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Between history, myth and experience!
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Abstract: This paper reviews a crucial period in Lao history, the
early years of the revolution between 1945 and 1949, with a special
focus on the hinterland areas of south-eastern Laos. Along with the
professional historians’ reconstituted past, two other analytically
different approaches to the narration of this period are discussed:
the myth-making narration as found in a recently published Lao
history book, and the narrative as remembered by a war veteran
who was directly involved in the events.
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In the aftermath of the Second World War, as the French army returned
to Indo-China, the political situation in Laos was extremely confusing
and very precarious. In 1945, the country proclaimed its independence
twice within the space of a few months and experienced the abdication
of its king under the pressure of an emancipated Lao elite. In addition,
it lived through the threat of a Vietnamese-led communist takeover in
1945-46, then witnessed the narrow escape under French fire of its

The inspiration for this article’s analytical structure is obviously drawn from the
three approaches of ‘event, experience, myth’, which Paul Cohen applies illuminat-
ingly in his study of the Boxer uprising in China: Paul A. Cohen (1997), History in
Three Keys. The Boxers as Event, Experience, and Myth, Columbia University Press,
New York. Cohen explains his framework as follows: ‘Experiencers of the past are
incapable of knowing the past that historians know, and mythologizers of the past,
although sharing with historians the advantage of afterknowledge, are uninterested
in knowing the past as its makers experienced it. In other words, although the lines
separating these three ways of knowing the past are not always clear (historians do,
as we are well aware, engage in mythologization, and the makers of the past are
entirely capable, after the fact, of turning their own experiences into history), as
ways of knowing they are analytically distinct’. Paul Cohen (2003), ‘Three ways of
knowing the past’, China Unbound: Evolving Perspectives on the Chinese Past,
RoutledgeCurzon, London, p 205 (emphasis in the original).
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newly independent government to Thailand in 1946, followed by the
eventual return in 1949 of most Lao nationalist leaders to a country
that was now a French protectorate. It seemed, therefore, that by the
late 1940s the Lao polity had reverted to its pre-war status as a compo-
nent of French Indo-China. Appearances were deeply misleading, though,
and in 1949 the French army was caught up in a costly, prolonged
counter-revolutionary war that only delayed the end of its colonial pres-
ence in the region. (The Royal Lao government finally gained its full
sovereignty in October 1953.) It was also during the five years between
1945 and 1949 that an embryonic Lao communist movement emerged
along the Vietnamese border under the sponsorship of the Vietnamese
communists (Viet Minh).

There is little doubt that the events that took place in 1945-49 had a
crucial formative influence on the history of Laos. These years wit-
nessed the crystallization of the two forces — royalist-nationalist on the
one hand and communist on the other — which would determine the
fate of the country in years to come. The same period saw the estab-
lishment of revolutionary bases in highly strategic areas, which were
to have a decisive influence on the course of the First (1945-54) and
especially the Second Indo-China Wars (1964-75), when they spear-
headed the communist presence on the future ‘Ho Chi Minh Trail’.
However, important aspects of this period have remained in the shad-
ows, in particular in the hinterland areas.

The significance of the Central Highlands to the Vietnamese revolu-
tionaries — as much as to the French and later on the Americans — has
been highlighted.? These mountainous areas of Vietnam were seen as
being of crucial strategic importance for the control of Indo-China. Of
equal importance to the communist strategy — both Vietnamese and
Lao — was the region of southern Laos, adjacent to the Central High-
lands and a Viet-Minh stronghold during the First Indo-China War.?
The history of the hinterlands of Indo-China straddling the Lao-—

2 See, for instance, Bernard B. Fall (1966), Vietnam Witness 1953—1966, Pall Mall
Press, London; Gerald C. Hickey (1982), Sons of the Mountains: Ethnohistory of the
Vietnamese Central Highlands to 1954, Yale University Press, New Haven, CT; Mark
McLeod (1999), ‘Indigenous people and the Vietnamese revolution, 1930-1975’,
Journal of World History, Vol 10, No 2, pp 353-389; Clive J. Christie (2000), ‘Loyalism
and “Special War”: the Montagnards in Vietnam’, A Modern History of Southeast
Asia. Decolonization, Nationalism and Separatism, 1. B. Tauris Publishers, London,
pp 82-106; and Oscar Salemink (2003), The Ethnography of Vietnam's Central High-
landers. A Historical Contextualisation, 1850—1990, RoutledgeCurzon, London.

