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Preface to Second Edition

In the eight months since this book was first printed,
many events occurred in Laos, culminating in the long-
desired coalition government under Prince Souvanna
Phouma on June 23, 1962.

When the full cabinet of the “Provisional National
Union Government” finally took the oath of office
before the sacred sisaket pagoda in Vientiane — eleven
neutralist ministers, four from Nosavan’s right-wing,
and four from the left-wing, or “Patriotic Front”, con-
gratulations came from the world’s governments, even
from President Kennedy, who declared that a ‘“neutral,
independent Laos” had long been America’s aim,
though few could have known it from Washington’s
actions in seven years.

In Laos the credit went certainly not to Washington,
which had three times overthrown Prince Phouma’s
premiership, which had financed, equipped and ad-
vised Nosavan’s armed assaults against Phouma
through a year of so-called “cease fire” and through
and even beyond the new coalition government’s in-
stallation. Credit went in part to those peace-seeking
governments that patiently worked in Geneva for in-



ternational support of Laotian neutrality without inter-
ference in Laotian internal affairs. The chief credit
went to the Pathet Lao for its spectacular victory at
Nam Tha, and the restraint with which it used this
victory in the bargaining that followed. Since the
Nam Tha victory is everywhere admitted to have fi-
nally produced the peace, but is morally deprecated in
the West as “the Pathet Lao breaking the ‘cease fire’ ”,
we must give a few words to Nam Tha.

The words come from Phouma’s deputy commander-
in-chief who denied on May 12 that the Pathet Lao
broke any “cease fire”. “We did not attack Nam Tha,”
he declared. “They attacked us and were defeated.
Their defeat brought chaos and they fled the city. We
advanced to restore order and protect the people.” -

At no time in the year after “cease fire” was agreed
on May 3, 1961, did General Nosavan observe it. He
refused flatly to pin-point the line between the two
sides, because he demanded an earlier line before his
retreats. With American aid, arms and advice, and
with extra troops from Thailand, South Viet Nam, the
Philippines and Chiang Kai-shek, he continued to
“mop up” villages and invade the “liberated areas”.

“He made over a thousand attacks,” reports Phou-
ma’s commander. “He pushed back the Patriotic
Front from ten to fifteen kilometers on many fronts.”
None of these attacks were reproved in the West as
“violations of cease fire”; for the U.S. led these attacks.
Even the “Victory Offensive”, launched by Nosavan
in December with the declared aim of taking Phouma’s

capital and liquidating the Pathet Lao, brought no re-
buke from the West as long as Nosavan won.

Nam Tha was one of Nosavan’s strongholds in the
northwest and almost on the border of China. From
Nam Tha Nosavan’s troops, under command of a U.S.
colonel and twenty U.S. officers, for weeks struck deep
into the “liberated areas”, seizing a few towns and
burning many Lao Sung villages. As the Pathet Lao
fought back, the U.S. air-lifted more and more froops
for Nosavan into Nam Tha, until there were 6,000 and
the food and supplies ran short. On May 3, 1962, part
of a garrison mutinied at Moung Sing, a small city
that guarded the approach to Nam Tha. Nonetheless
Nosavan launched another large-scale offensive on
May 5; this was encircled and defeated. The troops
became panic-stricken; 1,600 surrendered or came over;
the rest fled through Nam Tha, abandoning the
city, and ran a hundred miles to Huoi Sai, a city on
the border of Thailand. Their arrival panicked the Huoi
Sai garrison and they all fled into Thailand from
which, in disregard of international custom about in-
terning, the troops were flown to another front in
Laos by American planes.

The Pathet Lao entered the abandoned Nam Tha
and restored order, and then proceeded to Huoi Sai,
which they also found abandoned. They did not
establish themselves in Huoi Sai but invited the Inter-
national Control Commission to enter. This clear
indication that they did not want to provoke Thailand
by coming up to the border did not prevent Washing-



ton from sending American troops “to guard Thailand
against the Pathet Lao”.

Despite their victory, the Pathet Lao made no great-
er demands for a share in the coalition government
than had already been conceded a year earlier in the
Zurich Conference of Three Princes. The new “Union
Government” thus rests on no goodwill of Washington
but on the victory of the Pathet Lao and its conces-
sions after victory.

During the formation of the “Union Government”
Nosavan, with U.S. support, sought in every way to
undermine it and to gain extra power by tricks, an
example being the mailing of an out-of-date invitation
to Chiang Kai-shek to exchange ambassadors, sent and
accepted after Prince Phouma had already agreed with
Peking. In Geneva also, as I write, Averell Harriman
continues for the U.S. to try to twist the international
agreement into interference in Laos’ internal affairs,
seeking above all else to liquidate the Pathet Lao.

