
1NTERNATIONA.L VOLUNTARY SERVICES. INC. 

Hello., . ~ 

1903 n street, n .w . washington . d . c. 20036 

Larry Woo'.d_so~ 
Luang Prabang, Laos 
November 16, 1964 

I hope this newslette/·'fina'.s -you all well and keeping out of trouble. I . al~o 
.... -hope that you found th~ las~ newsletter interesting. .i:i.ather than repeat things 

· from time to time I have decided to do a=Llittle research and cover one main area 
at a time. Since my ·assistant's wife just recently had a baby I thought that 
I would use this letter to tell you a little about th~ various birth rites. Part 
of the follo~ing informatioi:i was received through an assistant and the rest from 
various peopi~ and what few 9ooks that are available here~ 

. , :1,. . ', . . 

A few months before the child is to be born, friends 9f the wife gather in the 
pale candle lit room and one of them fastens cotton threads around the expectant 
mother's wrist. ,Th!:i~e .tl:_lreads are suppose to bind .. her soul. As the threads are 
placed around th~ ''.wri~t 'the reciter murmurs: llmay· you have a house full of 
children, and grandchildren the bedroom full.. 11 

During the pr~gnancy the mother has to observe many rigorous taboos. First she 
must abstain; in her meals, from certain dishes which ~ha particularly likes: 
larva from bees, tamarinds, bananas - containing seeds, aubergines. If she 
should be tempted-to eat them she might very well give birth to a child, as 
turbulent as the honey flies, and t,he "bladder containing the waters" would be 
so swollen and hard that the):~ir1;,h :woul.d prove to be extremely difficult. She 
must . not step over the head-:-Fope of a horse or an ox lest the chi),.d would be 
greedy, nor to sit on the upper step of the stairs as it might delay the birth, 
such as ·. the child 9 s head blocking the entrance. Should she want to dry her skirt 
in the sun, she must see that the bottom of it is placed in the direction of the 
sun so that ,- 1:rhe head of the chi],d will .come first. If she wants to attend some 
festiviti<;i~, :: ~he must not dress up or wear make-up, or , else the child would grow 
up to become>vain. "·. 

-: ~- ' -

When she gets up in the morning, she must hit her loins with her two fist, saying, 
"Let the placenta fall, may the membrane enveloping the child, be expelled. :, At 
the end of ,the day, whe,n shl;l takes a bath, she must face the setting sun and smooth 
her. hair with stalks of muraena. This will ~~able the child to come out easi~y, 
just as if it were an eel. 

On the day of deliverance the man-midwife is sent for. He bows three times before 
the cup of offerings presented to -him and 4hen invokes the master's spirit who 
taught him the formulas and techniques. · 

, .- ~.:J 

.-; ,_; I J • •• 
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Holding a long rope tied to the roof, the pregnant wcman tries to facilitate 
the descent of the foetus. The man-midwife rubs her and lays on her belly 
grated tubers; he also tries with a betel's stalk to make her vomit. From time 
to time he drinks a few mouthfuls of perfumed water which he then spits on 
the woman's body, to drive away the evil spirits. 

As time pai;,se~ __ the woman weakens and faints. The midwife tells the parents 
that they better call for the 11Mo Sado" (witch doctor). The witch doctor goes 
through ;;/'r:i.tual and forces some sacred liquid down the patient's mouth. 

If one of the childts hands comes out first the witch doctor places in it a 
little ball of pasty rice and a few grains of salt while saying •1Child, JlO-t­

your hand first, but your head. 11 Then he pushes the hand back and tries to 
alter the position of the chi.l:d. , ' If 1-ehe baby sticks its foot out f1r'st, the 
witch doctor quickly gets a hold··1c:;f r_'an · old shoe and softly pats the fo·ot, sayi.ng 
"not your foot first, it is you~ .:head you . must show first . " 

After delivery, an old relative specially chosen for his or her honorability . 
.:<t. and behavior - shall not his character be ~reflected in that --of the child? - '".' 

cuts the umbilical cord with a sharp blade of bamboo. The placenta is washed 
and salted and placed in a bamboo tube and buried at the foot of the stairs 
or aband'o~~d to the current of 'the river. ·. . . 

; . . ; 1 1 .·. . ' · . 
. . .• ·J 

Th~n, th~ ·witch doctor places red and black cotton yarn around the mother and 
child'rs neck and recites another formdla. This is to prevent th~ -" return of 
evil spirits. 