3 Christie, supra note 2, at p 94.
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Vietnamese border during that conflict is arguably the least studied
aspect of this turbulent period. Paul Langer and Joseph Zasloff, two of
the most prominent scholars on wartime Laos, readily admitted this
gap in their 1970 study of the relationships between the Vietnamese
and Lao communist movements. They noted, rather pessimistically,
that ‘the other side to the story of the Lao revolution, which was centered
in the east, probably will never be fully documented. Actually, how-
ever, it was more important for the development of the Lao Communist
movement than were the activities of Souphanouvong [the Lao prince
famously known for joining the Vietnamese revolutionary side after
1945774

This article seeks partially to unravel the period between 1945 and
1949 in those areas in south-eastern Laos. Its narrative, however, un-
folds differently, depending on the narrator.” My aim is not only to
present the different sides of ‘this story’, that is, to expose the different
points of view that different people have of events, depending on their
position in relation to those events. [ am equally, if not more, interested
in analysing different ‘ways of knowing the past’.® ‘The story’, as nar-
rated by historians, is a careful reconstruction of a chain of events based
on a close and critical examination of documents. While their accounts
may emphasize the role of certain individuals or the importance of
certain events to varying degrees, they all share a commonality: they
explain the past in retrospect. Historians know the outcome of events
and moreover can place them within a wider temporal and spatial con-
text.

A section of this study will focus on the historically reconstructed
past of the revolution in south-eastern Laos in the aftermath of the
Second World War, encompassing the persons and events — and the
structure-narrative that links them together — which historians have
deemed worth saving from oblivion. There exists another version of
this ‘story’, which is less concerned with the past itself than with the
use of it. By reinterpreting the past with little consideration for (non-

4 Paul F. Langer and Joseph J. Zasloff (1970), North Vietnam and the Pathet Lao.
Partners in the Struggle for Laos, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA, p 37.
> Two other versions of the events in the aftermath of the Second World War will not
be discussed in this paper: the nationalist (ie non-communist) and revolutionary Lao
historiographies. The differing versions of the events of 1945 are insightfully ana-
lysed in Bruce M. Lockhart (2003), ‘Narrating 1945 in Lao historiography’, in
Christopher E. Goscha and Soren Ivarsson, eds, Contesting Visions of the Lao Past.
Lao Historiography at the Crossroads, NIAS Press, Copenhagen, pp 129-155.
I borrow the phrase from Paul A. Cohen, supra note 1.
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partisan) historians’ reconstruction work or the experienced past, this
narrative seeks to achieve political and historical legitimacy. The arti-
cle explores a process of mythologization in official Lao-language
historical studies, in particular the present-day regime’s efforts to por-
tray former President Khamtay Siphandone as the liberator of southern
Laos.

Yet another different, and commonly overlooked, version of ‘the story’
is the one that is experienced by its most immediate participants, that
is, the experience of the reality as narrated by those who lived it, which
does not always take the form of a coherently designed narrative. I
have constructed the final part of the article around the memories of a
former Vietnamese war veteran who was among the first Viet Minh
fighters to penetrate the highlands of southern Laos in 1948. It is an
analytically distinct way of knowing the past, based on the study of
original experience of events, at once both fixed, and — unconsciously
or consciously — transmuted in the narrator’s mind over the years. I
will return to this paradox in the last section.

The Lao revolution: from independence to protectorate

On 9 March 1945, the Japanese interned what remained of the French
colonial administration in Indo-China and incited the rulers of Cambo-
dia, Laos and Vietnam to proclaim their countries’ independence under
Japanese patronage. Laos was thus proclaimed independent on 8 April
by King Sisavangvong. A few months later, the first return of French
troops after the capitulation of the Japanese forces on 27 August led to
an open conflict between the King and the Viceroy, Prince Phetsarath.
The King, replying to the latter’s demand to reaffirm the unity of Laos,
informed him instead of the abrogation of the country’s declaration of
independence and its return under the French protectorate. Sisavangvong
viewed the compromise as L.aos’s best protection against foreign threats,
in particular from the Chinese nationalist occupation army in the north
and the Viet Minh activities among the Vietnamese (Viér Kiéu) com-
munities in the country’s urban areas.’