So the struggle this book describes is not ended.
The forces of which this book tells still remain. There
has been progress and even victory. But victory can-

not remain victory except as a vigilant people guards .

it and makes of it the base for a new advance.
Washington still seeks to dominate Southeast Asia;
the patriotic people still resist. So this book still helps
to explain events in Laos that arise today.

Anna Louise Strong, July 4, 1962

CHAPTER I

CASH AND VIOLENCE

“l wish they would find some other name for
‘American imperialism’,” I remarked to a British
novelist who was visiting Peking. “It comes up all
the time in reporting the Far East. My American
readers resent the term; they won’t believe that the
U.S.A. is imperialist. Even American Marxists, who
accept the words, don’t like to have you harp on it.

It seems like prejudicing the case.”

“Have you found a synonym?”’ smiled my friend.

“Sometimes you can be specific and say ‘Pentagon’,
or ‘U.S. State’, or ‘war interests’,” I replied. “American
readers don’t mind blaming these. But often you deal
with a complex of forces, some open, some behind the
scenes. There may be oil, and rubber, and acts of the
State Department and moves of the U.S. Fleet, all
intertwined with strands not easy to trace. There’s
nothing to cover it then but ‘U.S. imperialism’. These
words arouse in American readers the overtones of
‘home’ and ‘mother’. They push it aside.”” Then, since
my friend is successful in writing, I asked her: “What
term do you use?”



She laughed. “I see your trouble with American
readers. For me, a British citizen living in Southeast
Asia, no qualms exist. We have known imperialisms
of many kinds for decades: British imperialism,
French imperialism, Portuguese and Dutch and
Japanese imperialism. Now, all over the South Pacific,
we have American imperialism. When Americans
spend half a million dollars to buy the Singapore elec-
tion, we call it American imperialism. We do not
shrink from the term.”

“Did they win?” I asked in some curiosity for I had
not heard of that Singapore election.

“No,” she smiled. “The British were too clever.
The pro-American candidates got exposed in the press.
Americans are crude; they think they can buy any-
thing with cash and violence. British these days are
short on cash and haven’t the strength they used to
have for violence. The British used their brains!”

*

A few days later an Australian friend came back
from that Bandung meeting of the Afro-Asian Soli-
darity Council in April 1961 and told me of two middle-
aged American women tourists he met. They were
grumbling at the lack of Western conveniences all over
the South Seas. They found Indonesia very backward.
When they learned he was Australian they said Aus-
tralia was a bit backward too.

“We found your kitchens lacking in modern con-
veniences,” they criticized.
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The Australian grinned and let them have it.
“Ladies,” he said, “I don’t know whose kitchens you
saw in Australia; we have different kinds. But you
should get wise to the way we look at Americans here.
We don’t mind your admiring your own kitchens but
we don’t want you fixing up ours. You seem to think
God gave you the job of fixing the world.

“You bother folks all over the South Pacific. You
trouble our politics in Australia and New Zealand too.
In lands with colored populations you are rougher.
Just south of here ten thousand or so armed rebels have
been killing Indonesian peasants and burning their vil-
lages for years. They go under the name of Dar Es-
salaam but the money and the weapons come from your
oil interests. That’s only one of the bloody wars you
subsidize. ’

“You pay for the bombing of peasants all over South
Viet Nam; you finance armed invasion and assassina-
tion in Cambodia, bandit gangsters and secession move-
ments in Burma, not to mention raids from Pakistan
against Afghans and the Quemoy war on the China
coast. For six years you've paid for civil war in
Laos. You should tell them that in the States.”

The ladies shrank away and stared right through
him afterwards, quite sure they had found a hard-
core Communist.

*

Chit-chat like this is in the air of Southeast Asia.
No one can check it all. The area is large and the
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nations in it many. The ways of American penetra-
tion are also many, and not all are announced. Of-
ficial aid may be learned by research. But who will
list the funds given by U.S. oil interests to Indonesian
insurgents, or the deals made in Taiwan to send arms
to Kuomintang bandits in Burma. Not even Congress
may pry too much into the cloak and dagger jobs of
the Central Intelligence Agency, though the press
brags that it instigates raids, sabotage and even assas-
sinations. To check these things is beyond the power
of a single writer. It needs an international com-
mission. No agency exists that has such power,

I shall not pause to check that Singapore election,
but shall merely note that I heard it from three dif-
ferent residents of Singapore who said that the money
was proved to have come from Taiwan by NY Trust.
Nor shall I document the collusion of U.S. oil interests
with Indonesian rebels, but merely note that it gets
into the press when a U.S.-made bomber is shot down
and an American pilot nhamed Pope is condemned by
an Indonesian court for bombing Indonesian towns.
My task is simpler. I shall take the case of Laos, with
some side glances into the neighbors of Laos in
Southeast Asia.