Tl:ie.· mother is then forced to sit on some salt or in a basin- containing a fEM­
dr6ps of alcohol so as to sp~eci'·the healing · of the lacerations and wounds.;, 

_One of the child's grandmothers takes a rice strainer and after passing it 
through a flame, stands on the doorstep, and tries to scare away the Phis P'ais 
( spirits) that kidnaps children. · ~he child is then put in the rice strainer, 
,and after placing according to the ·•~x of the child, under the tiny mattress.; 
'a dagger or a needle, a pencil, a book or some kitchen utensils, so that when 
growing up the child should be briye, studious or skilled in household duties • 

.L-

A small bamboo fence is constructecf'1between the mother and the 
this fence the witch.1 doc tor fixes,ri a'iV"o ar ' on which · he has drawn 
silhouette for the purpose of frightening e,·il spirits away. 
there are additional rituals having to do with re-establishing 
circulation. 

child. Against 
in limea · human 
Following this 
normal blood 

The next mornit;g, while the young mother gets a bath,'. one of the child's 
grandmothers, wearing a huge pointed hat, places on the veranda or at the foot 
of the stairs a cup of scented water and a bamboo vessel filled with earth, 
straw,. a broken piece of china and a comb. Sha washes the child with scented 
:wal~iF theri pla~t\ls his feet on the earth cont·ained in the -vessel. This is done 

. ·t'o integrate the . child in the human and family communYties • . :' · 

Following this a chicken is killed and various parts of it are used to predict 
the child's future. The lower part of the beak of the chicken determines the 
length of life that the child will have. The longer the ridge, the longer the 
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child's life. The eyes are taken out and examined. If they are not the same 
size it is a bad sign for the child. The feet are cut off and observed. If 
the toes curl up but don't cross it is a good sign. If the toes cross it means 
trouble somewhere during the Child's life. 

Through the work of missionaries, doctors and others here in Laos many of the 
witch doctors are going out of business. There are still many here however 
and the spirits of the Phis (pronounced Peas) still claim the mind and boQy 
of most of the Lao. 

About one week ago I found that the tin can barrel was full, so I started 
wondering what use could be made of the cans and bottles. I soon found out 
that a refugee village outside of town could use them. I found out later that 
the refugees used the cans for water glasses and the bottles to carry water 
from the stream and storing it. The same thing can be said for about anything 
the Americans throw away. The people can make use of almo.st anything even 
though we claim it is worn out or no good. At this time of the year the refugees 
have a great need for clothing. 

I have just recently found out that the 4-H club that I was a member of wants 
to take this as their project and collect clothes to send over to be given to 
the refugees. During the month of October there were more than 500 of them 
relocated that had come down from the north. 

I will clos.e this newsletter now and let you in on what 0 s to come in the future. 
During the past week I attended a Meo funeral. Needless to say it was very 
interesting to me and I think you will also find it interesting. Also, I have 
traveled down the river with the English doctor and the missionaries to a Leper 
village. I think my accounts of this might be interesting if not sickening. 

Your failure to write will indicate to me that you are not interested, so I 
will remove your name from the mailing list. I hope that you are interested 
enough in my work and the people of Laos to drop me a line. Please feel free 
to ask any questions. 

Larry Woodson 
IVS/USAID Education Division 
APO 
San Francisco, California 96352 

Larry Woodson 
IVS/U.Q,AID Education Division 
APO 152 
San Francisco, California 

Cordially, 

Larry Woodson 

(use this address after January 1, 1965) 

(present address) 

P.S. Permission to publish this letier, in whole or in part, must be secured from 
International Voluntary Services, Inc., 1903 N Street, N.W., Washington, D. C. , 20036. 
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Hello, 

Larry Woodson -•j 

Luang Prabang, Laos 
November 16, 1964 

I hope this newsletter finds you all well and keeping out of trouble. I also 
hope that you found the last newsletter interesting. Rather than repeat things 
from time to time I have decided to do a~tlittle research and cover one main area 
at a time. Since my assistant's wife just recently had a baby I thought that 
I would use this letter to tell you a little about the various birth rites. Part 
of the following· information was received through an assistant and the rest from 
various people and what few books that are available here. · 

A few months before the child is to be born, friends of the wife gather in the 
pale candle lit room and one of them fastens cotton threads around the expectant 
mother's wrist. · These threads are suppose to bind. her soul. As the threads ate 
placed around the wrist the reciter murmurs: umay you have -a house full of 
children, and grandchildren the bedroom full.. 11 

During the pregnancy the mother has to observe many rigorous taboos. First she 
must ~bstain, in her meals, from certain dishes which ~he particularly likes: 
larva from bees, tamarinds, bananas - containing seeds , aubergines . If she 
should be tempted to eat them she might very well give birth to a child, as 
turbulent as the honey flies, and the 11bladder containing the waters" would be 
so swollen and hard that the birth wouJ.d prove to be extremely difficult·. She 
must not step over the head-rope of a horse or an ox lest the child would be 
greedy, nor to sit on the upper step of the stairs as it might delay the birth, 
such as the child's head blocking the entrance . Should she want to dry her .skirt 
in the sun, she must see that the bottom of it is placed in the direction of the 
sufr -so that the head of the child will come first. If she wants to attend some 
fe_stivities, she must not dress up or wear make . .:.up, or else the child woµld grow 
up to become vain. ·. '.- .1. i.1: 

When she gets up in the morning, she must hit her loins with her two fist, saying, 
"Let the placenta fall, may the membrane enveloping the child, be expelled. 0 At 
the _Jnd of the da:y, when she takes a<bath, she must face the setting sun and smooth 
her ·hair with stalks of muraena. This will enable the child to come out eas~+Y, 
jus~ as if it were an eel. 

On the day of deliverance the man-midwife is sent for. He bows three times before 
the cup of offerings presented to ·him and ·· then invokes the master's spirit who 
taught him the formulas and techniques. 

