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Loving Laos

NEED TO KNOW

ANGELA SAURINE fell for a monk,
but there was no monkey business

F
alling fora formermonkwasnot
something Ihadanticipated,but it
washardnot tobe takenwithSomdy’s
charms.Afterall, it’snoteverydayyou
meet someonewhohasspent time in

jail for theirhumanitariandeeds.He’dgrown
up in thekindofvillageyousee in thoseWorld
Visionads,andmoved toa templeaged just 10.

Hespent12years inorangerobes,butas the
eldestof eight childrenhewas forced togive
uphisbeloved lifestyle tohelp supporthis
family.While studyingatuniversityhe
worked inarangeof jobsatahotel, learning
skills suchascooking—whichproved
invaluable lateronwhenhebegan leading
trekking tours in theLaoshills. It is 150km—
orabout sevenhours—byslowboatdownthe
MekongRiver fromHuayXai toPakbeng,but
that’snothowLaopeoplemeasure it. Instead
theyrefer to it as ‘‘eight candles’’,because
that’showmanyburn in the time it takes.

Tinywoodenhutsdot thericeandcorn
fieldswepass, theonly sounds thesoftpurrof
themotor, thecurtains flapping in thebreeze
andwater lappingagainst thesideof theboat.

Somdyregularlydonatesmedicine,books
andpens tovillagesalong theriverandthey
opentheirarms tohimandanyonehebrings to
visit.Whenexpectantmothers inonevillage
near theChineseborderwerehavingtrouble
delivering theirbabies,heorganised foran
American friendto sendapairof forceps.
Ninety-twochildrenattendtheBanHouay

Saevillage schooland it seemseveryoneof
themiswaiting tomeetus.Dressed inscruffy,
oversizedT-shirtsbought fromthemarkets,
thechildrenappear shybutcurious.

Somdy is free to roamthevillage freely,
actingas translatorwheneverwewant to
speak tooneof the300 self-sufficientKamu
tribememberswho live there.Chilli and
tobaccoare spreadout todry in thesun in
baskets,whilepigsandgoatswanderaround
undisturbed.Girls in thisvillageusuallymarry
atabout15andhave fouror five children.

Somdytellsus itused tobemore,buta few
yearsagoUNICEFbegansupplyingcondoms.

UNICEFalsovisits onedayayear to
vaccinate forpolioandmeasles,and it’s the
daywevisit. It’snice to seemoneypossibly
donated inAustraliaput towork.

Therollinggreenhills giveway to limestone
cliffsasweapproachthe tradingportof
Pakbeng later in theday.There isno
electricityorhotwaterhere— instead,power
comes fromgenerators fromduskuntil 10pm.

Despite this,all thehutshaveoldTVs,with
large satellitedishes.Thenightmarketsare
theperfectplace topickupadelicacy— if you
canstomachhairywaterbuffalo skin that’s
used tomakesoup.Asweapproachtheendof
our secondfull dayamblingdowntheriver,we
pull in tovisit thePakOucave,hiddenamong
the limestonecliffs.Thereare twotoexplore,
with thousandsofBuddhist statuespropped
inside like toy soldiers.

Youhave tobeupat thecrackofdawntosee
it,butwatching themonkscollectingalms in
theUNESCOWorldHeritage-listed town
LuangPrabang isdefinitelyworth it.

Aseeminglyendless lineof robedmenmarch
single filedownthestreetas locals sittingon
matsplacea small amountof sticky rice from
theirbaskets into themonks’baskets.
Aplethoraof colourful fruit andvegetables

line thestreet,a live squirrel sits inabasket
witha largebladedknifebeside it,andthere
arealsogroupsof live frogs,deerhoovesanda
plasticbag full of live cricketsonoffer.After
spending theprevious fewdays lookingat the
muddyMekong, the turquoisewaterof the
swimmingholesatKuangSiwaterfall area
welcomesight. It is aone-hour tuk-tukride
thenanotherhour-long trek toget to the falls.

Thenextmorningwecross theriveronce
again tovisit apotteryvillageandmakea
surpriseappearanceata local school,oneof
Somdy’smanycharity recipients.A teacher
enthusiastically invitesus intoaclassroom,
wherepupils learnaboutanative flower.

Somdyasks foravolunteer towrite the
Englishalphabetonthechalkboardandrecite
it,andmuchto thechildren’sdelight Ihappily
oblige.Peeringout theFrenchwindowof the
Jomabakeryback inLuangPrabangthat
night, Iwatchmonksplayfullypiggybacking
eachotherafter their eveningprayers.

Patience is onequalityneededonanytrip to
Laos—andasenseofhumourdoesn’t go
astray.Meals canarriveanhourapart

Somdyhasshownmeacountrywithmore
surprises thanIcouldhave imagined.Butwith
hisplans to return tohis lifeasamonk, it
seemsmycrushwill remain just that.

Getting there: Thai
Airways International,
Qantas or British Airways
to Bangkok where the tour
begins. Singapore Airlines
to Bangkok via Singapore.
Tour: Geckos has a 14-day
Highlights of Laos trip.
Price: $995 per person
Activities: includes
kayaking, tubing, caving,
cycling, swimming.
More information:
geckosadventures.com or
visit-laos.com
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