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Dear Friends: 
.. . 

; ~ r " 

Larry W.Oo dson 
Luang Prabang, Oaos 

.. _. January , t, 1965 

I hope that everybody has recover.ed from Christmas and New Years ok. I 
must adrnit _that I was ready for .the bicarbonate on both occasions. The 
turkey didn 1t go quite as fast as it did at Thanksgiving. The reason 
might have been that we had the same size turkey but only half as many 
people. In any event, everybody had a good time. 

I have found tha_t _. among the Laotian cu_s;toms there are .nor+e that come as 
a greater surpri i:e as the funeral rites. Part of .the d:i.fference is ex- :.~~,': ", 
plained of course by the different concepts that we have of life and deatn; 

. . ·, , .. _ .· . . .. : . ; 

To di_e, in Laotian is: to enter Nirva;na or Nibban~_;,' < For _some it mearis blow.:.· 
ing a flame, . while others give a privative meaning to the prefix and it 
means extinguishing the flame. In any ·event it is generally a place of en­
joyment where all desires are filled. Therefore, to do means entering a 
new and better. life • . 

• • ~ J_,._ ~ ~ e .:, 1 ~ • J _..., I );::;i 

' r- -~( - ,,. f 1/J ' 

So Death is a happy event. The complexity of t;re funeral rites shows how 
important this event is looked upon. . f.l. wri tteri 'tradition reveals that these 
rites.: :wer!3 ~ctually laid down in the remote past ·by King Somnutiraj. He 
edicted tj4..es that -applied to different types of death, di.stinguishing be­
tween the ·cases where cremation applied and those to which burial only was 
allowed. This manuscript fixed six different kinds of deceased: those who 
drowned, those thunder-struck, those who fell from trees, those killed by 
tigers, those by hanging and lastly, t J1ose who di.ed of di.sease. 

. J·. ' F".f'. 
Among all these different causes .. ,g f death, the natural one from disease, 
confers the right to great privileges. Those who suffered violent death 
shall not be cremated, but hlried without delay. According to religion and 
custom their mortal remains shall not be kept at home more than. 24 hours·. 
The Buddha gives advice on the subject, showing himself a fully qualified -h 

hygienist and experienced physician. 

The pa1;ents close the eyes of the deceased, then wash the body with a pro­
fusion of warm and scented water. They insert a silver coin or a piece of 
gold. between the teeth of the deceased, to emphasize that no value should 
be attached to worldly goods and that of all his past wealth, this negli­
gible amount placed in his mouth is all death has allowed the deceased to .J3i_ 

., :._,r :_ ... .; 1flf 

·,, . (,'I '_t •-'• ··, 

·.· :;" 
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take away with him. The white cotton threads twisted around his neck, his 
wrist and his feet only show how fragile are the bonds holding man to the 
earth; material interest, affections, love, so many fleeting links that 
death has come to put an end to without any regard to possible consequences. 
At last, after being covered with an immaculate shroud, the deceased will be 
placed in a coffin made of six wooden boards assembled with some sticky resin 
found in the forest. This coffin is only temporary, later his children will 
have another one spec,i,ally made to be used during the cremation. 

~ . . ., 

The coffin is placed on trunks of 1:anana tree s; this softer wood is chosen 
instead of the harder kind, thus symbolizing the brevity of life and as 
these trunks lack heart wood it also means th a t man is without any wnsis- . , 
tence. The. monks tllen arri Ve and recite the words of the Buddha: 11Life 
is fleeting and the recurrence of birth and death is an endless and normal 
process. L'"'The body i's, p.othing once the soul has left it and soon it will · .. -
be as -worthless on th.e earth as the trunk of a dead tree. You have per-
formed many good deeds while on earth; may they be taken into a'ccount. 11 .. :: 

While·tne:.monk.s, are praying and the parents keep a night virgil over the 
mortal r 'emains; layingl ir the cq'ffin,' the 'WO :rkers, are .preparing the cat­
afalque and put ting 'the · 1ast tJi'.icheEr on the orna)'ll~ntatioI).s ·of the bi-er~,, 
Meanwhile; J..ife goes o~ in joyful animation. The parents take pa.rt in- the ­
activities and canno;t.1 ex,press their grieves too qpenly as this would be a 
sign ·of .poor manners,--c!,,i-~·o if expressed '-too , loudly_ it might hold back the 
soul ofi.i:tbe,rctep?:r;t~d. --:~nq prevent it · from' flyiqg .,;t;.9 the blis~ful land of 
the great beyond. ,. · · •. :-,-.-". · · ' . ,;-:-: 

. ~~:•.rh·-- ;-! : :i";"?G( 

In some ,cases .J,p.e actual funeral does not occur until four months later. 
The 1:::odyJ is the,n. taken ·_out of the temporary bier, and placed in a new 
coffin .specially., prepared for ' !the funeral., Before sealing ·the remains 
forey,er, · _some fresh perfumes a.re poured over the face of the corpse. The :_ 
sty-lefo:f the coffin ·:var:L~s f rom place to- place. , .. - . 