In Laos we have a case that can be studied. It is
documented by reports to the U.S. Congress and by
correspondents of many nations reporting for some
years. It is illumined and brought to public attention
by discussions of fourteen nations going on in Geneva
in August 1961 as I write. I have spent some months
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assembling data and supplemented it by a personal
trip. I have facts that should be given to the American
people for the sake of the peace of the world.

In Laos the record is one of cash and violence. —
Cash given through the U.S. Embassy and violence
organized by U.S. military advisers and agents of the
CIA. For six years the U.S. ran Laos and paid its
bills, supplying all costs of the Royal Army and most
of the costs of the civil government, under-writing
the Laotian economy. The record shows that the
U.S. poured into Laos twice as much cash as the ex-
perts said Laos could absorb, and thus wrecked the
currency, corrupted the officials, and doubled the
cost of living. The U.S. bought for Laos twice as
big an army as the Joint Chiefs of Staff recom-
mended, in order to promote a civil war which pre-
vented Laos attaining unity as a nation.

These things can be documented. And these, one
fears, may be normal characteristics of much U.S.
Military Aid. .

*®

Let us glance very briefly at the pattern of American

penetration into Southeast Asia. Economic ventures

"into the Far East go back more than a century, to the

days of the famous “China clippers” from New England
shipyards that raced the British to Canton. American
capital was in those days as able and ruthless as any;
many fortunes of America’s first families derived from
those Far Eastern ventures. But American capital was
not yet strong enough to challenge the European im-
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perialisms, and was chiefly occupied in developing the
American continent. So, in the Far East, especially
in China, Washington pushed the “Open Door” policy,
demanding that any privilege given to any nation
should be extended to America too. This sufficed
American capitalists until their powers were sharply
expanded by two world wars. '

America’s expansion in force into the Southwest
Pacific began with the defeat of Japan in the Second
World War. One may note three stages, each taking
about five years. In the first stage, in the 1940s,
the U.S. took over the Japanese island bases and
absorbed properties of Britain and France, its war-
time allies. In the second stage, after the rise in 1949
of the Chinese People’s Republic, American power
concentrated on an additional aim, the “containment”
and, if possible, destruction of the new China. The
third stage began with the Geneva Agreements of
1954, which speeded Washington’s take-over of French
interests in French Indo-China.

Americans often boast that in the Second World War
America made “few territorial gains”. They contrast
this with the habit of old colonial powers, and es-
pecially compare it with the territorial gains made in
East Europe by the USSR. They omit to note that
the USSR did not even take back all the territory lost
by the Russian tsar in the First World War, while
America, by taking the island bases and by the growth
of her air and naval power, turned both the Atlantic
and Pacific into “American Lakes”.
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It was in 1943 that Henry Luce’s magazines began
to feature the ‘“American century”, expressing the
view that the U.S. would dominate the world for the
next hundred years. For already during the war it
became clear that America was acquiring the posses-
sions and interests of her allies. While the European
and Asian allies suffered serious losses in wealth and
man-power, America grew rich from the war. She
also grew very powerful, for though British and other
scientists helped produce the atomic bomb, Washington
alone possessed it. America used this wealth and
power to squeeze out, not only Germany and Japan,
but also America’s allies, from areas they previously
controlled. Even self-governing dominions like Aus-
tralia and New Zealand felt the pressure of American
capital. But its dominance was much more pronounced
in other areas which the European empires lost for a
time to Japanese imperialism, and regained with
American help.

Two peculiarities of this take-over should be noted.
The first was that America, in taking over possessions
not of an enemy but of allies, needed the excuse of a
common war against a common foe, a war in which
America “gave aid” to the public cause while America’s
capitalists acquired the other nations’ wealth. At
first this common enemy was Germany in Europe, and,
in the Far East, Japan. After Japan’s surrender, the

 enemy became “international Communism”. The need

of combining the “free nations” to fight Communism,
became the theme song of Washington, In fifteen
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years of thus mutually “fighting Communism”,
Washington took over little Communist territory. The
Communist territories grew tremendously, especially
in 1949 by the addition of China. But, through “mutual
alliance” against the Communists, America took over
the assets of her allies, especially of France.

It was Mao Tse-tung who called my attention to this
process in August 1946 when I first met him in Yenan.
The cold war had already begun. America had the
monopoly of the A-bomb and used it to threaten the
USSR. People everywhere worried about a possible
third world war. I raised this question with Mao.