On 15 September, Prince Phetsarath nonetheless went ahead to pro-
claim the independence of Laos again, along with the integration of all
the country’s provinces (and thus the fusion of the separate regional

7 Grant Evans (2002), A Short History of Laos. The Land in Between, Allen & Unwin,
Crow’s Nest, NSW, p 84.
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authorities of Luang Prabang, Vientiane and Champassak). However,
the position of the Prince and his supporters soon became untenable
with the reoccupation of the country by French troops, and the King
dismissed him from his posts as Prime Minister and Viceroy on 10
October. In spite of this, Phetsarath set up a provisional government
in Vientiane two days later on 12 October at the head of a motley
coalition, the Lao Issara (Free Laos), which eventually embraced all
the existing Lao anticolonial nationalist movements. Both of his broth-
ers, Princes Souvanna Phouma and Souphanouvong, joined the new
group along with other members of the Vientiane upper class and ar-
istocracy.

On 21 March 1946, at Thakhek in central Laos, the Lao Issara forces
were decisively defeated by the French, and the leaders of the Vientiane
regime fled to Thailand. On 23 April, Sisavangvong was crowned King
of Laos once more, having earlier been deposed by the Issara govern-
ment; the following day, French forces entered Vientiane. A constitution
was promulgated on 11 May, and Laos became a constitutional monar-
chy within the French Union. The Issara refugees in Bangkok carried
on their activities as the Lao government-in-exile, but some members
began to support a compromise solution, especially after 1947 when
the right-wing Thai leader Phibun Songkhram returned to power fol-
lowing a coup, and imposed severe constraints on anticolonial activities
on Thai soil. Fundamentally conservative and anti-revolutionary, those
Lao Issara members regarded the French as their best option for safe-
guarding the stability and the independence of Laos against the
communist threat.® In consequence, a division of opinion gradually
appeared within the movement’s ranks over the issue of whether to
cooperate with the French. Phetsarath and his brothers began to drift
apart; he adopted a wait-and-see policy that led him to a 10-year exile.
(He eventually returned home in 1957 to become Viceroy again, only
to die a few months later.) Most Issara leaders, including Souvanna
Phouma, returned to Vientiane when the government-in-exile officially
declared itself dissolved on 25 October 1949.

By this point, Souphanouvong had already made clear his refusal to
accept the new political direction in Vientiane by resigning from the
movement in early 1949. Over the last two years, he had tried to per-
suade the Lao Issara to join the Viet Minh, whose fear of a Lao—French

8 Clive J. Christie (2001), Ideology and Revolution in South-East Asia, 1900-1975,
RoutledgeCurzon, London, p 117; see also Lockhart, supra note 5, at p 154.
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rapprochement had led them to throw their weight behind this particu-
lar Prince, widely publicizing his allegiance to the cause of anti-French
struggle in Thailand and Vietnam.” On 8 October 1945, the Lao Issara
and the Viet Minh had even signed a military agreement aimed at building
up a ‘Lao liberation army’ while also effectively granting the Vietnam-
ese extensive rights to participate in Lao military and defence
organizations. Phetsarath and other non-communist nationalist leaders
very reluctantly accepted this military collaboration, given the absence
of a strong Lao resistance army and because of the presence in their
country of hundreds of Viér Kiéu under Viet Minh command.
Souphanouvong, by contrast, willingly declared that ‘the independ-
ence of Laos [was] inseparable from that of the Vietnamese’.'® In
September, he had travelled to Hanoi, where he had met H6 Chi Minh
and other Vietnamese leaders and, upon H6’s suggestion, agreed to
form a Lao—Vietnamese military force. This unwilling coalition be-
tween communist and non-communist nationalists was short-lived,
though. Meanwhile, far from the cities with their power struggles and
the atmosphere of confusion that marred Lao politics between 1945
and 1949, the evolution of the Lao communist movement marched on
in the eastern regions along the Vietnamese border.

The early years of the Lao revolution in south-eastern Laos:
historical reconstitution and myth-making narration

The Vietnamese policy of expanding revolutionary operations to Laos
and Cambodia began as early as 1948. By late 1947, it became evident
that the war between the French army and the Viet Minh was going to
be a prolonged conflict. Furthermore, north-eastern Thailand was no
longer a viable option as a base for their activities with Phibun’s increas-
ingly anti-communist policies, hence the new strategy of reopening an
Indo-Chinese front — this time, however, in eastern Laos.!'! The Vietnam-

®  Jean Deuve (1999), Le Laos 1945-1949. Contribution a [’histoire du mouvement
Lao Issala, Université Paul-Valéry, Montpellier, pp 246-247.