·' 
.·.-..;-;.,;'•j 

During; the cremati6n, _ which lasts six days ar1d.', n'{ gi{ts, · the catafalque is -
mounted on two ,,'gi.il.nt'. birds and is being pulled symbolically with a white 
cotton string, but ' actually pushed by a team of ~i'en, specially chosen . fQr 
their,'.-st-rength. Now that the final separation is near, the wife and chib­
dreh :hav;e: had their heads shaven clean and are dressed in white robes. 

' . .:.._: .. :,. 

The funeral pyre is §~t afire while the monks repeat their incantations. 
During ,the night some men will keep watch and stir the fire up. At an · 
early hour on the second day of the waning moon, relatives, friends, monks 
and many people from the village go to the site of the cremation and piek 

- up· what has been left over by the flames. Enough ashes to fill a small ·· · 
·_t,urn are deposited at the Wat until the moment when, at a final rite, it 
Lwill be carried to the That erected in lasting memory of the deceased, 
·-thus ending a Laotian funeral. Even though much of the furneral seems use­
less to -1; Westerner, one can appreciate tre beauty of :tradition. In read-
ing this please remember that -I have descri ~d a Laoti,.an funeral. The,: 
funerals of other ethnic groups are not the same. ·· ;;r1;_ 
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Between semesters a t the r~gitn~l teacher training center, -l -took off 
several days and traveled to Bangkok. I was very amazed by the contrast 
between Thailand _and Laos. There are various reasons why Thailand is 
more a·dvanced th~n Laos •. , .Thailand is not . landlocked like Laos, thus has 
built 11p _ a si.zeabie trade with the rest of the world. Thailand has more 
tillable acres and a far better road system allowing the Thais to get 
their produce to m~r~et. - . 

Bangkcik has everything a city in the st.ates muld have and ·maybe more. 
While there I visited the many beautiful wats, took a tour of the float­
ing market, e11joyed a delicious T-bone steak and a Banana split. In all 
I spent three enjoyable days there. 

I toc:tk a train from Bangkok -t~--Bon Phai and from there a bus to Mahar­
asarakam. Here I met a good friend of mine that I had gone to school 
with. He is now a teacher at the Agricultural College at Maharasarakam. 
Upon arriving there I was given a tour of the college followed by a de­
licious meal at a local restaurant. Following this I was introduced to 
the di.rector of the school, whose home I stayed in :that night. _ The fol­
lowing morning I left for Uborn. After spending the night in Uborn, I 
continued on to Pakse. '::' 

I went to Pakse specially because there is a regional teacher training 
sc~oo],. located there which is a _ sister: school to the one where I work. ; 
Both schools are in ·the-· same stage of developmerft" and the layout of the 
campus and the style of buildings are the same. After a conference with 
the IVS advisor and the director I returned to Luang Prabang. I felt 
that the trip was very enjoyable as well as educational. I came back 
with several new ideas that I am in the process of working on. 

Christmas in Laos is just another day for the majority of the people. The 
.Americans, Chinese and a few Christian villages are the only ones that 
celebrate Christmas. In the Christian villages the women prepare a large 
feast after which there is dancing and singing. This o:mtinues until late 
in the night until everyone finally goes home. 

New Years day was almost as quiet as Christmas. All of the schools closed 
and a large track and field meet was held with all of the schools partici­
pating. The Crown Prince presided over the events, and gave recognition 
to the winners of the various events. There were several thousand students 
and spectators on hand to cheer the participants on. The only difference 
between it and our own track meets was that other students could run along 
beside the participant and give him fruit, candy or something to drink. 
The students at my school were very elated when our athletes captured 1st 
and 2nd in the 3,000 meter run and 1st in the 1,000 and 5,000 meter run. 
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Early New Years day, before the Sports event, all of the students went to 
the homes of teachers and people who worked at the school to wish them a 
Happy New Year. 

After taking pictures outside and giving away a door prize, I entertained 
38 of my students to cake and soda pop. The students presented me with a 
b,eautiful bouquet ot; flowers, then they sang various songs. After they 
sang a spng to m~, I had .to sing. one to · them. Unfortunately I ran out •Of 
songs first. In closing they sang a Lao goodby song and adjourned to t}ie 
next place, then eventually to the track meet. I enjoyed the activities 
ver_y much and arn looking forward . to next year in hopes that by then I will 
be able .. to sing Lao sohgs along with them. · 

In closing I want to thank everybody f.or the nice Christmas cards that I 
received. I hope that each of you will continue to write regularly. 

My mail;lng address Js: 
Larry ,Woodson 1 . ,. ,, 

Ame··rican · Embassy(IVS/ED) 
APO San Francisco 96352 

:. ~-I. 

Always 

Larry Woodson 

Address should be exactly as it appears above. Ib not add 11 California · 
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Dear Friends: . 

Larry "Woodson 
Luang Prabang, Oaos 
January 1, 1965 

I hope that every~dy ha~ ,_,,;~povef ed. ff,~~ . Chi'istmas and New Yea.:rs ok. I 
must admit that I W!3,s ready for _the bicarbonate on both occasions. The 
turkey didn't go quite a~ _fa.st a.s it did at Thanksgiving. The reason 
might have been that we had the. same size turkey but only half as many 
people. In any event, everybody had a good time. 

