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KINGDOM OF LAOS
Wbkl

Population: 2.6 million (est.)
Capital: Vientiane (Administrative)
Luang Prabang (Royal)

Strategically situated in the heart of the South-
east Asian peninsula, the Kingdom of Laos shares
common borders with six other nations: on the
north with Communist China (264 miles); on the
east, substantially along the watershed formed
by the Annamite Cordillera, with North Viet-
Nam (1,018 miles) and the Republic of Viet-Nam
(301 miles); on the south with Cambodia (366
miles); on the south and west with Thailand
(1,090 miles, of which more than 500 are along
the Mekong River); and on the northwest with
Burma (147 miles). Laos is roughly shaped
like Italy but without the Italian access to the
sea. The total area is approximately 91,000
square miles, slightly more than Idaho or Great
Britain. A large part of the terrain, particularly
in the north, is covered by dense jungle and
rugged mountains, the latter sometimes rising
over 9,000 feet.

The climate of Laos is monsoonal, with three
seasons. There are 5 months of heavy rainfall,

from May through September. In October, when

the rains start tapering off, a cool season begins
that lasts through January. February through
April is hot and humid. In April, the warmest
month, the temperature in Vientiane normally
ranges between 72° and 93°F., and in January,
the coolest month, between 57°and 83°F. How-
ever, temperatures of 103° F. have been recorded
in April, and 39°F. in January. Humidity is high
most of the year.

The flag of Laos consists of a three-headed
white elephant, standing on five steps under a
white parasol, against a red field. The elephant
exemplifies the historic kingdom of Lane Xang—
Land of a Million Elephants—and the three
heads represent the three former principalities
of Luang Prabang, Vientiane, and Champasak.
The parasol symbolizes monarchy. The five steps
represent Buddhism’s five commandmentsagainst
murder, theft, falsehood, adultery, and drinking
alcohol.

THE PEOPLE

The people number about 2.6 million—an
estimate, since no accurate census has ever been
taken. This sparse population is spreadunevenly,
with the greatest concentration in the Mekong
Valley and the tributaries of the Mekong River.

RS — . —

About half of the people are ethnic Lao—the
principal valley inhabitants and the politically
and culturally dominant group. The Lao are
descendants of the Tai, a people who migrated
from southwestern China, principally in the 13th
century. Mountain tribes of Sinitic (Meoand Yao),
Tibeto-Burman (Akah and Lahu), and Tai ethno-
linguistic strains are found in north Laos. Many
of these same tribes, as well as others of
Indonesian or proto-Malay background (Lave and
Nyaheun), inhabit central and south Laos. The
lack of common origin, customs, language, tradi-
tions, and beliefs among the various minorities
hinders the political unification of the Kingdom.
There are influential minorities of Vietnamese
and Chinese, and smaller groups of Cambodians,
Indians, and Pakistani. In addition, there are
more than a thousand French and other Europeans
and Americans in the country, but few are
permanent residents.

The predominant as well as state religion
of the Kingdom is Theravada Buddhism, common
also to Cambodia, Thailand, Burma, and Ceylon.
It is not unusual, however, to see spirit shrines
at Buddhist temples. While the mountain tribes
are principally animist, some of them have adopted
Buddhism while retaining a measure of their old
beliefs.

Lao, the dominant language in the country and
the lingua franca amongtribal groups, istonal like
others of the Sino-Thai family. The Vientiane dia-
lect has six tones, onlythree of whichtransfer di-
rectly to Bangkok Thai. Vientiane Lao and Bangkok
Thai have areas of mutual comprehension only to
educated speakers. As with English and French,
abstract words tend to be cognate more frequently
than everyday vocabulary. Written Lao and Thai
both use scripts of Indian origin, but Lao letters
are rounded rather than angular, and Lao uses
fewer consonants. The Lao spelling system is much
more representative of the spoken wordthan Thai,
which tends to include unpronounced letters of
Sanskrit origin, particularly at the end of a word.
Some textbooks have been developedin Lao for the
primary grades, but French remainsthe principal
language of secondary education. French serves
as the second official language and is used com-
monly in government and commerce. Probably not
more than 25 percent of the populationis literate.
Furthermore, the numerous tribal groups
possess their own languages or dialects with no
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