10" Christopher E. Goscha (1999), Thailand and the Southeast Asian Networks of the
Vietnamese Revolution, 1885—1954, Curzon Press, Richmond, pp 148, 151 (quota-
tion); see also MacAlister Brown and Joseph J. Zasloff (1986), Apprentice
Revolutionaries: The Communist Movement in Laos, 1930-1985, Hoover Institution
Press, Stanford, CA, pp 28-33.

Goscha, supra note 10, at p 340. A coup d’état in November 1947 in Bangkok ousted
the government of Pridi Phanomyong and his Seri Thai allies from power. The rise
to power of Phibun Songkram, the new strongman of Thailand, heralded the begin-
ning of the end for communist support networks outside Indo-China in South East
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ese consequently began to organize clandestine resistance activities in
the following year inside Cambodia and Laos, then under French con-
trol.'? A study entitled ‘History of the Revolution in Sekong Province,
1945-1975" gives further interesting details of the early Vietnamese
incursions into south-eastern Laos in 1948. According to this docu-
ment, in April 1948 Pham Van Dong, the Indo-Chinese Communist
Party (ICP) and Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) representa-
tive to Nam Trung B¢ (south-central Vietnam), formed an armed unit
on the Lao—Vietnamese border. This unit, led by Hoang Tang, was com-
posed of Vietnamese volunteers and propaganda cadres. The group was
based in Ta Ngo (Quang Nam province), from where it was dispatched
a month later to south-eastern Laos with the mission to build revolu-
tionary bases from Tchavane, the district town of Dakchung, to Ban
Phon in Laman (the westernmost district of present-day Saravane prov-
ince)."

Another of the unit’s tasks was to support the Lao Issara group led
by Som Manovieng (a Viér Kiéu from Pakse in Champassak), which
had recently returned from Thailand and crossed through Laos to In-
terwar Zone V (Lién Khu), where it arrived in July 1948. Som was
carrying a letter from Souphanouvong to Pham Van Déng in which the
Prince requested further Vietnamese assistance for the Issara in south-
ern Laos. The main outcome was the creation by Interwar Zone V of a
‘Special Zone’ (Khu Dic Biér), with its headquarters in Quang Nam.
The Lao—Vietnamese armed forces in the ‘Special Zone’ appear to have

Asia, although it took two more major events before the Vietnamese reorientated
their war operations eastwards, namely the rapidly increasing American involve-
ment in Thailand and the Chinese communist victory of 1949. For more details on
the Vietnamese communists’ military strategy and operations at the regional level in
Laos and Cambodia during that period, see the very informative Christopher E. Goscha
(2003), ‘La guerre pour I’'Indochine? Le Laos et le Cambodge dans le conflit franco—
vietnamien (1948-1954)’, Guerres mondiales et conflits contemporains, No 211, pp
29-58.

Motoo Furuta (1992), ‘“The Indochina Communist Party’s division into three parties:
Vietnamese Communist policy toward Cambodia and Laos, 1948—-1951°, in Takashi
Shiraishi and Motoo Furuta, eds, Indochina in the 1940s and 1950s, Cornell South-
east Asia Program, Ithaca, NY, p 147.

‘Pavat khong kan pativat khong khwaeng Sekong, 1945-1975’ [History of the revo-
lution in Sekong province, 1945-1975] (1991), unpublished manuscript, p 21. Many
thanks to Khambay Nyundalat for sharing his unpublished manuscript with me. The
document was initially written by a Vietnamese scholar and completed in 1991.
Khambay translated the entire manuscript from Vietnamese into Lao and rewrote
parts of it (I do not know which ones, however) in 2000-02. Sekong used to be part
of the Eastern province (Khwaeng Tavaen-ok) until it was detached in 1984 to form
a province of its own.
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been rather slim at that time, amounting to only three armed units: an
Issara group under the command of Khamsen and Thavone, another
comprised of Viér Kiéu soldiers and the third led by Hoang Tang, in
addition to 19 communist cadres. Towards the end of 1948, these forces
were increased with the creation of two Lao—Vietnamese armed units.'*