I have found that among the Laotian customs there are none that come as 

... ,j· 

a gr.-eater surprise as the funeral rites. Part of the difference is ,ex-.. ,~ 
plained of course by the different _concepts _that we have of life and cdea,tp • 

. ' . ~- ! -; .~ 

To die., in iaotian is: to e.nt,er Nirvana or Nibbana. For some it mecuis };>:Low­
ing a flame, while others give ··a privative meaning to the prefix and it · 
means extinguishi_ng the £'.lame. In any event i't is ·gerierally a place of en­
joyment where all desires are _filled. Therefore, to ·'.cto means entering a 
new and better life. " · :;• · · · · :_ :·, · · .f·, 

.·).f · '. '' : ' . ,1 ,, 

So-- Death is _. a · happy event. . 'J'he complex:j;_ty 'of the·'-T'uneral rites shows how 
important this event .j.s :+gp~ ed upon. A-:wri tten~tradi tion reveals that these 
rites were ' actually l.?-l."d "aJ~ in the remote past by Kin•gc Somnutiraj. He 
edicted rules that app-:J.\_ed ) ,p differenl' types of death_; · -distinguishing be­
tween the cases where'. creni-i ,tion applied 'and t ·hose to which burial only was 
allowed. This manuscript' 'f':Liced six ciii:terent kinds of ·deceased: those who 
drowned, those thunder-struck, those who fell 'from trees, those killed by 
tigers, those by hanging and lastly, those who died of disease. 

Among -all these different causes of death, the natural one from disease, 
confers the right ·"t.9 . great,. pri vileg~s. Those who suffered violent death 
shall not be cremated, but · buried w.i.1thout delay. According to religion and 
custom their mortal remains shall not be kept at home more than 24 hours. 
The Buddha gives advice ori. the subject, showing himself a fully qualified 
hygienist and experienced physician. 

-~•:/The parents close the eyes of the deceased, then wash the body with a pro-
-- ;·_fusion of warm and scented water. They insert a silver coin or a piece o-f 

gold between the teeth .of the deceased, to emphasize that no value should 
be attached to worldly goods and that of all his past wealth, this negli­
,gible amount placed in his mouth is all death has allowed the deceased to 

. :· .i'J ()-:1' ;_~ J 
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take away with him. The white cotton threads twisted around his neck, his 
wrist and his feet only show how fragile are the bonds holding man to the 
earth; material interest, affections, 19:ve, so . many fleeting links that 
de'ath has come to put an epd to Without any regard to possible: .. c.onsequences. 
At last, after being covered with an immaculate shroud, the deceased will be 
plae~d in a coffin made of six wooden boards assemb)-ed -,with ,:some sti'Cl{;y resin 
found in the forest. This coffin is only temporary, later his children will 
have another one spec:i.al],y made to be used during the crematioti-~,:i 

(·~: :.:...~ : i·.·,i• ;· ·.\ ... : ~·.: ·-,·~.: i i·fi:'.f_f···: --~'.:'.;"_1 1:~::1 ' \.. 

Tt-e·: coff:i.n i 's ~:piaciect on t 'rvnks.-ol 1::anana tr.ees; t~'is softer wood is :chosen 
.r(tri'stead cff the ta·rcter kind, thus symbolizing the brevity of life and as 

these t~s lack heart wood it also means that man :is without any· -consis­
.-,T·· tence. · The ni6nks then· arrive and :r:ecite the words of the Buddha: 111:i.fe 

is · fleeting and the recµrrence of birth .:and. death is an endless · and normal 
' process. The body is nothing once the soul has left it and soon it will 

be as wor'thles'.s ·on the earth as the trunk of a dead tree. You have· per,.; . 
formed many good deeds while on earth; may they be taken into account. 11 . 

' . ' . < i },' 

While t ,h~: nibnk;s ar~ P~p,y;Lpg; P;nd the par~ts keep, a ' riight- virgil over ' the ' 
•::· mortal' 'remains laying 'in the cof'.fin, the w:,:rkers are preparing the cat­

afalque a¼~ p~tting the la'st _touches ,on the ornamentations of the bier._'',\ 
Meanwhile·'1ife goes· on in .j,oy;ful ._animation. The ,parents take part in t~·e 
activities and cannot e2<press t9-eir grieves t.oo openly as this would: be' a 
sign ofpodf manners also' .if e2<pressed too loudly it might hold back the 
soul of the ' departed and prevent it fr9m flying to the ,blissful land of 
the great b~jond. 

1 ll I•!.! 