Mao replied that “the American reactionaries” un-
doubtedly saw the USSR as their ultimate foe and
hoped eventually to destroy it but this was not their
immediate aim. To attack the USSR was not easy:
the road lay through France and Germany in Europe
and through China in Asia. For the time being, the
clamor about a third world war was largely a ‘“smoke-
screen” to hide the American take-over of the power
and possessions of Britain and France. Already
America had become the dominant imperialist power
in the Pacific. In China, where many FEuropean
nations had -formerly had spheres of influence,
America, by financing Chiang Kai-shek, had become
the single dominant foreign power.

The second characteristic of the take-over of power
was that American domination followed a new form.
The old form of colonialism was dead. The methods
whereby European powers seized territories and sent
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out governors and civil servants to administer them
could not survive the awakening nationalisms in Asia.
American dominance was secured by buying native
rulers and paying the cost of native governments, under
terms which then permitted American capital to acquire
properties and American military to acquire bases. It
was a method of cash and violence, rather than ter-
ritorial ownership and administration.

This new form, which already is becoming known
to the people of Asia and Africa as ‘“neo-colonialism”,
not only suited the new stage of finance capital which
America had reached. Its techniques and advantages
had been developed in half a century in the Philip-
pines. The seizure of these islands at the turn of the
century was America’s first imperialist conquest in the
Far East. Americans called it “imperialism” quite
openly in those days. A strong anti-imperialist move-
ment in America opposed both the war with Spain by
which American forces entered the Philippines (and
also Cuba), and still more opposed the ruthless five
years war by which American troops suppressed the
independence movement of the Filipino people. Mark
Twain wrote one of his most scathing essays against
this war of suppression. So strong was the resistance
in the Philippines and the anti-imperialist agitation in
America that American politicians were forced to
promise the Philippines not only a future independence
but that “every step taken in the islands” would be
“preparation for that independence’.



After half a century and many postponements, the
Philippines were granted political independence,
subject to certain agreements with the U.S.A. The
American ruling class had learned in that half century
a more efficient way of exploitation than that of the
old colonial empires. Their needs, they saw, were
power and profits. These could be had without the
formal ownership of territory and without the com-
plications inherent in the direct administration of
foreign lands. Safeguards for American investments
permitted American capital to continue to dominate
the islands’ economy. Agreements for American mili-
tary bases gave to Washington all the needed military
power.

There were even certain advantages in this method.
American capital took its power and profits in the most
direct manner, while the American voters hardly knew
about it, and in any case had no way to interfere.
American capital today collects its profits in the Philip-
pines as readily as in any “possession” and far more
readily than in territorial United States, where trade
unions interfere. In any American military project
in the southwestern Pacific, the Philippines show
themselves as biddable as the peoples in any British
or French colony ever were under British or French
governors. And while this highly efficient exploita-
tion continues under native rulers, whose chief interest
is to hide the extent of U.S. exploitation from the
native people, the American people are also ignorant
of it, and are able to believe happily that America is
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anti-imperialist, because she “gave independence” to
the Philippines, and because she occasionally ‘“opposes”
some gross exploitation by Britain, France, Portugal
or Belgium, after which Americans acquire the local
property and power.

This method of “cash and violence”, rather than ter-
ritorial possession and administration, often enables
Americans to be hailed for a time by the native peo-
ples as “liberators”, as they take over the assets of the
older imperialisms under a newer streamlined form.
The more experienced native peoples have already
discovered its nature, and call it “neo-colonialism”.

This ‘“cash and violence” was the method used in
Southeast Asia. That American capitalists were quite
conscious of the merits of this new technique was
shown when William Christian Bullitt, as U.S. ambas-
sador to France, recommended it to France in the Indo-
China war. He even gave the Philippines as an ex-
ample in an article in Life magazine December 1947.
It was partly his advice that induced France to set up
native governments in Indo-China such as the “State
of Viet Nam”, under Bao Dai, to oppose the govern-
ment of President Ho Chi Minh, with which France
had begun war. Similar “free” governments were set
up in Laos and Cambodia. Their characteristics were
that they gave French capitalists full access to wealth,
and gave the French military full right to bases.
Washington at once, to the annoyance of France, began
to send direct “American aid” to these native govern-
ments. On May 8, 1950 Secretary of State Acheson
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announced U.S. military aid to the “State of Viet Nam,
Laos and Cambodia”. ’

Thus, even in aiding France, Washington prepared
for the American take-over of power.

*

In the first years after Japan’s surrender, Indo-China
was a side issue for Washington. China, its exploita-
tion and domination, was the main goal. In China the
European interests had been squeezed out during the
war, the Japanese interest was lost by surrender, and
America, by its four to six billion dollar loans to Chiang
Kai-shek, had become the sole dominant foreign power.
Treaties signed with Chiang gave American investors
rights in every aspect of China’s life. American
capitalists expected to exploit China for profit for at
least fifty years: on this the claim to the “American
century” was largely based. More than that, Washing-
ton expected to gain, from a complaisant China, the
air and naval bases to complete the full encirclement
of the USSR, and even the man-power to use against
Russia in a U.S.-led war. This program was revealed
in many documents, especially the famous report of
Lt. General Wedemeyer.