....i.-: 
:: ,· .. 

.l. 
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Holding a long rope tied to the roof, the pregnant wcman tries to facilitate 
the descent of the foetus. The man-midwife rubs ·her ·and lays on her belly 
grated tubers; he also tries with a betel's stalk to make her vomit. From time 
to time he drinks a few mouthfuls of perfumed water which he then spits on 
the woman•s body, to drive away the evil spirits. 

As time passes the woman weakens and faints. The midwife tells the parents 
that they better call for the "Mo Sado" (witch doctor). The witch doctor goes 
~hrough a ritual and forces some sacred liquid down the patient's mouth. 

If one of the childls hands comes out first the witch doctor places in it a 
little ball of pasty rice and a few grains of salt while saying •1Child, not 
your hand first, but your head. 11 Then he pushes the hand back and tries to 
alter the position of the:, child. · If, the baby sticks : 'its foot out first, ,, the 

i•witch doctor quickly gets a hold ofrian old shoe and softly pats the foot, ,saying 
"not your foot first, it is your hf3.id you must show first." 

-.-, ; .':, 

After delivery, an old relative specially chosen for his or, her ·honorability7 

· ~na-; behav-ior ·~ shall not his charit6w~vbe reflected in that :. of the , child? -
cuts the umbilical cord with a · t{harp· :blade of bamboo. ·The placenta ·is washed 
and salted and placed in a bamboo tube and buried at the foot of the stairs 

,::::J.r abahdoned to the current of the river. 

Th~n; :,the '· witch doctor places i,red · and ·,black cotton yarn around the mother and 
childiB neck and recites another formula. · Thi'.s is to prevent the return of 
evil spirits. 

The mother is then forced to sit'' 'On some salt or in a basin containing a few 
d~psi of alcohol so as to speed. ,the healing of the lacerations and wounds. 

One of the child's grandmothers takes a rice strainer and after passing it 
through a flame, stands on the doorstep, and tries to scare away the Phis P'ais 
( spirits) that kidnaps children. ::; ·-mhe child is then put in the rice strainer., 
and after placing according to the'•~s:ex of the child, under the tiny mattress:, 
a dagger or a needle, a pencil, a "bobk or some kitchen utensils, so that when 
growing up the child should be braV'e',' studious or skilled in household duties. 

r: ~ . 

' '' A small bamboo fence is constructed·:•between the mother and the child. Again~t 
.· r · this fence

0

'the witch doC tor fixes an 0ar on which he has drawn in lime a human 
silhouette for the purpose of frightening evil spirits away. Following this 
there are additional rituals having to do with re-establishing normal blood 

:-•' ·' circulation. 
! (!",, 

· Y Tlie rleixt morning, while the young mother gets a bath, one o,f t.the child's 
·. grandmothers, wearing a huge pointE3d hat, places on the veranda or at the foot 
of the stairs a cup of scented water and a bamboo vessel filled with earth, 
straw, a broken piece of china and a comb. She washes the child with scented 
·tva·ter then places his feet on the· rearth contained in the vesseL This is done 
to integrate the child in the human ·-and family communities. : · , ·:, 

Following this a chicken is killed and various parts of it are used to predict 
the child's future. The lower part of the beak of the chicken determines the 
length of life that the child will have. The longer the ridge, the longer the 
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child's life. The eyes are taken out and examined. If they are not the same 
size it is a bad sign for the child. The feet are cut off and observed. If 
the toes curl up but don't cross it is a good sign. If the toes cross it means 
trouble somewhere during the Child's life. 

Through the work of missionaries, doctors and others here in Laos many of the 
witch doctors are going out of business. There are still many here however 
and the spirits of the Phis (pronounced Peas) still claim the mind and body 
of most of the Lao. 

About one week ago I found that the tin can barrel was full, so I started 
wondering what use could be made of the cans and bottles. I soon found out 
that a refugee village outside of town could use them. I found out later that 
the refugees used the cans for water glasses and the bottles to carry water 
from the stream and storing it. The same thing can be said for about anything 
the Americans throw away. The people can make use of almo.st anything even 
though we claim it is worn out or no good. At this time of the year the refugees 
have a great need for clothing. 

I have just recently found out that the 4-H club that I was a member of wants 
to take this as their project and collect clothes to send over to be given to 
the refugees. During the month of October there were more than 500 of them 
relocated that had come down from the north. 

I will clo~e this newsletter now and let you in on what's to come in the future. 
During the past week I attended a Meo funeral. Needless to say it was very 
interesting to me and I think you will also find it interesting. Also, I have 
traveled down the river with the English doctor and the missionaries to a Leper 
village. I think my accounts of this might be interesting if not sickening. 

Your failure to write will indicate to me that you are not interested, so I 
will remove your name from the mailing list. I hope that you are interested 
enough in my work and the people of Laos to drop me a line. Please feel free 
to ask any questions. 