In . some cases the actual funeral · does not occur unt,il four 'months later'. ' 
The body is then taken out o:f'/ the temporary bier, and placed in a new 
coffin specially prepared for .the funeral. Before sealing the remains .­
forever, some fresh perfumes are poured over the face of the corpse. Ths'1 

style of the coffin varies f rom place to place. · L->ic · ·:,,yd 

During the cremation, which lasts six _days andnir,hts, the .catafalque is :i' 

mounted on two giant birds and _is being pulled- SYTI!OoliGall:y;, with a white '1 

cot~ow istrb1g, ~:u\ ~. #'.c~?l~\}'.',,~
1
~~1t,e,d ~~A s~~fJ!'l /{~ ~~n,:1J~ecial~y ,~ho sen : to~1 

their strength. '. Now trat tp~J: f?,-p/3.\ ~ePPt-fatti'?n ,~s oear:, the wife •and chil;.;., 
dren have had their hea'.µs · shaven;~c,c,lean and are dressed in white robes. ··• · 

, .. .., ... ' 

The funeral pyre is set afire while the monks repeat their incantations. 
During the night some men will keep watch and stir the fire up. At an 
early hour on the second day of the waning moon, relatives, friends, monks 
and many people from the village go to the site of the cremation and pick 
up what has been left over by the flames. Enough ashes to fill a small 
urn are deposited at the Wat until the moment when, at a final rite, it 
will be carried to the That erected in lasting memory of the deceased, 
thus ending a Laotian funeral. Even though much of the fl.llneral seems use~ 
less to a Westerner, one can appreciate the beauty of tradition. In read­
ing this please remember that I have described a Laotian funeral. The 
funerals of other ethnic groups are not the same. 
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Between semesters at the regional teacher training center, I took off 
several days and traveled to Bangkok. I was very amazed by the contrast 
between Thailand and Laos. There ar·e various reasons why Thailand is 
more advanced than Laos. Thailand is not land;l.oc:ked like Laos, thus has 
built -up, a sizeable trade with the rest of the1 world. ·Th~iland has more 
tillable acres and a far better road system allowing the Thais to get 
their produce to market. 

Bangkok has . everything a city in the states IDuld have ' and maybe more. 
While there· I visited the .many beautiful wats, took a touP ·-·of ' the float­
ing market~ ·enj~yed a delicious T-bone steak and a Banana ·/ split. In all::.: 
I spent '.Ghr;ee enjoyable days there. . .. ·i ,;,: 

~ . ,_, J. • •• : • ' 

:. ~,.: ;_-,, i_J: . . - - ';:' 

I too~ ~" train froin Bangkok to Bon Phai a n d from there a bus to Mahar­
asarakam. Here I met a good friend of mine that I had gone to school 
with. He is now a teacher at the Agricultural College at Maha~asarakam. 
Upon,1 ?:rriving there I was given a tour of the college followed by a de­
licious meal at a local restaurant. Following this I was ' iri'troduced to 
the di.recto~ of the school, whose home I stayed in that . night . The fol­
lowing morning I left for Uborn. After spending the night in Uborn, I 
continued on to Pakse. 

I went to Pakse 'specially because there is a regional teacher training 
school located there which is a sister school to the one where I work. 
Both schools are in the same stage of development antl the layout of the • 
campus and the style of buildings are the same. Aft_er a conference wi-th 
the IVS advisor and the director I returned to Luan"g'Frabang,;' I fe1:'t" 
that the trip was very enjoyable as well as educational·. ,: 'I 'came back 
with several :_ new,; ideas that I am in the process of working on. 

~.· . . -· ~ _-_._. ,_._r.: ,.·.~:; ~,r· 

Christmas in Laos is just another day for the majority of the people. The 
Americans, Chinese and a few Christian villages are the only ones that 
celebrate Christmas. In the Christian villages the women prepare a large 
feas!'. after which there is dancing and singing. This o:mtinues until late 
in the night until everyone finally goes home. 

New Years day was almost as quiet as Christmas. All of the schools closed 
and a large track and field meet was held with all of the schools partici­
pating. The Crown Prince presided over the events, and gave recognition 
to the winners of the various events. There were several thousand students 
and spectators on hand to cheer the participants on. The only difference 
between it and our own track meets was that other students could run along 
beside the participant and give him fruit, candy or something to drink. 
The students at my school were very elated when our athletes captured 1st 
and 2nd in the 3,000 meter run and 1st in the 1,000 and 5,000 meter run. 

, 
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Early New Years day, before the Sports event, all of the students went to 
the homes of teachers and people who worked at the school to wish them a 
Happy New Year. 

After taking pictures out.side and giving away a door prize, I entertained 
38 of ,my students to · cake and soda pop. The students presented :rne with a 
beautiful oouquet of flowers, then they sang various songs. After<they 
sang a song to me, · I had to sing one to them. Unfortunately I ran out of --- . . songs first. In~ closing they sang a Lao. goodby song and adjourned to the 
next place, then eventually to ·the track meet. I enjoyed the activities 
very much and am looking forward to next year in hopes that by then I will 
be able to sing Lao songs along with them. 

In closing I want to thank everybody for the nice Christmas cards that I 
received. · I hope that each of you will continue to write regularly. 

