving in Hassac was to seek the g o d  graccs of the 
princc. Refore disembarking. I sent two of my servants. drcssed in thc 
grand silk clothes of their festive bcst. to olTer him a few gifts which I had 
brnught for him. In particular, there was a fane>= saber with a gilded coppr  
sheath on whic-h I counted a lot. Soon my ambassadors came back with 
men charged to transport my luggage to the suIu2 which had heen assigned 
to me. It was a narrow and miserably small hut, situated nearby the palisade 
enclosure of the muotlg and fully exposed to the tcrrihle and uninterruptcd 
rays of the sun. 

! 
The envoj4s of the prince excuscd themselves for the lack of comfort by 

tclling me that all the suIus had been taken by the prince of Oubon and his 
numerous cntouragebut that he was there -for only 3ftet.n d a y  ni t l ~ e  
most--and that as soon as thc "village" of the king of Ouhon was built, 
they w=ould givc me housing that was more in keeping with my distinguished 
mcrits. Oubon is the capital of a big province on thc right hank, governed 
by a mandarin who had been invested wilh the same title as his neighbor 
ten years ago. 'This province is one of the richest of Laos and its governor 
holds sway over several neighboring districts. The prince of Oubon had 
k n  sent. together with conscripts levied in his province. under the pretcxt 
of keeping a watch on thc movements of the rebel Si-Vatah -who has 
never cven thought about asccnding this high-but. in reality. to spy on 
the poor prince of Bassac. of whom they were not confident, and who, 
morwver, had ncver hidden from me the powerless hatred against the 
Siamese which he nurtured in his heart. 

From the verandah of my small hut. by turning to the wcst, my vicrv 
embraced the whole panorama of the Bassac mountains. Its great. almost 
rezular. lines stood out against a sky that was at h e  same time hazy and 
full of light. It was in the middle of the dry season and through the trees. 
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partly stripped of their leaves, turned yellow by the drought and the 
nocturnal cold could be seen everywhere the heavy horizontal strata of 
whitish sandstone which constitutes almost all of the Laotian mountains. 
Behind the village a big, clayey plain, covcred with water during thc rains, 
stretches out. but which, during this time of the year, shows only a jurnblc 
of bushes and of tall 935s burned by fires, the bitter smoke of which 
mixes everywherc with the whirlwinds of dust thrown up by buffalo hoofs. 

- 1 % ~  night fell and the thousand noises of the day weakened to be replaced 
by the nocturnal harmony of a Laotian village. First of d l  there are the big 
wooden bells hanging born the necks of the buffaloes and cows entering 
thcir pcns. the high-pitched crq' of the domesticated elephants which are 
brought to their bath and which let themselves glide down on the slopes of 
the high banks. Later. one hears the mute sound of rice pestles rhythmically 
dropping on the grains of rice in the mortar, and lifted again by the arms of 
women and young girls. Finally, accompanying the sound of the musical 
instruments. the toncs of which pass over the high palisade of the m~iong, 
the monotonous chants of the monks, who continue their prayers deep 
into the  nigh^ rise up. 

The next morning, I informed the prince about my visit and, putting on 
an old uniform jacket puIled from the bottom of my box, I went to the gate 
of the muong. located in a square enclosure about eighty meters each side 
formed by joined posts, about three meters high, pushed into the ground. 
Inside stood the better maintained huts of the citizens. I-hdsome beams 
without carvings support sharp roofs formed with planks overlapping like 
big roof-tiles. In the middle of the central hut there was a big pedestal 
table and a few red velvet armchairs of European make on a dais. Along 
the palm-leaf partitions which separate the rooms, guns, various sabers 
and beautiful lances adorned with silver were aligned. In a corner, the 
instruments which compose a Laotian orchestra were assembled: 
kettledrums, oboes, mouth organs with hard wooden strips, guitars of 
Cambodian or Siamese origin, and the strange instrument of the hilltribes, 
made of long, decreasing reed pipes which produces muffled and 
melancholic- sounds. 



Chapter 1 

The prince. who had been informed about my visit, pmfusely apologized 
for making me wait; he told me he had spent a long time finding the 
Eurupcan shirl which he was wearing freely over his silk lango2iri. I did 
not havc a sui~ablc interprcter and our conversation was reduced to little 
more than the exchange of some courtcsies. The prince did not fail to 
praise Commander de I,&c and his officers. Besides, the memory which 
he seemed to have kept liveliest, like most of the Laotians, was that or Dr. 
Joubert. whose tall figure and affectionate care had deeply touched them. 
The namc of Commander dc 1,agrie has been transformed according to 
thc spirit of the language and can also be transliterated as follows: kri- 
murlgdang T&-La-&&. Higher up, in Lakon, the Laotians, still picking up  
this famous name. halie made the following of iit bmang-dang Tk! I gave 
a few more presents still to the mandarins squarted around us and to the eldest 
son of the prince whom his father introduced to me as being eight ycars old 
and. . . having all his teeth. I was question4 at length a b u t  my intentions, 
but in a more discreet and intelligent way than anywhere else in Laos. Thus, 
it was especially at this time that I deeply regreitd the matcrial impossibility 
which I experienced in recruiting a good interpreter. I noticed hc prince 
began sentences, stopped. and said, smiling: "What is the good of it? Wc 
cannot understand each ohcr or discuss!" 

