
THE Roc;:C.c.'T FESTIVAL 

'l'en year olCi Somsak and his little brother IG1amphone, who is seven, 
live in Vientia11e. Vientiaue is tLe capital o:i:' a country in 
southeast Asia called Laos. 

Today is a very special clay for Somsak and Ki amphone because they 
are to 30 with their father to the Rocket .Festiyal. Both the boys can 
llardly wait u._rt,il it is time to go. They have clean shirts reao.y 
and both boys have twenty kip to spend at the festival. Ti.1at is about 
four cents. 

At last tbeir fa·i;her says it is time to go. They say good-bye -~o 
their mother a;1d two little sisters. Thr.::n they walk up a little lane 
leading to the lll81n street. 

The :rathei~ o:.: the boys calls to tLe driver of a samlor. He and the 
c.,river discuss the price of a ride to tl1e festival. There are 
regular taxis in Vientiane, but for short distances most people use a 
sarnl.or, A s.amlor is like a large tricycle with a seat at the back. 
The driver sits in front anD pushes ii:, like a bicycle. The samlor 
has a canvas top to keep the rays of tl.e ho,G SUJl off the passengers. 
It also has side and back curtai11s which 1;-:ay be dropped down in case of 
rain, 

T!le two boys anu t .. eir father all sqeeze into the bri3ht-blue 
plastic-covered seat. The samlor takes them. swiftly down the street 
toward the banks o.C the Mekong River, where the celebration will be 
held. The streets are crowded with taxis, oicycles., and motorcycles. 
People are laughin;; ai.1l~ excited as they hurry to the festival. 

At last they come to tte street at the edge of the river. Somsak's 
father pays the driver, and they get out. They walk along the river's 
edge with the crowd. There are men selling balloons and still others 
with their lH;i;,l,2 carts selling cold drinks and ices. Khamphone 
decides to buy a cold orange drink. The drink is in a plastic bag with 
e straw throtl{jh the top. It costs ten kip. 

The boun Bang Fai., or Rocket Festival., is held in early May just 
be:fore the rainy season begins. At this ti.me the Mekong River generally 
has very little water. 

The people ga·ther on the dr;,t I sandy riverbed to watch the rockets being 
fu1 ed. At the bot·t;om of t:1e river bank e large scaffold made of 
bamboo has '..ieen erect.et1 to hold the rockets before they are fired. 
B.,mboo is a tall treelike :;res:; that, Grmis i,1 warm lands. 

"1-Ey we eo down to the ::;>l&oe .. :~ere t.l',c roc.ket.s :1ill be fired '1" asks Somsak 

"No:" repJ.ies his father, "it might be dan6erous. Anyway I think 
you will be able to see 1I111ch better from up llere. 
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You can see the rockets veri-J well and can watch how they are fired." 

Religious men, called monks, live in wats. The monks are exper-cs 
in making tbe rockets. They use long hollow bamboo poles which they 
fill with a special mixture o:t gunpowder. When the fuse is att.acbed 
and liE,;hted, the gunpowder blows up, sendin3 the rocket high into the 
air. The people from the dif:ferent villages like to make bets as 
to which rocket will go the :farthest. They want their rocket to be 
both powerful and beautiful. 

"Look!" cries Somsak, "here is a rocket." 

SUre enough, driving slowly up the stxeet is a truck fill.ea with 
shouting, singing men and children. Tied down in the back of the 
·0ruck is a rocket. 

"Oh!" exclaimed Somsak, "that looks like the rocket from our wat. 
For days I have been watching the men making it." 

"Yes," replies his father, "I believe ic is. See, there are our 
,,eighbors! 0 

Slowly the truck backs in ~o a position on -'che bank of the river just where 
there is a steep drop in the dry riverbed. 

Somsak and all the other people from his wat are very proud of their 
rocket. It is more than 20 feet long. It is wrapped in red and gold 
paper an6 decorated with many colored streamers and gold dragons. 

"Here comes a parade!" shouts I01amphone. The music sounds loudly. Yes, 
it is a parade but not a marching parade. A group of about ten young 
men with painted faces, strenge hats, large spectacles, false noses, 
and nrustaches or beards move forward. Tney are dancing to the sound 01: 

Drums and bamboo f'lutes. The dancers who are not. playing instruments 
are singing and clapping their hands in rhythm. The spectators laugh 
at the words oi' the songs. Some join the singers and dancers. Everyone 
is gay and happy. 