Then America “lost China”. The victory of the
Chinese People’s Liberation Army over Chiang Kai-
shek was for the promoters of the ‘“American cen-
tury” the great shock of the post-war years.
American capital lost not only the exclusive
exploitation of vast resources and industrious man-
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power with which to stave off depression for fifty
years. It lost access to the entire Asian frontier of
the USSR. The world concept of “containing Com-
munism” within the USSR, where it might be atom-
bombed to bits from bases in Iceland, Saudi Arabia,
Sinkiang and Manchuria at once — was destroyed.
“Communism” had broken out to 650,000,000 Chinese.
With the inauguration of the Chinese People’s Re-
public on October 1, 1949, the Soviet socialist camp
had tripled its population and embraced more than one
third of mankind.

Washington’s policy at once became to encircle China,
contain her, cripple her, destroy her if possible.

Three actions to that end took place in 1950. They
were the Korean War* launched by Washington in
mid-summer; the “protection” of Taiwan announced by
President Truman on June 27; and the treaty signed
with France in Saigon in December, by which Wash-
ington assumed major costs of the Indo-China war.
These three actions are not usually connected in the
minds of the American people, but in Asia they are
seen as a three-pronged drive begun in 1950 against
the new People’s Republic of China. American
penetration was no longer a mere take-over of proper-
ties from decaying empires. It was fiercely directed
to the encirclement of China.

*The American myth that the Korean War was started by
North Korean aggression is too complex to discuss here. I
refer the reader to I.F. Stone’s excellently documented “Hidden
History of the Korean War” for indications that Washington
started it. This is the view that Asia generally holds.
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This explains the ruthless determination with which
John Foster Dulles pushed France to fight to the bitter
end in Indo-China and the rage he showed in Geneva,
when France felt compelled to sign the peace. It was
a war which the French were fighting but which
Washington partly controlled. In April 1961 I saw in
the Revolutionary Museum in Hanoi a photograph of
the signing of the Saigon Treaty and also examples of
American weapons captured by the Viet Minh in the
war.

“We captured American weapons even before the
treaty,” the guide told me, “for America gave weapons
to France from the start. But after the Saigon Treaty,
America began to take control of the war.”

Yet Washington’s control was never absolute. George
Bidault, Premijer of France in those years, later re-
vealed* that Dulles had twice offered him the atom
bomb for use in Indo-China and he had refused. It
was openly known that Admiral Radford sent U.S.
warships equipped with nuclear weapons to the Indo-
China coast but the use of them was finally counter-
manded by President Eisenhower because neither
France nor Britain were willing to expand the war in
Indo-China and Washington could not fight it alone.

*

The third stage in Washington’s penetration of
Southeast Asia began with the Geneva Conference on

*Duel at the Brink: Drummond and Coblentz.
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Indo-China in 1954. Here delegates from sixteen
nations assembled for the dual purpose of turning the
Korean armistice into a peace treaty which would
permit them to take their troops home, and of settling
the Indo-China war., Dulles went to induce them to
send their troops to Indo-China and expand the war
under American control. He had a draft plan and a
time-table for the new intervention. The plan was
SEATO, the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization,
whose official announcement was delayed in deference
to Britain, lest it antagonize Burma and India. The
troops were to march by the end of May.

But the governments that had jumped into Korea so
swiftly in 1950 at Washington’s call, had been dis-
illusioned. Britain and France said flatly they would
not join a war in Indo-China. Even the normally
obedient Philippines and Thailand evaded when asked
how many battalions they would send. Only Australia
and Syngman Rhee offered troops. The Korean War,
by its methods and failure, had begun the decline of
American world-leadership.

“One of the unforgettable scenes of the Geneva Con-
ference,” wrote Wilfred Burchett in “Up the Mekong”,
“was the day when Dulles stalked angrily from
the Conference Room, red-faced and furious.” A
telegram from London had given the final blow.
Winston Churchill had assured the House of Commons
that Britain would send no troops to Indo-China until
the Geneva Conference had the chance to effect a
peace. Dulles’ efforts to expand the war under U.S.
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leadership had failed because of peace demonstrations
in ‘Britain.

The pressure of the French people also became a
force for peace. A few days after the Conference
opened, news came of the final disaster to the French
forces in Dien Bien Phu. When, despite this news,
the French Premier Bidault tried to evade the modest
demands of the victorious peoples of Indo-China, a
cabinet crisis in Paris deposed him and installed
Mendes-France as premier, on a pledge to sign swift
peace.