Larry Woodson 
DTS/USAID Education Division 
APO 
San Francisco, California 96352 

Larry Woodson 
DTS/USAID Education Division 
APO 152 
San Francisco, California 

Cordially, 

Larry Woodson 

(use this address after January 1, 1965) 

(present address) 

P.S. Permission to publish this letter, in whole or in part, must be secured from 
International Voluntary Services, Inc., 1903 N Street, N.W., Washington, D. c., 20036. 
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H~tlo, ._ 

Larry Woodson i • 

Luang .Prrabang, Laos 
November 16, 1964 

t hope this newsletter finds; you all well and keeping out of trouble. I also 
_-."~ope ,that you found the last newsletter interesting. Ratl}er than repeat things 

from time to time I have decided to do a}little research and cover one main area 
at a time. Since my assistant's wife just recently had a baby I thought that 
I wo~ld use this letter to tell you a little about the v~rious birth rites. Part 
of the follpwing information was received through an assistant and the -res_t from 
various pe9ple and what few books that are available here. ..; 

·,. 

A few months before the child is to be born, friends .-of the wife gather ... an -the 
pale candle lit room and one of them fastens cotton threads around the expectant 
mother' . .s wrlst. .These threads are suppose to bind her soul. As the threads _· are 
placei;(,,ar9uij.d th,~, :w:v;i-st the 'reciter murmurs: llmay you have a house full of : .. 
children, and grandchildren the bedroom full.. 11 

During .. _i;,pe pregnancy: _the mother has to observe many rigorous tabqos. Firs_t she 
must aR'.stain, in he~:1 meals, from certain dishes which, e:p.a particul,arly li\{_es: 
larva from bees, tamarinds, bananas - containing seeds , aubergines . If she 
should be tempted to eat them she might very well give ,,pirth to a child,- as 
turbulent as the honey flies, -and the !!bladder containing the watersu w.({ajcd be 
so swollen and hard that the birth woul.d prove to be ,-extr-$mely difficult. -- •i$he 
must not step over -th~ . head-rope of a horse or an ox lest:' the child would be· 
greedy, nor to sit o~ the upper step of the stairs . as it might delay the birth, 
supp as the child's head blocking the entrance . Should she want to dry her. skirt 
in 'the sun, she must see that the bottom of it is placed in the direction of the 
sun so that the _heaq of the child will come first. If she wants to attend. ~ome 

_. Je,~tivities, she must not dress up ot-,.wear make-up, or else the _child would :-grow 
.up; to become vain • ... " .. . · · .,_. . ·-,_~J. 

f',(: ! • 

When she gets up in the morning, she must hit her loins with her two fist,. saying, 
"Let the placenta fall, may the membrane enveloping the child, be expelled. ;, At 
the end of the day, when she takes -a _bath, she must face ~he settiing '~un and smooth 
her hair with stalks of muraena. This will enable the child to -co~e out easily, 
just as if 'it :~ere· an eel. '! f '" ;, • ; 

On the day of .deliverance the man-midwife is sent for . 
the cup of offerings presented to him qpd then invokes 
taught him the formulas and techniques. 

,_;(. .... 

:_•, I • 
•·,J 

1 ff!"~i!C'' 

He • bows'· t lft~'e times before 
the master's spirit who 
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Holding a long rope tied to the roof, the pregnant woman tries to facilitate 
the descent of the foetus. The man-midwife rubs her and lays on her belly 
grated tubers; he also tries with a betel's stalk to make her vomit. Frdm time 
to time he drinks a few mouthfuls of perfumed wate'r which he then spits on 
the woman's body, to drive away the evil spirits. 

As time pa,1s~,8,.\he woman weakens and faints . The midwife tells the parents 
that tJ1ey pet;ti3r call for the 11Mo Sado 11 (witch doctor). The witch doctor goes 
throug_h a ritµal and forces some sacred liquid down the patient's mouth . 

If one of the childts hands comes out first the witch doctor places in it a 
little ball of pasty rice and a few grains of salt while saying •1Child, not 
your hand first, but ycmr head." Then he pushes the hand back and tries to 
_alter the position of the chil;d. If -:tile baby sticks its foot out n.'.rs't, th~ · 
witch doctor quickly g;~ts a li"o14 -~,:C :-:3'.n . old shoe and softly pats the foot, saying 
11not your foot first, it is you.ti hea'.q :'you must show first. 11 • :·., 

1 

··•' . . ,.i<..:· 

.·;,·,,,After delivery, an ;old relative sp·:~'i 'd11y 6hosen for his or her honorability 
, 'and behavior - shall not his ·~;haracter be . reflected in tha'_:t of the child? -

cuts the umbilical cord with a.·"sharp blade of bamboo . The' placenta is washed 
.,~~d , sa+A~P: and placed in a bamp_o,o t~\?~, and buried at the foot of the stairs 

• or abandoned to the current of the river. 
:;(;:· --..-)(1.J,: .-1~,: ·' ;~, . ::.· _, .. _ ~::'.," 

~-- · "";':' ,; .-.-rf, ;· .:..1/ :", i · '. 
Then, :'frq.~ ·wJ,tch doctor places ';red and bla6'k cotton yarn around the mother and 
child 9·s· ·neck and recites another formula. .,This is to prevent :the return of 
evil spirits. ·\ 

The moth~r is then forced to sit on some salt or in a basin 1 containing a 'fiiw 
• ·,;,1 '• ·:· 

drops ,qf 'alcohol so as to speed the healing .of the lacerati'dns and wounds. 
·.~ . . . 