Between late 1948 and early 1949, the organization of the revolution-
ary bases in southern Indo-China was stepped up. In February 1949, a
Lao Issara delegation travelled to Vietnam formally to solicit more aid,
including the creation of a unified resistance zone in southern Laos.
Interwar Zone V authorities and the Lao leaders subsequently agreed on
several other measures. First, in March 1949 a ‘Lower Lao Zone’ (Khu
Ha Lao) was created to replace the ‘Special Zone’, with Khamtay
Siphandon as its president, Sithon Kommadan its military commander
and Som Manovieng as the head of the administrative committee. Sec-
ond, a resistance committee was formed in central Vietnam — the ‘Lower
Lao Cadres Committee’ (Ban Cidn Su Ha Lao), headed by Nguyén Chinh
CAu — to operate in close collaboration with the resistance zone in south-
ern Laos. Finally a fully fledged joint Lao—Vietnamese armed force was
established, with Sithon as its commander and Poan Huyén as his deputy."

What is clearly evident in these events is the close Vietnamese su-
pervision of their Lao allies’ activities, which was inseparable from
their determination to strengthen their position on the western front.
Several factors incited the Vietnamese to intensify their efforts in building
up military forces and revolutionary bases in Laos (and Cambodia).
First, in developing close military and political collaboration with the
local communist movement in southern Laos, the Viet Minh were creating
a buffer zone intended to protect their western flank from French attacks
and to provide their troops for freely intervening in eastern Laos. The
safety of, and access to, these retreat zones outside Vietnam remained
a constant imperative throughout the war, a key to the Viet Minh’s
military survival and final victory. Second, as in Cambodia, it was viewed
as essential for the ICP to expand its membership in Laos and train
local cadres so that they could lead the struggle side by side with the
Vietnamese and carry out a genuine Indo-Chinese revolution.® Finally,

4 Ibid, pp 22-23. See also Goscha, supra note 10, at p 343, and Goscha, supra note 11,
at p 35. Interwar Zone Five coordinated activities in the Central Highlands (7dy
Nguyén) and the lowland central region from Da Ning to Nha Trang; Ang Cheng
Guan (2002), The Vietnam War from the Other Side. The Vietnamese Communists’
Perspective, RoutledgeCurzon, London, p 165.

Goscha, supra note 11, at p 36; ‘Pavat khong kan pativat’, supra note 13, at pp 24—
25.
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the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in October
1949, followed shortly afterwards by the new Bejing regime’s formal
diplomatic recognition of the DRV in January 1950, removed Viet-
namese security concerns on their northern frontier. As a result, they
were able to concentrate their efforts seriously on building revolution-
ary bases, structures and cadres on their western front.

The past mythologized

The following section discusses another analytical approach to the nar-
ration of the Lao Revolution: the use of the past to accommodate the
needs of the present, specifically the political and historical legitima-
tion of Khamtay Siphandone, who recently retired as President of the
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (PDR), and at a broader level, of
the Lao leadership in the early years of the anticolonial struggle in the
hinterlands of Indo-China. Official histories are known to change from
time to time, and state-sponsored Lao historiography is no exception.
Christopher Goscha has shown that Lao studies on the revolution writ-
ten in the 1990s placed great emphasis on Vietnamese aid and the bilateral
‘special relationship’. In addition, he argues that the ‘making of a com-
mon [revolutionary] past’ has also been the task of Vietnamese historians,
who have sought to legitimate their Party’s influence over the Lao revo-
lution by emphasizing the idea of Indo-Chinese communist solidarity
and ‘proletariat internationalism’. This was particularly the case after
Hanoi’s overthrow of the Khmer Rouge regime in 1979, which tore
these concepts down in a dramatic fashion, at least as far as the rela-
tionship between the Vietnamese and Cambodian communist movements
was concerned. However, Goscha also predicted (correctly) that the
two countries’ historiographies would not continue to advocate the same
version of their countries’ recent past indefinitely, contending that ‘Viet-
namese should not be shocked or hurt or bitter when Laos decides to

take its own, more independent path towards writing the past’."”

® However, ‘Lao-cizing’ or ‘de-Vietnamizing’ the core of Lao radicalism proved to be
an uphill task; according to a report submitted to the Second Congress of the ICP in
early 1951, of the 2,091 Party members in Laos, only 81 were Lao, the rest ethnic
Vietnamese (Goscha, supra note 10, at p 344). See also Furuta, supra note 12, at pp
151-153.