The date of the signing is usually celebrated as July
20, though actually it was several hours after midnight
in the early hours of July 21. Three independent,
sovereign states emerged from that signing: Viet
Nam, Cambodia and Laos. All were presumably
neutral, pledged not to allow foreign military on their
territory. The American representative W. Bedell-
Smith refused to sign, but stated that the U.S.
would “not use force or the threat of force to disturb
the agreements’.

From that moment, Washington’s policy became to
break the Geneva Agreements by any means short of
an isolated American invasion, which the American
people would hardly agree to, and which America
could not win.

Dulles concluded the organization of SEATO in
September 1954, as the instrument of Washington’s
aims. Its aggressive aim against China and the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Viet Nam was shown by the fact
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that India, Burma and Indonesia all refused to join it,
and its only Southeast Asian members were Thailand,
the Philippines and Pakistan, all on Washington’s pay-
roll. Its purpose was emphasized by the quick adop-
tion of a protocol taking “under its protection” Laos,
Cambodia "and South Viet Nam, all of which the
Geneva Agreements had declared neutral. SEATO
was thus announced as an instrument against the
Geneva decisions.
Then, with the power of cash, Washington moved
directly into Laos, Cambodia and South Viet Nam with
“military aid” to the new governments, to break their
pledged neutrality and bend them into a military base
against China and North Viet Nam.

®

The Korean War, the take-over of Taiwan as a war
base, and the rapid penetration of Indo-China were
only part of Washington’s plan to ring the new China
with military bases from which it might be destroyed.
Into every country of Southeast Asia the U.S. sought
to enter, if possible to dominate, and otherwise to un-
dermine. Two different cases may be noted, Thailand
and Burma, both in Southeast Asia and both important
for Laos too.

Thailand, which, as long as Viet Nam is split, is the
largest, most populous nation of the Southeast Asian
mainland, was easy picking for Washington. Under
the former name of Siam, it had been left nominally
independent by Britain and France as a buffer state
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between their empires. It sided with Japan in the
Second World War and thus was vulnerable to demands
of the victors. It is a feudal monarchy with many
competing noble families, most of whom were glad to
serve the strongest, richest victor. Thailand quickly
began to get American aid. In return she gave military
bases, the use of her territory for maneuvers, and the
use of her capital Bangkok as headquarters for any
American agency operating in Southeast Asia and for
any illegal conspiracies against neighbor nations.
Thailand is what Washington calls “reliable” and what
Peking calls “a running-dog of U.S. imperialism”.
Thailand premiers change fairly often, usually by
violence plus U.S. aid. Cynics say there are so many
hungry warlords that, when one is over-fed with U.S.
bounty, the others gang up and push him aside. It
may be more accurate to say that Washington seeks
the most biddable “strong man”. The present premier,
Sarit Thanarat, seized power in October 1958, arrested
and killed opposing politicians, and took over state
funds, properties and lands for private use. He has
intervened militarily in Cambodia and Laos and helped
armed conspiracies in Burma. He also suppresses the
Thai people. These are the failings of his kind and
will destroy him as Chiang Kai-shek and Syngman
Rhee were destroyed. Meantime he gives Washington
an excellent base for military actions anywhere in
Southeast Asia and survives for the time in the usual
manner, by killing his enemies as “Communists”.
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Burma, a former British colony northwest of Thai-
land and Laos, became a case of the opposite kind.
When, after the Japanese war, Britain sgave Burma
independence, the mild-mannered Buddhist premier
U Nu was glad to accept American aid to repair the
destruction suffered in the common cause, But when
Washington imposed conditions. that seemed to violate
Burma’s independence, Burma made a sensation in
Asia by refusing American aid. Soon afterwards
there was a greater sensation when Premier U Nu,
together with Premier Nehru of India, and Premier
Chou En-lai of China, announced the “Five Principles
of Peaceful Co-existence”, from which later grew the
famous first conference of Asian and African nations
in Bandung.

John Foster Dulles, to whom such neutralism was
treason, began to undermine Burma. The country is
Buddhist and feudal, with good intentions but not very
strong. It contains several minority nationalities and
these have grievances. They are encouraged from
headquarters in Thailand next door to form secession
movements. In Burma’s hilly hinterland, moreover,
Washington found armed forces ready to its hand.

Several thousand armed troops of Chiang Kai-shek,
defeated in China, fled into Burma in 1950 and lived
by looting Burmese peasants. Under ordinary condi-
tions they would soon have been dispersed by killing
or intermarriage. American aid through Thailand and
then by plane from Chiang Kai-shek in Taiwan enabled
them to build a warlord base with airfields, arsenals
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and even a source of income, which they found in
opium-processing and smuggling. They loot peasants,
make alliances with dissident tribes and generally ir-
ritate the government of Burma. They are located
on a sensitive border where four nations meet: Burma,
China, Laos and Thailand, where they can quickly
escape any attempt to capture them and where Wash-
ington can use them at any moment, throwing them
across lonely and wooded frontiers.