Ope of the child's grandmothers ta~e~ a rice strainer and after passing it 
through a flame, stands on the doo'r'§tep, and tries to scar'~·: away the Phis P' ais 
( spirits) that kidnaps children. The child is then put in '· the rice strainer, 
and after placing according to the s;ex of the child, under the tiny mattress, 
a dagger or a needle, a pencil, a i56ok or some · kitchen utensils, so that when 

O[')'' 'growing up the child should be 'BfJii;;, studious or skilled in household .. duties. 

A small bamboo fence is construc.ted between the mother and the child. Against 
this fence the -..;itch doCtor fifJ1 ari oar on which hehas drawn in lime a human 
silhouette for the purpose of frightening eYil spirits away. Following' this 
there are additional rituals having to do with re-establishing normal blood 
circulation. 

The next morning, _while the young mother gets a bath , one of the child's 
grandmothers, wearing a huge pointed hat, places on the veranda or at the foot 
of the stairs a cup of scented water and a bamboo vessel ·,£ii.led with earth, 
straw, a broken piece of china and a comb. She washes the ~~ild with scented 
water then places his feet on the earth contain~d in the ve§iel. This is done 
to integrate the child in the human arid family- comrnunities . 

Following this a chicken is killed and various parts of it are used to predict 
the child's future. The lower part of the beak of the chicken determines the 
length of life that the child will have . The longer the ridge, the longer the 
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child 9 s life. The eyes are taken out and examined. If they are not the same 
size it is a bad sign for the child. The feet are cut off and observed. If 
the toes curl up but don 9 t cross it is a good sign. If the toes cross it means 
trouble somewhere during the Child 9 s life. 

Through the work of missionaries, doctors and others here in Laos many of the 
witch doctors are going out of business. There are still many here however 
and the spirits of the Phis (pronounced Peas) still claim the mind and body 
of most of the Lao. 

About one week ago I found that the tin can barrel was full, so I started 
wondering what use could be made of the cans and bottles. I soon found out 
that a refugee village outside of town could use them. I found out later that 
the refugees used the cans for water glasses and the bottles to carry water 
from the stream and storing it. The same thing can be said for about anything 
the Americans throw away. The people can make use of almo.st anything even 
though we claim it is worn out or no good. At this time of the year the refugees 
have a great need for clothing. 

I have just recently found out that the 4-H club that I was a member of wants 
to take this as their project and collect clothes to send over to be given to 
the refugees. During the month of October there were more than 500 of them 
relocated that had come down from the north. 

I will clcs.e this newsletter now and let you in on what 9 s to come in the future. 
During the past week I attended a Meo funeral. Needless to say it was very 
interesting to me and I think you will also find it interesting. Also, I have 
traveled down the river with the English doctor and the missionaries to a Leper 
village. I think my accounts of this might be interesting if not sickening. 

Your failure to write will indicate to me that you are not interested, so I 
will remove your name from the mailing list. I hope that you are interested 
enough in my work and the people of Laos to drop me a line. Please feel free 
to ask any questions. 

Larry Woodson 
ITS/USAID Education Division 
APO 
San Francisco, California 96352 

Larry Woodson 
IVS/U.C!,AID Education Division 
APO 152 
San Francisco, California 

Cordially, 

Larry Woodson 

(use this address after January 1, 1965) 

(present address) 

P.S. Permission to publish this letmr, in whole or in part, must be secured from 
International Voluntary Services, Inc., 1903 N Street, N.W., Washington, D. c., 20036. 
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Larry_, Woocl.~on 
Luang Pra~ang, Laos 
November 16, 1964 

I hope _th~s newsletter finds you all well and keeping out 'or, trouble. I also 
hope th~t- you found the . .last newsletter interesting • . ~Rather. than repeat things 
from time to time I have; decided to do a~t little research and cover one main area 
at a time. Since my assistant's wife just recently had a baby I thought that 
I would use .,this lette_r to tell you a little about the various birth rites. Part 
of the follQwing information was received .through an assistant and. the rest from 
various people and w.~at f_e.:'" books that are available here. 

, . 
-. ' . t 

A few months before the child is to he born, friends of the wife gather in the 
pale candle lit room and one of them fastens cotton threads around the expectant 
mother 9 s. wris~t. These .threads are suppo;se to bind her soul. As the threads are 
placed .:ar~mnd .the wrist the rec:i,ter murFf!urs: 1imay you have a house full of 
children, and grandchildren the -'bedroom full.. II 

During -the pregnancy the mother has to observe many rigorous taboos. First she 
must _apstain, in her .meals, ,from certain dishes which ~ha particularly likes: 
larva from bees, t 'amarinds; bananas - containing seeds, aubergines. If she 
should be tempted to eat them she might very w.eil give birth to a child, as 
turbulent as t.he. honey flie.s, · :and the "bladder-.containing the wa tersu would be 
so swollen and · 'h~rd. that th,~ iPi.r:th wou.Ld prove t 'o. be . extremely difficult. She 
must not step oLy:.~r 'the head.:r,9p

0e ,of a horse or an ox lest the chiid would be 
greedy, nor to ~it on the upper step of the stairs as it might delay the birth, 
such as the ch1ld 9 s head blocking the entrance. Should she want to dry her skirt 
in the sun, she must see that the bottom of it is placed in the direction of the 
sun so that the head of the child will come first. If she wants to attend some 
festivities, ,sq~ must not dress .. up or wear make-up, or else the child would grow 
up to become ,yain • . 