This festival will be one of the last celebrations of the year because 
soon the rains will come. Then everyone will be busy from sunup to 
mmdown tending the rice fields. 'E.1ey will have no time for such 
e;aiety. Further down the street another group oi dancers is coming. 
The street is now so full of people that no cars or samlors can drive 
through. 

As soon as the first truck is in position, the men on the truck jump 
c.own and unfasten the rocket. Tey remove some o:i:' the decorations 
and check the fuse. Then with a ra.uu·od tbey push more gunpowder into 
the hollow bamboo po1e'"',, '!'ber~ ~s mi 1 0h l"Jughing and joking, but it 
is a serious job. The pi-ide of the wat and village is a stake. 
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T'ne men have uo1·:1:.ed for nearly half an hour getting the rocket 
ready for firing. At last it is ready. 

Somsak steps to the edge ol' the ri ve1~ bank. From bere he can watch 
the rocket as it is placed in positioil for firing. 

"look, Father," he calls, "there is a rocket ready to go." 

F-.com the distance it seems to be about the same size as the rocket 
from their wat. It is blue and gold and looks very gay in the 
brie;h-t sW1lie;ht. Fifteen men, crawling up and down over the bamboo 
poles, place the rocket in position. Soon the signal is given, 
and all the men leave the scaffold. TLe crowd becomes silent as the 
fuse is lighted. A loud hiss and clouds o.i.' smoke follow. Every 
eye is on the rocket. T,e--with a great rush--the rocket leaves 
the scaffold and shoots skyward. There is a great shout from the 
crowd., then silence, because suddenly t:i:le rocket wavers and falls 
to the ground• Some people sigh in disappointment. Ochers laugh 
and boo. But it is soon forgotten because another rocket i;;; being 
carried with sinrsing and shoutine to ·che scaffold. It will be followed 
·oy many others, f'or there are at least twenty trucks lined up along 
the bank wHh rackets ready to be fired.. 

A.:, the afternoon wears on, the crowd becomes more and 
One rocket misfires, only to explode hi6h in the air • 
J..caves the i;row1c,. It only sizzles and sputters in a 
of black smoke. 

more excited. 
.Another never 

thick screen 

At last it b time for the rocket from Sornsak's wat to be fired. 
His father holds up littl-2 Khamphone on his shoulder so that he can 
see better. All the people are anxious, out tLey laugh and. joke anyway 
After a moment or two, with a great swoosh, the rocket leaves the 
scaffold. It, goes very high, leaving behin(,_ a trail of smoke. Tben 
it begins gently to arch and start dmm toward the shore. There is 
a great shout from the crowd, but the rocket doesn't hit the sl:lore. 
Instead, it lands with a great splash in the Mekong River. :C.veryone 
cheers loucay. 

Somsak turns to his father and says proudly, "i think that was the 
iiest shot 01' all. Don't you,Patlier ? 11 

"It certainly was fine," his father replies. "The monks from our 
wet have always been clever at making rockets.' 

After all the rockets have been fired, Somsak's father speaks. "We 
should remember, " he sz.:,rs, "tha-c on tbe mornii1;3 of the Rocket 
Festival an important reli3ious ceremony is held. This ceremony 
marks the ""uirth and death o::..· ou::.· c; .. :cat relisious leader Buddha. On 
this day new monks are taken in :.:.o tl1e wet. It is also a day when 
the people give offerinc;s to tr.e monks. 11 



- 4 

"The Rocket F"stival, 11 Somsak's father continued, "shows that the 
people of Laos are both religious and fun lovins. It began as a 
:celigious festival. Some per.-son3 believe that the rocket festival goes 
back to a time when people believed in mi::my goos. The rockets were 
fired as an of'l'ering to the eods. The hope was that the gods would 
soon send rain which 1-mu..ld bring a good rice harvest. " 

It was six o I clock before Somsak, his father, arn:, brother finally got a 
saml.or awl started home. Tl1ey had spent tlle whole a:fternoon at the 
festival in Vientiane. Mmy people remained to dance and sin;;:: together 
far into the nicht. 

Boun Bang J:i"'ai is one of the many festivals which the Lao enjoy 
so much. Nearly all holidays in Laos are religious. The visitor soon 
:tealizes that reli6 io n is one of the most important parts of li:fe 
in Laos. 