Premier U Nu has many times complained about
them in the Chamber of Deputies, in the Rangoon
press, and directly to Washington, citing their looting,
their opium-smuggling, their American arms. Washing-
ton can always disavow responsibility, for the connec-
tions are indirect through Thailand and Chiang Kai-
shek. Yet Washington can always use them for a
small inducement such as a fresh supply of arms.

The first big clamor raised by Burma was in 1953.
Washington disavowed responsibility but agreed to
air-lift these Kuomintang remnants out of Burma to
Taiwan. A publicized air-lift actually took place.
Later, it was found that the KMT forces were stronger
than ever. The aged and sick had been removed and
new replacements sent. A United Nations commission
that went to investigate was flatly told by General Li
Tu-fu, one of the leaders: “The U.S. plans for South-
east Asia preclude the withdrawal of my troops.”

At the end of 1960 the Burmese Army made a serious
attempt to clean up these bandits. They penetrated
the hills and found KMT fortresses, airfields, arsenals,
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opium factories and quantities of new American arms,
marked with the clasped-hands of the “U.S. Aid”. They
captured documents including a treaty with the Shan
States, a dissident minority, whereby the KMT troops
brought in arms for the Shans in return for a refuge
on their territory. The Shans, if and when they
gained ‘“independence’” from Burma, were to join
SEATO. The complicity of Thailand as headquarters
was also proved.

Again clamor filled the Rangoon press and again
Premier U Nu spoke to the Chamber of Deputies and
protested to Washington and again an air-lift from
Burma to Taiwan was arranged. But again, after
the air-lift, a Chinese language paper in Hong Kong
revealed that the air-lift had taken the sick and
aged and also women and children of the families, thus
freeing the armed men for new adventures. Some
were still in Burma, some had gone into Thailand, but
several thousand had gone into Laos, to stiffen the
forces of Washington’s “strong man”, General Phoumi
Nosavan, whose Laotians were becoming unwilling to
fight.

These are two examples of Washington’s penetration
into Southeast Asia. Thailand complies, and becomes
a tool. Burma seeks to be neutral and is undermined.
And now we turn to Laos, a nation far weaker than
either, who has with both these nations a common
border.



CHAPTER 1II

LAND OF THE LAO*

Three nations emerged from the break-up of French
Indo-China in 1954: Viet Nam, Cambodia and Laos. In
the eyes of the West they were new nations, for the
French rule had blotted out their names, and even jailed
local patriots for singing some old song or flaunting a
map showing an ancient country. But among the peo-
ple the memory endured of kingdoms that flourished
long before the American continent was discovered.
The oldest of these nations, Viet Nam, recorded history
before the Christian era and had a legendary tradition
for more than four thousand years. Even the young-
est, Laos, was several times as old as the United States.

All of these nations have characteristics in common,
which they share with other neighbor states. Geo-
graphically they are part of Southeast Asia, a term
normally used to include Viet Nam, Laos, Cambodia,
Thailand, Burma and Malaya, and often extended to
the island empire of Indonesia further south. They
all have a tropical climate, humid, dominated by the

*1 am indebted to Wilfred Burchett’s “Up the Mekong” for
much of the history in this and the following chapter.
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southern ocean. They live by rice-growing. Histori-
cally they all lay on the sea route between China and
India, at the cross-roads between the two great cultures
of antiquity.

By climate and fertility this area became one of the
earliest dwelling-places of man. The discovery of the
Java pithecanthropus, or ‘“ape-man”, shows that even
the predecessors of the human race lived here. Many
relics of the Stone Age cultures are found. One notes
the great stone jars, big as a man and weighing a ton or
more, which give the name to the Plain of Jars
in Laos, where they lie scattered in deep grass. Archae-
ologists differ about their origin and use. Some call
them burial jars, others consider they were used for
storing grain or wine for great nature-worshipping fes-
tivals, and others note that the jars, when struck, emit
a variety of musical tones which are heard far away
and which may have summoned to ancient war coun-
cils. They point to a long-lost Stone Age culture of
some extent.

Most of the population is believed to have come
originally from China, pushing south in prehistoric
ages and also in historic times under pressure of con-
quests or of population. An early incursion from China
established the first Vietnamese kingdom about 300
B.C. The first revolt of the freedom-loving Vietnamese
against foreign control was led in 39 A.D. by the two
Trung sisters against the Han conquests. A temple in
memory of these two national heroines still stands in
Hanoi. Chou En-lai went there on his first visit to
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Viet Nam to lay a wreath in symbol of the new China’s
approval of the sisters’ revolt. Operas and songs still
made of their heroic resistance usually omit the last
battle in which the sisters were defeated and after
which they drowned themselves.