. ~: '. ! : · 

When she gets up in the morning, she must hit her loins with her two fist, saying, 
"Let the placenta fall , may the membrane enveloping t he child, be expelled. :, At 
the end of th~ day, when she takes a bath, she must face the setting sun and smooth 
her hair with. ?talks of muraena. This will enable the child to come out easily, 

• , >~ . -

just as if ·it -were an eel. 

On the day of deliverance the man-midwife is sent for. He bows three times before 
the cup of offerings presented to him and then invokes the master 9 s spirit who 
taught him the formulas and techniques. 

• t • I ( I : , ~ _ 
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Holding a long rope tied to the roof, the pregnant wcman tries to facilitate 
the descent of the foetus. The man-midwife rubs her and lays on her belly 
grated tubers; he also tries with a betel's stalk to make her vomit. From time 
to time he drinks a few mouthfuls of perfumed water which he then spits on 
the woman's body, to drive away the evil spirits. 

As time passes the woman weakens and faints. The midwife tells the parents 
that they ' better· call for the 11Mo Sado" (witch doctor). The witch doctor goes 
through · a ritual and forces some sacred liquid down the patient's mouth. 

If one of the childls hands comes out first the witch doctor places in it a, 
little ball of pasty rice and a few grains of salt while saying •1Child, no't' 
your hand first, but your h_ead. 11 Then he pushes the hand back and tries to 
al~er the· position of the ''ctB'.).d' • . , .. 1r :the baby sticks its foot out fi!tst, the 
witch doctor quickly gets a ' hS:G:f''b:(ian ·old shoe and softly pats the foot, saying 
' "not' your foot first, it is your' hea~ you must show first. If 

• · · . · . . ·: : _; :1.-·, •;t". · . ; .. 

j u•ter d:elivery, an old relatiif~ hs_pecially chosen for his or her· honorability 
and behavior - shall not his c·fi#Pa.cter ·'&e= ·f'eflected in that of t'he child? -
cuts the umbilical cord with a sharp bla.de' of bamboo. The placenta is washed 
and s.alted. and placed in a bamboo tube and buried at the foot of the stairs 
or a.barictb'\i:ed to the current of the river. . .. · ' · .. ,, ., 

Then, the witch doctor places red and black cotton yarn around the mother and 
child 9 s neck and recites another formula. , 'This is to prevent the return of 
evil spirits. i•: 

'The-'niother is then forced to sit on some salt· or in ·a basin coritaining' a ,:fte-w ,· 
drops· ~-f · ·alcohol so as to speed_ the healing 'of · the lacerations ·and wounds. ' 

One of ·the child 9 s grandmothers takes a ric·e strainer and after· passing it 
through a fl.a.me, stands on the doorstep, ahtl tries to 'Scare ·away the Phis P'ais 
( spirits) that kidnaps children. The 6hild i's then put·'½.n 'the rice strainer, 
and after placing according to the se:i' of the child, under the tiny mattress, 

. a dagge,f or a needle, a pencil, a book or some kitch~rt iutensils, so that when 
g!,'owi~gup the child should be brave, studious or skilled in household duties. 

, •- !, ... • • ,. .-_){,, 

A s°'ail bamboo fence is constructed between the mother ·,and the 
. thfs fence the witch dc:P tor fixes an o a.r on which he has drawn 
silhouette for the purpose of frightening eYil spirits a.way. 
there __ a.re additional ritua],s having to do with re-establishing 
cir¢uf~tion. i. · · · 

0 .8:.:.: L.. 

child. Against 
in lime a human 
Following this 
normal blood 

J\~r • nrr· 
The" n~xt morning, while the young mother gets a bath, one oil ·the -child's 
gtandnidt'hers, wearing a huge p6'fnted hat, places on the veranda or a.t · the foot 
of the stairs a cup of scented water and a bamboo vessel filled with earth, 
straw~ .a broken piece of china and a comb. She washes the child with scented 

• ·- j" 1 ' c;. ..... . ! ·/ ·- - •. · 

watet"·· then· 'places his feet on ·the earth contained in the '-vessel. This is done 
to fnt~~rate the child in the hufuah and family communities. · . 

Following this a chicken is killed and various parts of it are used to predict 
the child's future. The lower part of the beak of the chicken determines the 
length of life that the child will have. The longer the ridge, the longer the 
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child's life. The eyes are taken out and examined. If they are not the same 
size it is a bad sign for the child. The feet are cut off and observed. If 
the toes curl up but don't cross it is a good sign. If the toes cross it means 
trouble somewhere during the child's life. 

Through the work of missionaries, doctors and others here in Laos many of the 
witch doctors are going out of business. There are still many here however 
and the spirits of the Phis (pronounced Peas) still claim the mind and body 
of most of the Lao. 