Christopher E. Goscha (2003), ‘Revolutionizing the Indochinese past: Communist
Vietnam’s “special” historiography on Laos’, in Goscha and Ivarsson, eds, Contest-
ing Visions of the Lao Past. Lao Historiography at the Crossroads, NIAS Press,
Copenhagen, pp 289, 292 (quotation).
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In this regard, the recent publication of Pavat Khet Tai Lao (Narra-
tive of the Southern Zone of Laos) on the occasion of former President
Khamtay’s 80™ birthday in 2004 is worth noting, for two reasons. First,
the book contains a section on the activities of early anticolonial groups
in southern Laos in the period from 1947-49, and second, it clearly
diverges from the official historiography concerning the Lao—Vietnamese
wartime relationship. While paying the conventional tributes and paeans
to communist solidarity and brotherhood, it enhances the stature of the
Lao revolutionary leaders, but also — and this is perhaps less orthodox
— at times it describes their strategy and policies as being in disagree-
ment with those of their Vietnamese counterparts. In other words, the
Lao leadership, particularly Khamtay, is portrayed as having taken charge
of the revolutionary struggle in southern Laos with greater autonomy
vis-a-vis the ICP than one might expect.'® Pavat Khet Tai Lao thus
differs to some extent from other officially-sanctioned narratives, such
as the account published in 1993 of the three ‘Iron Men of Thakhek’
(Souphanouvong, Singkapo Sikhotchunnamali and a Vietnamese of-
ficer). This book not only stresses the prominent role of these two Lao
revolutionaries in the anti-French struggle while ignoring the exist-
ence of non-Communist Issara leaders, it also greatly emphasizes the
participation of the Viér Kiéu leaders and communities in revolution-
ary activities in the southern towns of Savannakhet and Thakhek in
1945-46."

The sudden change of political leadership in Thailand in 1947 forced
the Lao Issara forces to go underground, and its members took odd
jobs in order to earn a living and to escape from Phibun’s anti-commu-
nist crackdown. According to the Pavat Khet Tai Lao, in the face of the
deteriorating situation in north-eastern Thailand, Souphanouvong met
Nguyén Dic Quy, the DRV representative in Bangkok, to discuss the
dispatch of an Issara vanguard armed unit to Interwar Zone V. Their
mission was to meet the Vietnamese authorities there and request their
assistance to build up resistance bases along the border in south-east-
ern Laos. As it turns out, this vanguard unit was the group led by Som
Manovieng, who had delivered Souphanouvong’s letter to Pham Van
Dong in July 1948. The book notes that the trip was prepared and decided

8 Pavat Khet Tai Lao [Narrative of Southern Laos] (2004), State Printing Press,
Vientiane.

Lockhart, supra note 5, at p 144. The book is Duangsai Luangphasi (1993), Sam
Bulut Lek haeng Meuang Thakhaek [The Three Iron Men of Thakhek], Lao Commit-
tee for Peace, Solidarity and Friendship with the Nations, Vientiane.

19
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in coordination with the Viér Kiéu ‘Association’ (Samakhom) in the
north-eastern Thai town of Ubon. The armed unit under Som’s com-
mand, assisted by a Vietnamese cadre, departed in May 1948. It was
composed of members of a unit called ‘Sainyachakkapat’ together with
‘overseas Vietnamese brothers’ from north-eastern Thailand.?®

Upon their arrival in Interwar Zone V, the Lao Issara members re-
ceived political training in accordance with the ICP’s plan to ‘indigenize’
the Lao communist movement. It was not until October 1948 that the
Issara soldiers returned to Laos, where they joined with Vietnamese
troops from Interwar Zone V to engage in propaganda and recruitment
activities in Dakpam, Daklu and Dakchung on the borderlands between
Laos and Vietnam. They soon expanded their field of action to the
provinces of Attapeu (Muang Sansay, Kao and May) and Salavane
(Muang Thateng). In early 1949, according to this account,
Souphanouvong, concerned by anti-communist repression in north-east-
ern Thailand, decided to send Khamtay to Interwar Zone V in order to
solicit more aid from the Vietnamese. Khamtay was accompanied by
the rest of the Sainyachakkapat unit and ‘foreign Vietnamese’ under
the command of Sithon Kommadam, who was himself assisted by a
Vietnamese cadre.?!