The next day I obtained a dugout canoe which I sent, guided by one of 
my Annarnites, to the Island of Khong, the capital of the province of Si- 
tan-d6n (the four thousand isles), to request h m  the governor (kpzio-rn~rmg) 
the luggage which 1 had entrusted him more than a year ag0.j As 
compensation for the trouble which my delay had caused him, J sent him a 
hunting rifle with a double flint charge-a weapon that is much more 
appreciated than our rifles with their threatening percussion caps and our 
most perfectd rifles. Upon my request, the prince had promised me ten 
elephants to proceed to Attopeu as soon as my luggage mived. I had 
asked for ten elephants to have five and I must recognize that I was 
pleasantly surprised when, a few days later, I actually had my ten elephants. 

While waiting, I search thc monuments visited by Commander de Lap-& 
in 1867, and designated in the repofl by the name Wat Phou. I only plan to 
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make rubbings of the inscriptions which I iind there. I will not stop to 
describe these beautiful ruins, more so because 1 have found nothing new 

there. The description which the Voyage d 'F-rpIoration du M k h n g  gives 
of it is perfect, and. not having a single man at my disposal who would be 
capable of reading the divisions of a tape measure, I could not even think 
about making a floor-plan, which is a difficult job on these steep and ston! 
slopes. I had found a nice inscription in very fine and spindly letters. I 
decided to make an imprint of it and to do so, 1 installed myself on the 
mounlain, in order not to waste my time going back and forth between the 
viIlage and the ruins, which are scparatd by a distance of about twelve 
kilornctcrs. The monuments are located at the southern extrernit? of the 
mountains which form a belt behind the village of Bassac on the right 
bank of the river. 

The road which goes there crossed several brooks, entirely dry in 
February, but with vertically holIowed out banks on arid soiI covered 
entirely with thorny bamboo. 'The undergrowth is divided up by vast 
clearings, uncultivated or transformed into ricefields. Small, scattered 
huts or poor Ifillages rise up here and there. Herd$ of emaciated buffaloes 
wander about. searching for their problematic focd. The sight ofthe Laotian 
plains at the end of the d q  season is really terrible. E-veq-thing is yellow: 
covered with dust, or blackened by smoke or still hot ashes of fires. The 
numerous flowers in flaming red colors of thc Buteas and the Etylhrines 
deprived of their leaves, still increase, if it were possible, instead of hidi ng 
this appearance of absolute dryness. Nevertheless, here and there. amidst 
the undergrowth, the blue flowcrs of this pretty liana. Thtirbergia 
C'uch~tzchinemis, which is so common in Indochina, or the brilIiant patches 
of an old Sarracu with its short and knot& trunk, appear. 

Approaching the foot of the mountains, one finds the remains of two of 
these immense lakes which invariably announce the vicinity of some ruin 
or othcr. Further, a smaller basin bordered with pretty trees and still. aAer 
centuries, holding limpid water which is a precious resource for the 
inhabitants of these areas who send their cheerful daughters from far to 
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fill their conical baskets coated with resin. On seeing me, they all flee as 
fast as possible, abandoning their heavy charges without looking back. It 
has nothing to do with the willows of the poets and their fear is not 
playacting. Seduced by the admirable appearance of the place, I noticed 
one of those smal I huts which the Laotians like to build in deserted and 
picturesque places to honor the spirits who are the only ones who wander 
there. I ignored then that. by choosing this house to install myself, I had 
committed an act of extraordinary boldness in the eyes of my porters- Of 
all the men who accompanied me, not one agreed to pass the night there 
and the next day I was warned that by persisting in sleeping there, I exposed 
myself to the most terrible illnesses. Seeing my complete indifference to 
this information, they said, 'Quite rightly they say that these Frenchmen 
are not afraid of anything!", and secretly they came to ask me, one 
after the other, to give them some of the potion that I used to make 
myself so courageous. "Answer," I told the interpreter, "that I cannot 
give them any because I have not had any for a long time. That potion 
is the milk of our mothers!" 

I passed my evenings there and, fiom daylight, climbing the sculpted 
steps which lead to the ruins. I went at my inscription with my paper, my 
brushes and my glue. By noon I saw two Laotians arriving and carrying a 
basket with my lunch and that of my Annamites, a lunch which invariably 
consisted of eggs of a lean chicken with curry and a plate of rice. Then, 
while my imprints were trying to dry in the thick shadow of the abandoned 
sanctuary, I crisscrossed the mountain in search of flowering plants and 
trees in h i t  which were to increase the richness of my herbarium, catching, 
and killing ruthlessly lizards. snakes, insects and birds which committed 
the imprudence of showing themselves to me. Nevertheless, we were 
already in the middle of February and I did not want to delay my journey 
ro Attopeu. My luggage had arrived h r n  the Island of Khong in a better 
state of preservation than 1 had ever hoped for. All that remained to be 
done was to leave. 
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