My mailing address is: 
Larry Woodson 
American Embassy(IVS/ED} 
APO San Francisco 96352 

Always 

Larry Woodson < ·,;• .· 

Address should be exactly as it appears above. Ib not add "California 

I ;· ')'. 
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Larry W.Oo dson 
Luang Prabang, Oaos 
January 1, 1965 

-r hope that -everybody has recovered from Christmas and New Years ok. I 
must ·admit that I was ready· for the bicarbonate on both occasions. . The 

.: turkey didn't go quite as ·.fast as it did at Thanksgiving. The reason 
might have been that we had the same size turkey. but: only half as . many 
pe~ple. ; • In any event, everybody had a good time. 

I have found that among the Laotian customs there are none that come as 
a greater surprise as the .funeral rites. Part of the difference is ex­
plain:ed of ·course by the di..f'ferent concepts that we ,l_lave of life and death. 

To die, in Laotian is: to · enter Nirvana or Nil;>.ba~a-=·:·(; F:9.r. _some it means blow­
ing a name, while others give a privati v:e mea,.niq,g t~,1°t,Ai(;) prefix and it 
means extinguishing the f1ame. In any event it -is generally a place of en­
joyment where all desires are filled. Therefore, to do means entering a 
new and better life. 

So Death is a happy event. ·The complexity .o.f the funeral rites shows how 
important this event is looked upon. · A wri -t7ten tradition reveals that these 
rites were actually 'laid down in ,the ·remotie past by King Sorrmutiraj. · He 
edicted ruies that applied to different-i_ t:Y'I)es of death, . distinguishin.g be­
tween the cases where cremation applied -~nd those to which burial only was 
allowed. This manuscript fixed six different kinds of deceased: those who 
drown'ed/thbse thunder-struck, those who fell from tree's, those killed by 
ti'gifrs, those by hangi.ng ·and ·la$tly, thos'e ,who died of disease. 

- Among all these different causes 0/f, death~ the natural '. one from · disease, 
confers the right to great . pri vileges.1

: Thos'e::·who suff.ered violent .. death 
shall not be cremated, but wried without delay. According to religion and 
custom their ;mortal remains shall : not be kept ;at home rrior,e .than 24 hours .. 
The Buddha gives advice on the subject,-. show.ling himself a fully qualified 
hJ7"gienist and experienced physician~ : · ,., 

The parents close the eyes of the deceased, then wash the body with a pro­
fusion of warm and scented water. They 'insert a silver coin or a piec:e: :of 
goltt between the teeth of the deceased, to emphasize that no value sho'\11:d 

< ,.lH:i attached to worldly goods and that of all his past wealth, this negl!L­
- :·•gible amount placed in his mouth is all death has allowed the deceased8tp 

':.i" 
'.: \ 11 ~; / ·• • ., ·,:. · ·., 
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take away with him. The white cotton threads twisted around his neck, his 
wrist and his feet only show how fragile are the bonds holding man to the 
earth; material interest, affections, love, so many fleeting links that 
death has come to put an end to without any regard to possible consequences. 
At last, after being covered with an immaculate shroud, the deceased will be 
placed in a coffin made of six wooden boards assembled with some sticky resin 
found in the forest. This coffin is only temporary, later his children will 
have another one specially made to be used during the cremation. 

The coffin is placed on trunks of renana tree s; this softer wood is chosen 
instead of the harder kind, thus symbolizing the brevity of life and as 
these trunks lack heart wood it also means that man is without any 'COnsis­
tence. The monks then arrive and recite the words of the Buddha: 11Life 
is fleeting and .the recurrence of birth and death is an endless and normal 
process. The body is nothing once the soul has left it and soon it will 
be as worthless on the earth as the trunk of a dead tree. You have per­
formed many good deeds whilf; on ear~l1; may th!:ly be taken into account." 

While the monks al'e praying and the ;~:1:reµts;·k~ep ~-·pight virgil over the 
morta_l remains laying i-ifi]'.th e c.o £fin, _ '~~e,', workers, a f~ p~:~ .~r~tt,th~ ,C9,t­
afalque and putting the' last . touche'i={ 6n~' i',11~ otnameri£ati01is q f t~e1 ~i,er. 
Meanwhile life goes on : in joyful animation~ The .parents take part in the 
activities and cannot express their grieves too openly as this would be a 
sign ,.of pOor,:,manners also if e.xpressed ',tqo , loudl.y it IJt\ght, ,holcl back the 
-souLof the,:;departed and 'prevent '·:Lt fr6ni ~Jly:j.ng to theJ::fl.issful land of 

:._ the great ibeyond~ ·· .-,;,1.j :· .:{S,)f(I):) [:;'; ' '..'.).'..! . .J• . ' ,,' :, .. ' 

· ·; :~;·, .')"J·'.,_i~.Jt )f:: . lL~- ~-·::·\ .J 
In some cases the actual' cfuneral does not occur, un::tJl four mq,~:ths later • 
The 1::ody is then taken out of the temporary bier/ and placed. in a new 
coffin specially prepared for the funeral·. Before sealing the remains 
forever, some fresh perfumes are poured over the face of the corpse. . .The 
style of the coffin varies f rom place to place. 

