
Ten year old Somsak and his LJ l:tl~ i:Hother Khamphone, who is seven» 
live in Vientiane. Vientian/,..;. is · ·. t capital of a country in 
southeast Asia called Laoso 

Today is a uexy special dc\Y 'for Sc•msak and Khamphone because they 
are to go with their :father to the Rocket Festival o Both the boys 
can and both b9ys have twenty kip ·to spend at the .festival. That 
is about four cents~ 

At last their father says 1~ is tiwe 
i;heir mother and two little sisters o . 

~.ane leading to the main street o 

to go They say good-bye to 
1'hem they walk up a litt•le 

:~he .father of the boys calls to the driver 0£ a samlor,. He and 
•i:he driver discuss the price of a :ri~.e to the festival ,, There 
-.\re regular taxis in Vi~ntia.t.,e, but :fox short distances most people 
nse a samloro A samlor is like a large tricycle with a seat at 
\;hG':'.! backo The driver sits in .front and pus,1es it like a bicycle., 
~:he samlor has a canvas top to keep the ra:us or the hot sun of.f the 
passengexso It also lw.s side and back cu:ci:ains which may be 
,b:'opp~d dmm in casse o:f re,ina 

~:he ttw boys and their :father all sc;·ee:z.e iuto the b:nght=blue 
plastic=covered seat.,_ The s2mlor t2k,,,s tlw;a swiftly c:.;.own the street 
<: award the banl<s of the ~leko:r:g River:- whe:r :: the celei•ration will 
Le he.ldo The streets are crowded w:ith tro.::~s 1 bicyclus, and 
not orcycles .. People are lauqLing an<' e:~cicc,d as they hurry to the 
:~ef tival., 

ht l.=:Lst they come to the str.; et at i. he ed']c: o:i the r: ver .. Somsak. •~ 
father pays the driver, and they get oat .. ··11.c!y walk nlong the 
r·iver 'b edge wi 'i:h the Cl".Ol'1d.. The:re 2,:re :-:i0n selling balloons and 
!:till others with t:1eir lii::tle carts se.Liing cold dr:1.nks and ices., 
l{ha.;1phone decidc::s to ~>uy u co i.d oran Je d:a:in~" The drink is in a 
plastic bag with a straw thro19h the tcip. :U costs ten kip 0 

·:~he boun Bang Fai 0 or Roc~<et '?Gstivw.l: is held in early ~-Tay just 
be.fore i:he rainy season beginG o At ·:his time the Mekong River 
~,enerally ha.s very little wat ::r O · 

The people gather on t hGc: dty, sandy ?:ev2z-bed ·;:o v,r,3_i::ch the rockets 
bei,1~ f ireci.o At the bottu,i ::,:: the r:,.ve:;: bank a large scaffold 
made of bamboo has been exe:ci>::ci. to hoid the reckets ba.fore they 
"re .fired,. 3emboo is a tall i;·:eelike grass that grows in 
1'.:; 1rm lands o 

t:r-1a:r ,\le go .Jown 'i;O the flacs ilh<?re t>.2 ;~rc~-.:-::i:s 'ii'Jill i-H fired
0
° asks 

S)nnak 

'
1:i!'o 1 '' £'?Plies his :father, •7i ·': :Jlgrrt 1)c d:•.z:e;: .,,:::o ·s " AJ..1.1way I thin",. 

:· )U 1°;7:~.l i. :)e able to see much l/1'i:te:r :::s:,::o t.,p t .. -2.::-a 0 
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You can see the rockets very well and can watch how they are .firedo" 

Religious men, called monks, live in watso The monks are experts 
in making the rocketso They use lonq hollo·w bamboo poles which they 
fill ,vi th a special mixture o:: gunpowder o 1.#Jhen the .fuse is attached 
at1d lighted 9 the gunpowder bl<>ws up9, sending the recket high into 
toe airo The people .from the differont villages like to make bets 
,:.; to which rocket will go th«! .farthHst o Tney want their rocket to 
ba both powerful and bea.uti.fu1o 

ir ,,#ookJ u cries Somak" ''here is a reocket o ~ 

Sire enough, driving slowly up the street i :s a truck :tilled with 
s 1outing, singing men and chi:.Ldren" Tied d,:>wn in the back of the 
truck is a rocket o 

•·~ )hJ •~ axclaimed Somsak 9 nthat looks like th,:? rocket .f:com our wat,, 
F•>r days I have been watching the men makin,;; it o 

"'"'(en pr.r•replies his :father 9 ,vi believe it i:;,, See 9 t :1ere are our 
n 11d9hbors2 H 

Slowly the truck backs into a positic•n on the bank o.f the river just 
where there is a steep drop in the dl'y reve::bedo 

Somsak and all the other people .from bis wa·: are very proud o.f their 
rocket o It is more than 20 .fEiet lon9,, It :Ls wrapped in red ~d gold 
pap£?r and decorated with many colored strea111ers and g(.)ld dragons " 