The overall chain of events as related in the Pavat Khet Tai Lao
generally corroborates accounts found elsewhere.? Of particular inter-
est in this most recent historiography, however, are the missing — or
more exactly, the silenced — elements. The political demise of Pridi

2 Som Manovieng was a leader of the first unified anti-French resistance groups in

southern Laos. Initially (in 1945) it included 50 ‘young Lao and foreign patriotic
Vietnamese brothers’, and carried out its activities in the southern province of
Champassak along the Thai border. It expanded to over 100 members after the inclu-
sion of 30 men from the ‘Samsen Thai’ unit sent by Phoun Sipaseuth from Savannakhet,
and the remnants of the ‘Sainyasetthathirath’ group (including ‘Isan people’) led by
Thao Bounkhon, which was disbanded in late 1946 due to its exactions against the
local population. In May 1946, during a ceremony that took place in Ban Don, Muang
Phimoun [or Phibun?] in Ubon province, the armed unit was named ‘Sainyachakkapat’
by Souphanouvong, then Defence Minister of the Issala government, and placed
under the command of Sithon Kommadam (Pavat Khet Tai Lao, supra note 18, at pp
18-19). All three of these units bore the names of great kings from the early centu-
ries of Lao history.

The narrative of these events is found in Pavat Khet Tai Lao, supra note 18, at pp
20-21. Strangely, the book dates these episodes a year earlier — ie May 1947 instead
of May 1948, early 1948 instead of early 1949 — which is illogical, since the coup in
Thailand that convinced the Lao resistance leaders to request help from the Viet-
namese occurred in November 1947.

2 Langer and Zasloff, supra note 4; Goscha, supra note 10; Goscha, supra note 11.
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Phanomyong and his Seri Thai allies, who played an essential (albeit
indirect) role in the development and consolidation of Vietnamese com-
munist networks in north-eastern Thailand, and Phibun’s subsequent
rise to power may have threatened the Lao Issara organization there,
although it was not until late August 1948 that Thai authorities began
enacting anti-communist policies.?® Other (more) plausible reasons for
Souphanouvong to seek Vietnamese aid (twice in a very short period
of time) were the fragmentation of the Issara exile group in Bangkok
and his own pro-Vietnamese proclivities. The 2004 publication is mute
on that subject, though; nor is there is any mention of the non-commu-
nist nationalist leaders, especially Phetsarath and Souvanna Phouma.

MacAlister Brown and Joseph Zasloff noted in 1986 that ‘[a]n offi-
cial history of the Communist party of Laos treats the Lao Issara
movement with condescension’, quoting a 1976 Bulletin from the KLP
(Khaosan Pathet Lao, the official news service) which effectively con-
demned the members of the Lao Issara for having been ‘born from the
petty-bourgeoisie who knew nothing about the laws of social develop-
ment and the obsoleteness of the bourgeoisie’.?* In the aftermath of the
communist takeover in 1975, those words were hardly surprising, yet
30 years later the distribution of the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ roles within the
Lao nationalist movement remains. ‘The true patriots [within the Lao
Issara government-in-exile] under the leadership of Prince Souphan-
ouvong returned to the country to join the resistance’, writes a recent
military history book, ‘while the capitalists and a certain number of
royals and leaders whose interests were linked with the French returned
to Vientiane to surrender’.? There is no condemnation of the Lao Issara
movement per se, only of those among its members who were not truly
‘patriotic’ — ie the non-communist nationalists.

Vietnam’s own strategic interest in developing a revolutionary plat-
form in eastern Laos is likewise completely omitted in the narrative.
Quite the contrary, it is suggested that armed forces and bases were
developed there primarily upon the initiative of the Lao leaders, and
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2 MacAlister Brown and Joseph Zasloff (1986), Apprentice Revolutionaries: The Com-
munist Movement in Laos, 19301985, Hoover Institution, Stanford, CA, p 35, quoting
Vientiane KPL, Foreign Broadcast Information Service (in English), 24 March 1976,
pp 1-5.

Ai Souliyasaeng et al (2004), Salub Songkham Pasason phaitai Kannampha khong
Phak Pasason Pativat Lao 1945-1975 [Summary of the People’s War Under the
Leadership of the LPRP 1945-1975], Lao People’s Revolutionary Party, Vientiane,
pp 104-105.
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that it was in the name of Indo-Chinese communist solidarit