Dtl!ing the cremation, which lasts six days and. nir,hts, the catafa,lq11e, is 
,) ,. , moµnted on two giant birds and is being pu1Jed symbolically with a white 

., cotton string, but actually pushed by a tearn of r en,--:specially chosen for 
their strength • . Now •that the final separation is near, the wife and chil­
dren have had their heads shaven clean' and are dre.ssed in white robes • 

. . · \ ' . 

The funeral pyre is set afire while the monks repeat their incantations. 
During the night some men will keep watch and stir the fire up. At an 
early hour on the second day of the waning moon, relatives, friends, monks 
and many people from the village go to the site of the cremation and pick 
up what has been left over by the flames. Enough ashes to fill a small 
urn are deposited at the Wat until the moment when, at a final rite, it 

,will be carried to the That erected in lasting memory of the deceased, 
· thus ending a Laotian funeral. Even though much of the fUJneral seems use­
less to a Westerner, one can appreciate the beauty of tradition. In read­
ing this please remember that I have described a Laotian funeral. The 

. .funerals of other ethnic groups are not the same. , .. , 
·-' s:...;~_ .. ! 

! \· , • ;· 
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Between semesters a t the regional teacher training center, I took off 
several . days and traveled to Bangkok. I ,was very amazed by the contrast 
between Thailand and Laos. Ther·e are va·r:Lous reasons why Thailand is 
more advanced than Laos. Thailand is not landlod<:ed like Laos, thus · has 
built up a sizeable trade with the rest of the world. Thailand has more 
tillable acres and _a far better road system allowing the Thais to get 
their produce to _!Ilar.ket,. ~, 

.. ::_';\~ :_· 

Bangkok has everyt,]l~ng a city in the states muld have and maybe more. 
While there I rj..si t~d ._the many beautiful wats, took a ·to·ur of the float.:. 
ing !flarket,, enjoyed -<} _delicious T-bone steak and a Banana split. In all · 
L spent three enjoyatre days there. . 

I took a train from Bangkok to Bon Phai a n d from ·there ·a bis to Maha:r­
asarakam. Here I met a good friend of mine that I had gone to school 
with. He is now a teacher at the Agricultu:bal Corfege at Maharasarakam. 
Upon arriving there I was giv~; · a tour of the college followed by a de_; 
licious meal at a local_,;r-estaurant. Following this I was introduced to 
the di.rector of the school, whose home I stayed in that night. The fol­
lowing morning I, l~ft for Uborn. After spending the night in Uborn, I 
continued on to Pakse. 

I went to Pakse specially because there is a regioncl.l teacher training 
school located there which is a sister school to the one where I -ivork. 
Both schools are in the same stage of development and the layout of the 
campus and the style of buildings are the same. After a conference with · 
the IVS adv:i.,-sor and the dir~ctor I returned ;to ,L~~ng Prabang~ I fe],_t 
that the trip was very ·· enjoyable as well as educational. I came back 
with several new ideas that I am in the process of working on. 

Christmas in Laos is just another day for the majority of the people. The 
.Americans, Chinese and a few Christian villages are the only ones that 
celebrate Christmas. In the Christian villages the women prepare a large 
feast after which there is dancing and singing. This a:mtinues until late 
in tne night until everyone finally goes home. 

New Years day was almost as quiet as Christmas. All of the schools closed 
and a large track and field meet was held with all of the schools partici­
pating. The Crown Prince presided over the events, and gave recognition 
to the winners of the various events. There were several thousand students 
and spectators on hand to cheer the participants on. The only difference 
between it and our own track meets was that other students could run along 
beside the participant and give him fruit, cancy or something to drink. 
The students at my school were very elated when our athletes captured 1st 
and 2nd in the 3,000 meter run and 1st in the 1,000 and 5,000 meter run. 
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Early New Years day, before the Sports event, all of the students went to 
the homes of teachers and people who worked at the school to wish them a 
Happy New Year. 

After taking pictures outside and giving away a . door prize, I entertained 
38 of my students to cake and soda pop. The students presented me with c1. _ 
beautiful bouquet of flowers, then they sang various ,_9ongs. , .After they 
sang a song to me, I . had to sing one to them • . UnfortunateliiJ , i ran out of 
songs f,i_rst. In closing theyLsang a Lao goodby song and adjqui-n.ed to the 

.__': .. - .. . ... , U!:: . . · ., 

next place, then eventually to the track meet. I enj.oyed, the activities .· .. 
very much and am looking forward to next year in hopes th~tt.by .then I w.i.11 
be able to sing Lao songs along with them. · · · · 

In clofling I l-lant to thank -everybody for the nice Christmas cards that I 
received. I hop~<tkt each of y6u will · continue to write regularly • . 

My mailing address is: 
Larry Woodson 
American Embassy(IVS/ED) 
AP'O San Francisco 963.52 

Always -

Larry Woodson 

Address should be exactly as it appears above. Ib not add 11 California 

. r (_• 

: r.: . - :', / ·', :·~ ; i -~, • 

; . ..:.i1 

, -r:- -

.( ' ·, ~ 

' :) ' 



telephone : dupont 7 -5533 

c a bl e: vol se rv 

INTERNATIONAL VOLUNTARY SERVICES, INC. 1903 n street, n.w. washington, d. c. 20036 

J ... ,_' !'.' 