MJlere comes a parade! u shouts Khamphcineo T1te music sounds loudly 0 

Yus,. it is a parade but not a marchir.g paradeo A group of about ten 
young men with painted faces 9 strangE· hats~ large spectacles~ false 
noses P and mustaches or beards move .t·orward.. They are dancing to 
the sound o:f drums and bamboo flutesc The dancers who are not playing 
iustruments are singing and clapping their hands in rhythm() The 
spectators laygh at the words o:f the songs., Some join the singers 
and dancerso Everyone is gay and haJ:'PYo 

This .f1?stival will be on•? of the last celebrations o:f the year 
bocaust! soon the rains w:ill comeo Tl:.en ece1:yone will be busy 
f1 ·om sunup to sundown te1:iding the rice fieldso They uill have no 
t t mEi for such gaietyo Further down the struet anothe1· group of 
d,,nc:eru is comingo The street is no~ so f'u:.1 o:f peop:.e that no 
cLrf or samlors can drive through" 

A! soon as the first truck is in position~ 1:he men on the truck jump 
d<,wr. and unfasten the rocket a They :remove !:ome o:f thu decorations 
ar id check the .fusee Then with a ramrod they push morH gunpowder 
i rit c, the hollow bamboo poles " There is much lapghing and joking 9 

bt.t it is a serious jobo The pride of the \'1at and village is a stake " 
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'Ihe men have worked for mearly hal£ anf hour getting the rocket 
ready for firingo At last it is ready

0 

Sorosak steps to the edge of the river banko From here he can 
watch the rocket as it is placed in position :for firing

0 

HL,ook & Father!) tt~e calls P 'fltheJre is a rocket ready to go
0 

n 

From the.distance it seems to be about the same si::o:e as the rocket 
.f:r<:>m the1r ~ato It_is blue and gold and lo::>ks very gay in the 
bn. ;Jht sunlight o Fifteen men 1 crewl:Lng up and down over the bamboo 
p:>l~s, place the rocket in pot3iti"Qnc Soon the signal is given 
a .. 1d all the men leave t 1e scaj:fo Clo v 
T 1e crowd becomes silent as the fuse is lig:ritedo A l ·>ud hiss and 
c lm1ds of smoke :follow a Every eye iH on thi:! rocket o The==with a 
9r:ea.t rush==the rocket leaves the sca.ff'old and shoots skywardo 
T rieze is a great shout from the crowd j) then silencep because suddenly 
t rie -rocket wavex-s and .falls to the groundo Some people sigh in disa= 
P?Oint mento Others laygh and boo ,, But it is soon .forgotten because 
,1 nother rocker is being carrit!d with singing and shouting to the 
!, :a:ffoldo It will bet followed bµ many others 9 for there are at l east 
t: M enty trucks lined up along the bank with rackets ready to be .firedo 

As ::tbe afternoon wears ono th,? crowd becomes more and more excitedo 
Ot1e rocket mis:firesll only to Hxplode high in the air o Another 
naver leaces the groundo It only si:!zles and sputters in a thick 
s ~reen o.f black smoke 9 

At last it is time for the rocket f'rom Somsak's watt::> be firedo 
His i'ather holds up little Kha.mphone on his shoulder so that he c an 
!; ae better o All the people a J~e ancious 9 but they laugh and joke 
anyway a After a :moment or twom with a great sr10osh~ the rocket lea= 
v es the scaf.foldo It goes ve:ry high 1 l~aving behind a trail o:f smoke 
Then it begins gently to arch and start down toward the shore., 
There is a great shout from the crowd, but the rocket doesnwt hit 
t he shore o Instead, it lands with a 'Jreat splash in the Mekong 
Hiver .~ Everyone cheers loudl:,o 

S omsal< turns to his father a.nd says proudly I) ' 'i think t 1at ,vas the 
best shot of allo Oon•t youo ::.-ather o ,r 

''' It cert ainly was f'ine 9 tW his .father :ct~plieso ''The monks from our 
,vat have always be?en clever at makin,1 rocketso Pt 

J\ f'ter all the rockets have be,an fired 9 Somsak's .father spe~_ks ,, "W,i 
should remember P 0~e says!) 0r:that on t r1e r,1orning of the Rocket 
Festival an important religiOllS cere:nony is heldo This ceremony 
marks the birth and death of our gre~t religious leader Buddhao 
Cn this day new ,nonks a1·e tai<en into the wat o It is also a day 
\t hen the people give of.ferings to tha raonks o iv 
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The Rocket Festival si ,~ Somsak I s father continued r, ~r.shows that the 
people of Laos are both reli9ious ar.,d fun 1ovingo I ,: began as a 
::e:Ligious festivalo Some per·sons be:lieve 1:hat the rocket festival 
qous back to a time when people believed in many godno The ;rockets 
,irere f'ored as am pfferomg tp tje gpcls .:• Th,:? hope was that the gods 

would soon send rain which would bxing a qood rice harvesto 

Ct was six o 9 clock before Somsak, his fathHr 9 and brother finally 
9ot a samlor and started homEi o The}'had spcmt - the whole afternoon 
,l.t the festival in Vientianec Many people remained t o dance and 
:dng together far into the night o 

Boun Bang Fai is one of the many fe~tivals which the Lao enjoy 
:Jo much., Nearly all holidayf; in Lac•s are i=eligious o The visitor 
:;oon realizes that religion is one c•f' the 1oost important parts 
•>f life in Laos o 