About one week ago I found that the tin can barrel was full, so I started 
wondering what use could be made of the cans and bot tles. I soon found out 
that a refugee village outside of town could use them. I found out later that 
the refugees used the cans for water glasses and the bottles to carry water 
from the stream and storing it. The same thing can be said for about anything 
the Americans throw away. The people can make use of almo.st anything even 
though we claim it is worn out or no good. At this time of the year the refugees 
have a great need for clothing. 

I have just recently found out that the 4-H club that I was a member of wants 
to take this as their project and collect clothes to· send over to be given to 
the refugees. During the month of October there were more than 500 of them 
relocated that had come down from the north. 

I will clos.e this newsletter now and let you in on what 9 s to come in the future. 
During the past week I attended a Meo funeral. Needless to say it was very 
interesting to me and I think you will also find it interesting. Also, I have 
traveled down the river with the English doctor and the missionaries to a Leper 
village. I think my accounts of this might be interesting if not sickening. 

Your failure to write will indicate to me that you are not interested, so I 
will remove your name from the mailing list. I hope that you are interested 
enough in my work and the people of Laos to drop me a line. Please feel free 
to ask any questions. 

Larry Woodson 
D!S/USAID Education Division 
APO 
San Francisco, California 96352 

Larry Woodson 
DIS/USAID Education Division 
APO 152 
San Francisco, California 

Cordially, 

Larry Woodson 

(use this address after January 1, 1965) 

(present address) 

P.S. Permission to publish this letmr, in whole or in part, must be secured from 
International Voluntary Services, Inc., 1903 N Street, N. W., Washington, D. c., 20036. 
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November 16; 1964 

I ··hope this newsletter finds you all well ·~tand keeping out of trouble. Lalso 
'hope that you found the last newsletter ,,i,nteresting. Rather . than repeat things 
from time to time I have decided to do a~,,),ittle research and cover one main area 
at a time. Since my assistant's wife just recently had a baby I thought that 
I would use this letter to tell you a 1i.~~le about the various birth rites. Part 
of the following information was receive.cl, -:-~til7o,ugh an assistant and the r .~st from 
various people -a.n<;l ~hat few books that -~reA~-Yic3;ilable here. ·, 

A few months before the child is to be born, friends of the wife gather in the 
pale candle lit room and one of them fastens cotton threads around the expectant 
mother 9 s wrist. 1These threads are suppose to . bind her soul. As the threads are 
placed around the wrist the reciter murmurs: . JJ.may you have. a house full of 
children, and grandchildren the bedroom full. • 11 

During the pregnancy the mother has to observe many rigorqus taboos. First she 
must abstain, in her meals, from certain dishes which ~ha particularly likes: 
larva from bees, tamarinds, bananas - containing seeds, aubergines. If she 
should be tempted to eat them she might very well give birth to a child, as 
turbulent as the honey flies, , e..nd,. the "bladder containing the waters ;} would be 
so swollen and hard that the. bi~th. wou.Ld prove to be extremely diffic-q.lt.,. ,, ,She 
must not step over the head..-rdpe 0,,of a horse or an ox lest the child wo,~;f ~e 
greedy, nor to sit on the upper step of the stairs as it might delay _t,g~,.pirth, 
such as the child vs head blocking the entrance. Should she want to _qry') 1er. skirt 
in the sun, she must see that the bottom of it is placed in the direction of the 
sun so that the head of the child will come first. If she wants to attend some 
festivities, she must not dres_:;; .,up or wear make-up, or else the chil9;- i~ould grow 
up to become vain. · ; .C•; .. · ~--:Li f\JJCi! L.. 

f J \_ •·; t:. - 'I .. .. .. ,.,. ' 

When she gets up in the morning, she must hit her loins with her' \~qa:fis·t ., . saying, 
"Let the placenta fall, may the membrane enveloping t he child, be. exp.ell ed. ;i At 
the end of the day, when. she takes a bath, she .. must face the_ s~_! ,H-.-9~ SJln .a~d- smooth 

· ner hair with stalks of muraena. This i\-1~+1 en.;i.bl~ ,the chii4sJ~ ~ .n.l~.JJ 3,,~~asily, 
ju.st ·as if it were ·an eel. ·_;::; ,1fi::-· ~• -;_, •L:.:~..ii:: 

i;f;."l" l'i':.' 

t )tL the day 
the cup of 
taught him 

· . L,;i ,, ni. ·;:c, e . ui.q fb:-ir·•r.:;; ,,. . ·· 
of deliverance the mai;i-midw:j..f.ft,. J.5=:i~~rrt,.}for. ·, ¥._ b,W -9r:J P.r:$/~ time;; before 
offerings presented to; him a.wi iY:l~.~3. ~ y,9kes ~P.Jl;(J:\la?1t_~r.,Lp .... spirit who 
the formulas and techniques. 

. -~d ­

L '! 

' : . 

;. / f_[i }! 
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Holding a long rope tied to the roof, the pregnant wcman tries to facilitate 
the descent of the foetus. The man-midwife rubs her and lays on her belly 
grated tubers; he also tries with a betel's stalk to make her vomit. From time 
to time he drinks a few mouthfuls of perfumed water which he then spits on 
the woman's body, to drive away the evil spirits. 