Dear Friendst- 'fr•.-: 
•l •- -1 •• 

Larry Woodson 
Luang Prabang, Oaos 
January 1, 196.5 

"-I hope "tf.hat reverybody has recovered Trani Christmas and New Years ok. I 
must._,gdmi:t1it )hat I was ready for the bicarbonate on both occasions. :The 
till\key; ididnbt go quite as fast as it · did at Thanksgiving. The reason _ 
mignt have: b.:een that we had the same size turkey but only half as :many 
peop.le.) ._In any event, everybody had a good time • 

• 1 ,n .. ,.. ·): 
I have found that among the Laotian customs there are none that come a_s 
a g~iea.ter surprise as the funeral rites. Part of the ~fference is ex­
plained of course by the different concepts that we have of life and death. 

To . ·die, in Laotian is: to eriter Nirvana or N'1bbana. For some it means blow­
i;I,lg-, ~ flame,, while others give a privative meaning to · the prefix and it 
me~ .ext-ingUishirig the flame. In any event it is generally a place of en­
joym:ent ,where .. all desires are filled. Therefore, to do means entering a 
new and better life. 

So . Peath is a happy event. The complexity of tre funeral rites shows how 
important this event is looked upon. A written tradition reveals that these 
rites were actually, laid down in the- remote past b_y King Somnutir·aj. He 
ed;i.cteo. rules that applied to different types of death, distinguishing be­
tween the cases where cremation applied and those to which burial only was 
allowed. This manuscript fixed six different kinds of deceased: tn.ose who 
drowned:,. those thunder-struck, those who fell from trees, .those killed by 
tigers, those by hanging and lastly, those who died of disease. 

An).ong ~11 these different causes of death, the natural one from disease, 
conf er.s ·the right to great privileges. Those who suffered violent · death 
shall not be cremated, but buried with out delay. According to religion and 
custom ·their mortal remains shall not be kept at home more than 24 hours. · 
The Buddha gives advice on the subject, showing himself a fully qualified . 
hygienist rnmd experienced physician. 

, !F fl•'. 

The pa.Jl-ents close the eyes of the ·deceased, then wash the body with a pro­
.fusion p.fi- .Marm and scented water. They insert a silver coin or a piece of 
gold b,et;Ween -the teeth of the deceased, to emphasize that no value should . 

· be. att~~hed to worldly goods and that of all his past wealth, this negli­
·gible amount placed in his mouth is all death has allowed the deceased to ,_ 

,.L 
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take away with him. The white cotton threads twisted around his neck, his 
wrist and his feet only show how fragi..le are the bonds holding man to the 
earth; material interest, affections, love, so many fleeting links that 
death has come to put an end to without any regard to possible consequences. 
At last, after being covered with an immaculate shroud, the deceased will be 
placed in a coffin made of six wooden boards assembled with some sticky resin 
found in the forest. This coffin is only temporary, later his children will 
have another one specially ma-de to be used during the cremation. 

?, ": 

The coffin is placed on trunks of banana trees; this softer wood is chosen 
instead of the harder kind, thus symbolizing the brevity of life and as 
these trunks lack heart wood it also means thr¼t man is without any _'COnsis­
tence. The monks then arrive and recite the words of the Buddha: "Life 
is fleeting and the recurrence of birth and death. is · an endless and .normal 
process: . The body is nothing once the soul has left i:t and soon .it w{n 

· '.:. · ;.:_ • . ~, · · • : .. _ · _ _ . -· .. . -1 i •'•. · 

be as worthless dfi ' the eea~n:·· as the; trunk o;f ,a dead t:ree. You have per-
,,·. . . . . .. . . ,·· ;-!, .... 

formed many good deeds whill~"on earth; may ;they be taken intq , accqun~;,11 .' 
..... · •1·r:_:_;_sr· 

While the monks are praying and the parents keep a night virgi..l over tne . 
mortal_ remains .laying in the coffin, the 1iv0:rkers are preparing the cat­
aia.Iqu¢' ab.d 'puttiirg tne tast touches :on th!3~;ornamentat\(,),US of' _the: _bier. 
Mea:nwbile iife goes on: in .· joyful . animati-onv · The pareµts t~~ 'pat-l/irtthe 

_ activities and cannot express their grieves too openlY as this would be a 
sign of poor manners a·Hi6 if expressed too loudly i:t might hold back. the 

.. soul of .the departed arid prevent it-,from flying to trie bliisful l~:rid of . 
-- 1,\h~ ,if~tb~yond~ .- .· iJ ,,,,, .,,, '.;. " ''''. ;':·;(.:~';;.~1,.:::;.J;'i;::, <•1\,: 

In some cases the actual fun~ral do~s not occur lllltii four rrion'ths later.·' 
The body is then taken out of the temporary bier, and placed in a new 
8offin specially prepared ·for the funeral. . Be{o!'.e seali_ng the remains 
forever, . some fresh pe:l'.'f.urnes are poured over .,t .n,e face of the corpse. . The 
style of the coffin varies from ,place to place~ - , .. . 

