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On the verandah's floor, or on the living 
room's floor, the host .has laid out 
multi-colored straw mats (the aristo-
cracy and :1ell-to-do of Vientiane use rugs) on 
.vhich you sit, barefooted or socked, not 
~rossle0~ed, but with both legs tucked to 
:>~e side, rather aincomfortably paralyzing 
for awhile, but it is the way it should be doneo 

.\t armis length in front 
>f you is a e,hakuan, an 
•?laborate bouquet of champa 
md other flowers sticking 

,,u1: from a cone made out of 
banana leaves, whose base 
::ests on a silver II intricately 
Garved urn (a khan),which in 
·:urn rests on a broad, tin 
i;ray surrounded with bottles of 
JAollao (rice wine), boiled chicc 
I;en P kahnom ( cakes ) , bananas, hard-be i led e~Jgs , kaotom ( st ea.med 
1:ice with a slice of banana all wra~ped in small packages of 
l.•anana leaves )o It is the loving handiwork of the host's mother P 

or his wife, assisted by other elderly fem~le neighborso 

You will note that there are thin white cotton strings dangling 
limply from the flowerso There are also quite a number of people 
sitting around you and the P,!!akuan in a mar.~ner thatputs you in the 
<:enter of things, for you are the celebrant o There is murmur of smc. 
a.11 talk, perhaps about how such a good-looking persc,n can be so 
young,, or perhaps about the lost look in yc,9r eyes 0 

1he mohJ>2hn arrive, an elderly man, a whitE silk-lik£ scarf worn 
like a sash across his fronto He sits on the opposite side of 
the phakuan, facing youo The mohpoho is no ordinary man of the 
village; he has spent quite a number of his years as a monk and 
is therefore highly respected for his piety, his wisdom, his 
his unblemished reputation, He ligh·ts the finger-thin candles 
peeking among the champa blossomsp clears his throat, joins his 
hands in prayer, and in a fast, soleiun monologue, addresses the gods 
in a mixture of Pali and Laoi 

" Sakke who dwells in the paradise o:~ the 16 regions; 
Kame who dwells ih the Kamaphob, 

Charoupe who dwells in the Roupaphob and in the 
divine sphereso 

Khirisi who dwells in the inanimate 1:hings, the 
mountains and the rivers~ 

Y>u 9 divinities of the mountains and the rivers, 
be favorable to us; liston all of you; 



• 
• 2 

Silent ones, lentl a kindly ear to the invitation 
which I send to you; 

Cone and gather the gifts offered to yop on this dayo" 

~s celebrant, you touch 3 or 4 :fingers of one extended hand to the 
rim o;f the khan as the prayers are chanted, while the others join 
their handsinprayero The invitation is now extended to your 
soul or souls, :for you have 32 of them (one ·each :for every part of 
your body) which are " vagabond in nature"9 ever ea;1er to break a. 

!.way and roam the :fields: 

~ome back, oh soul, come along the path which 
has been cleaned and is now ppen to you; 

•:01ae homer 

1iade through the river if it only comes up to 
your chest; 

:,wim if the river is deep; 

When you arrive at the ray, don't hi.de in ~he huts; 

Uhen uou come up:to the tree stump, do not rest your head on it 0 

J>o not fear when you come nearo 

Have no fear o;f ghosts or geniuseso 

Come , oh soul, if you have eaten with the evil spirits, 
vomit it" 

If you have been chewing with the evil spirits, 
spit it out 

You. must come back on an empty stomach, and eat rice with 
your uncle, and eat :fish with your aricestorsoM-

l ;f the prayers don •t beckon them back, the :flowers ar,d the 
1100d are present to tempt them right back into your innards o 

When these aouls are nowsafely tucked in, the blessings of the 
n1ohpohn are pronounced over you, specifically :for the occasion 
t'oi which the baci is being per:formedo Thus, if you're a newco~ 
il?er there is a wish that no calamity befall you while in Laos 
if youtve just recovered :from sickness, may you "be as strong as 
the antlers of a stag, as the jaws of a wild boar, as the tusks 
of an elephant"; if the occasion is marriage, "aay you have a 
dosen children, an obedient wi:feooo"rhe crowd agre~s with a 
distinct "-SaX (sob be it)o 

Join your hands in thanks; then raise your left hand as if to 
shield your left cheek, extend your right upon which an egg or a 
chicken leg 9 and a :flower or a piece of cake9 are placed; the 
moh~ohn reaches to tie the whites trings around your wrists, 
whi e murmuring more blessings and wisheso You will feel the tou 
of m~y fingers on your elbow, your thigh, back, arm, leg, _as 
those sitting closest to you partake of the blessings by toucho 
The touch is at the same time their ,,esture wit!> which they irwo 
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the same blessings on youo If you will lo'.:-k back, you will note 
that everybody in ~ouching each other in the same manner, so 
that the blessings are infused into one and allo 

The host now takes your wrists, twines his strings around it, 
says his blessings, knots the string, pushes and rubs it into 
your pulse (to inbue the blessings withimDore efficacy and strengt.h) 
and finally blows onto your wrists (to signify he's through 
Soon everybody is tying the white strings around both your 
wrists, the giggling ripples because some ot the wishes are asking 
too much, jiggers of the l.ao~lao are being passed around, nost of 
them co •. :ing your waya Lunch .tollowso 
Although performad by Buddhists, the baci is not a Buddhist 
religious ceremony; it predates Buddhism's arrival in the kinp• 
,-nd is the Lao's aost unique way of expressing his good will, 
aincore in its simplicity, warm in its i)lesaings, generous 
in its gifts, It is the all-purpose ceramony which greets the 
D01!fborn body, sets him off on a journey, welcomes his ret.urn, 
honors his achievements, weds him to his wife, bids hi• goodbye• 
celebrates his escape from injury, his triumph over sicknessa 

it is traditional to keep those strings sround your w~ists for 
3 days, your protection against the hordes of evil spirits that 
-1urk in the forests and along the pathways, not only of Laos, 
·out of li:f e it se1£-» 
rhe cotton thread, although fragile and soft and common, is a 
symbol of continuity and permanence because centuries of Lao 
ancestors have been spinning it and it is still being spun under 
many village homes where time has not moved much through the 
seasonso It is white, the L~o color for warmth and honesty and 
peaceo 
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