As t:µne, passes the woman weakens and faints . The midwife tells the parents 
,:tj1a:t._;, they better call for the 11Mo Sado" (witch doctor). The witch doctor goes 

· :\through a ritual and forces some sacred liquid down the patient's mouth. 

If one of the child&s hands comes out first the witch doctor places in it a 
little ball of pasty r i ce and a few grains of salt while saying ;1Child,d ).Pt 

.,your. hand first, but your head. 11 Then he pushes the hand back and tries to 
:-,•.( alter the pos'itiori of the child.' · If the baby sticks its foot outd'tfrst, : :.the 
·,/ witch doctor quickly';gets a hold of an old shoe and softly pats .the foot, ,_i saying 

.. . \:' 

"not your foot ffi-st ; · it is you±-' head you must show first. 11 . ·· 

After delivery, an old relative specially chosen for his or her honorabiil,ity 
and behavior - shall not his characterbe reflected in that of the child? -
cuts the umbilical cord with a sharp blade of bamboo . The placenta . is .rMashed 
and sa],ti~sh 1apd placed in a bamboo tube and buried at the foot of the stairs 
or abanµ9n_@P..J to the current of the river. .. .. ht'ln, 

. ed,' ·.0J.r,F ·,· 
T~€3n,, tljle~) witch doctor places red and black cotton yarn around the,, mot·hE/r. and 
child 9 s neck and recites another ·formula~ ·"• This is to pi<event tbl~,ret-u~n oJ 
evil spirits. i '. · 

The mother i ; (. \ pen forced to sit' on some salt or in a basin contain;ing a ,t,_~w 
drops ot alcohol so as · to speed' the healing of the lacerations and.wounds~ : 

l• One of the child's grandmothers takes a rice strainer and after passing it 
,-:f through a flame, stands on the doorstep, and tries to scare away the Phis P'ais 

(spirits) that kidnaps children. The child is then put in the rice strainer, 
and after placing according to the sex of the child, under the ,tiny mattress, 
a dagger or a needle, a pencil , a book or some kitchen utensils, .so t~at when 
growing up the child should be brave, studious or skilled in household duties. 

A small bamboo fence is constructed· between the mother and the child. Against 
this fence the wit6h dc:P tor fixes· an o·ar on which he hasLdrawn in lime · a human 
silhouette for the purpose of frightening eYil spirits a-w.ay. Following this 
there are additional rituals having to do with re-establishing normal blood 
circulation. 

The next morning, whil e the young mother gets a bath,. one . of the child's 
grandmothers, wearing a huge pointed hat, places ' .'On ·the ::"11:.e.r-1i.nda or at the . foot 
of the stairs a cup of scented water and a bamboo vessel filled with ,earth, 
straw, a broken piece of china and a comb. She washes the child with scented 
water their:. p~aces his feet on the earth contained in the vessel • . 'r,hi$ , is , done 
to integrate' 'the child in the human and family , communities . 

Following this a chicken is killed and various parts of it are used to predict 
the .child's future. The lower part of t _he beak of the chicken determines the 
length of life that the child will have. The longer the ridge, the longer the 
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child 9 s life. The eyes are taken out and examined.. If they are not the same 
size it is a bad sign for the child. The feet are cut off and observed. If 
the toes curl up but don't cross it is a good sign. If the toes cross it means 
trouble somewhere during the child's life. 

Through the work of missionaries, doctors and others here in Laos many of the 
witch doctors are going out of business. There are still many here however 
and the spirits of the Phis (pronounced Peas) still claim the mind and body 
of most of the Lao. 

About one week ago I found that the tin can barrel was full, so I started 
wondering what use could be made of the cans and bottles. I soon found out 
that a refugee village outside of town could use them. I found out later that 
the refugees used the cans for water glasses and the bottles to carry water 
from the stream and storing it . The same thing can be said for about anything 
the Americans throw away. The people can make use of alma.st anything even 
though we claim it is worn out or no good. At this time of the year the refugees 
have a great need for clothing. 

I have just recently found out that the 4-H club that I was a member of wants 
to take this as their project and collect clothes to send over to be given to 
the refugees. During the month of October there were more than 500 of them 
relocated that had come down from the north. 

I will clos.e this newsletter now and let you in on what's to come in the future. 
During the past week I attended a Meo funeral. Needless to say it was very 
interesting to me and I think you will also find it interesting. Also, I have 
traveled down the river with the English doctor and the missionaries to a Leper 
village . I think my accounts of this might be interesting if not sickening. 

Your failure to write will indicate to me that you are not interested, so I 
will remove your name from the mailing list. I hope that you are interested 
enough in my work and the people of Laos to drop me a line . Please feel free 
to ask any questions. 

Larry Woodson 
IVS/USAID Education Division 
APO 
San Francisco, California 96352 

Larry Woodson 
IVS/USAID Education Division 
APO 152 
San Francisco, California 

Cordially, 

Larry Woodson 

(use this address after January 1, 1965) 

(present address) 

P.S. Permission to publish this letler, in whole or in part, must be secured from 
International Voluntary Services, Inc., 1903 N Street, N.W., Washington, D. c., 20036. 