.. - . . : . . . I : ,:· .. f',.•. . . 

-~ _Dur±:ng the cremation, which las,ts six days ancLnt'i:hi::., : the catafalque is 
'·'

1'mount'ed on two gi..ant birds andris being pulled sym1::,ofLcally. with a white 
'f cotton string, but · actually pushed by a team of :me!p;' ... specially chosen for 
their strength. Now that the final separation is tjear, the wife a:r:id chil­
dren have had their heads shaven clean and are dressed in white robes. 

The funeral pyre is set afire .while the monks rep.eat their incantations. 
During the night some men will keep watch and stir _the fire up. At an 

• ·e?-~ly ·hour on the second day of the waning moon, relatives, friends, monks 
. r,and ;many people from the village go to the site of the cremation and pick 

up what has been left over by the flames. Enough ashes to fill a small 
urn are deposited at the Wat until the moment when, at a final rite, ·it 

·;~-- will be carried to the That erected in lasting memory of the deceased, 
,_c,. thus ending a Laotian funeral. Even though much of the fumera-1 seems .use­
JJ_:: less to a Westerner, one can appreciate the beauty of tradition. In read­
.. :· tng this please remanber that I have described a Lao:t;Lan funeiral. The ' 

··• fllh~I"a:is of other ethnic groups are not ;the, same. ' . :)'.:}•;;; ;, ; 
:r,·:r-
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Between ~eme·st~rs a t the ·regional :- teacher training center, -r, took off 
several days and traveled to Bangkok . I was very amazed by t~ contrast_ , 
between Thcl-iland and Laos. There are various reasons why Thailand is · · 
more advanced than Laos. Thailand is not landlocked like Laos, thus has ·~ · 
built up .. a sizeable trade '{ti th the rest of the world. Thailand has mor:e .•. 
tillable ~c.res and a far better road system allowing the Thais to get '.< 

tl_leir pro?Uc::e to market. 

Bangko{rhl~ everything a city irt the states muld have and ma;ybe more. 
While there I visited the many beautiful wats, took a tour of the float- · 
ing market, enjoyed a delicious 'r~bone steak and a Banana spUt. In all 
I spent three enjoyable days there. 

I took a train from Bangkok to Bon Phai a n d from there a bus to l;fa,har.,. 
asarakam. Here I met a good friend of mine that I had gone to school 
with. He is now a teacher at the Agricultural College at Maharasarakam. 
Upon arriving there I was given a tour of the college followed by a de­
licious meal at a local restaurant. Following this I was introduced to 
the di.rector of the school, whose home I stayed in that night . The fol­
lowing morning I left for Uborn. After spending the- night,· in Uborn, I 
continued on to Pakse. 

I went to Pakse specially because there is a regional teacher training 
school .-locat.ed there which is a sist.er school to the one where I work . 
Both schools ' are in 'the sa.ITB' stage of development and the .layout of ,the 
campus and the style of buildings are the same. After a conference with 
the IVS advisor and the director I returned to Luang Prabang. I felt 
that the trip was very enjoyable as well as educational. I came back 
with several new ideas that I am in the process of working on . 

Christmas in Laos is just another day for the majority of the people. The 
Americans, Chinese and a few Christian villages are the only ones that 
celebrate Christmas. In the Christian villages the women prepare a large 
feast after which there is . dancing and singing. This oontinues until late 
in the night until everyone finally goes home . 

New Years day was almost as quiet as Christmas . All of the schools closed 
and a large track and field meet was held with all of the schools partici­
pating. The Crown Prince presided over the events, and gave recognition 
to the winners of the various events. There were several thousand students 
and spectators on hand to cheer the participants on. The only difference 
between it and our own track meets was that other students could run along 
beside the participant and give him fruit, candy or something to drink . 
The students at my school were very elated when our athletes captured 1st 
and 2nd in the 3,000 meter run and 1st in the 1,000 and 5,000 meter run . 



Ea,rly New Yearp ,day, before. the Spo:rts: _eyent, alJ_, o:f :th,e- students .went to 
the' 'horn~s' of <teachers and people wh~ worked at the s choohto wish them a 
-Happ:y. N ev1 Ye~r. 

After takiriif'-pi:ctures outside and giving away a door prize, · I entertained 
')8 of my students to cake and soda pop. The students presented me with a 
beautiful bouquet of flowers, then they sang various songs. After they 
sang a song to me, I had to sing one to them. Unfortunately I ran out of 
songs first. In closing they s?ng a Lao goodby song and adjourned to the 
next place, theri eventually to the track meet. I enjoyed the activities 
very much and_ am looking forward to next year in hopes that by then I will 
be able to sing Lao songs along with them. 

In closing I want to thank everybody for the nice Christmas cards that I 
received. I hope that each of you will continue to write regularly~ 

My mailing addreJs' is: 
Larry Woodson 
American Embassy(IVS/ED) 
APO San Francis~o 96352 

Always 

Larry Woodson 

:-:, - ,- .J 

(,. 

Address should be exactly as it appears above. lb not add 11 Galifornia .. 

,·, 
I •. ·• _., •• 
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