An incursion from India, also before the Christian
era, set up the kingdom of Funan where Cambodia
stands today. Twelve hundred years ago it grew into
the empire of the Khmer people, who produced the
magnificent Angkor temples, still one of the architec-
tural wonders of the world.

The Lao and Thai people came later: they are one
stock. Formerly living in South China, they were
pushed south by the Mongol conquest of Kublai Khan
in. the 13th century. They came in three migrations,
one of which settled Siam, or Thailand, another Laos,
while a smaller group drifted into North Viet Nam as
a minority nationality. The Lao and Thai peoples un-
derstand each other’s language and can also talk readily
with people in South China but not with all the people
in the land of Laos to which they came.

In all of these lands there grew a feudal system in
which rice-growing peasants tilled the lush bottom lands
on the rivers and pushed still earlier aboriginal peoples
into the hills to live on maize, dry rice and sometimes
on roots and bark. Petty kings and pettier nobles
lorded it over the peasants and. fought each other for
lands and power. Religion came from India, first in
the form of Hinduism and later as Buddhism, the pre-
vailing religion today. In Viet Nam the Buddhism
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came via China, mixed with Confucian and Taoist
thought.

China, for centuries the dominant power of eastern
Asia, was the main source of commerce, handicraft and
secular culture. Chinese merchant ships explored and
traded with all these peoples for more than two thou-
sand years. Adventurous Cantonese merchants even
became petty kings and founded dynasties in these
frontier lands. All of the kings, even in Siam and
Burma, paid various forms of tribute to the Chinese
Empire during most of the two thousand years. For
these lands it was a long distance tribute, going over-
land by convoy every two to five years, proceeding on
river barges and portages to the great court of the
emperor, where kings of Burma and Siam ranked as
third grade mandarins, while petty kings of Laos were
hardly equal to county magistrates. From these trips
the envoys would return with royal gifts from the-
emperor and often with Chinese handicraftsmen to em-
bellish their southern palaces and cities. In all these na-
tions of Southeast Asia a fairly large resident Chinese
population remains as merchants and artisans in cities.

Of all the nations south of China on the Asian main-
land, Viet Nam* was—and is—the strongest, most pop~
ulous and most advanced. This very long and narrow
country holds the eastern slope of the range that forms
the backbone of the Indo-China peninsula; it faces east

*I use the term Viet Nam as meaning the entire united
country, since its division into two parts by act of the U.S.
will historically be temporary.
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into the Pacific and south into the southern seas. The
sea gave Viet Nam a relatively healthy climate and
access to the world by ships. Vietnamese were early
ranked among the best mariners and ship-builders on
the southern ocean. They furnished handicraftsmen
and artisans to other nations. In Laos, where Chinese
merchants and artisans carry on trade and small indus-
try in the cities, Vietnamese replace them in the small-
er towns. Vietnamese comprise four fifths of the pop-
ulation today of all French Indo-China.

Cambodia and Laos lie west of Viet Nam on the in-
land side of the long peninsular range; this divides
them from Viet Nam. Cambodia in the south is a
compact land of some five million people, most of them
Khmers whose ancestors built the great temples at
Angkor. Laos is less developed. Though its 79,000
square miles make it slightly larger than Cambodia,
.it is land-locked, hemmed in on all sides by other na-
tions. West of it lies Thailand, from which it is
separated by the Mekong River. Cambodia bounds it
on the south and Viet Nam on the east while at its
northern and northeastern edges lie China and Burma.
Laos itself is a jungle of dense forests and tall moun-
tains, full of wild beasts, reptiles and malarial mosqui-
toes and with few roads of communication. Its isolated
and hence backward population has been kept small
by tropical diseases against which no local medical
science existed, the prevalent treatment for everything
being witchcraft. Decades of French occupation pro-
duced only one trained native physician in all Laos. Of
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its possibly three million people, only about half are
even of the Lao nationality, with a written language
and a recorded history. The rest are sixty-odd hill
tribes, most of them without a written tongue.

If you fly south from Hanoi in North Viet Nam to-
wards Vientiane, the capital of Laos, or further south
down the long, narrow body of Laos to Cambodia, you
see little except steep, wooded mountain ridges, with
here and there a clearing on a hill-top or a bright slit
of green rice-fields on some river far below. On the
westward edge of the land, wider valleys appear along
the Mekong or some of its tributaries. Here is the
rice cultivation, the populated area, with villages and
occasional towns. Many of these towns have been cap-
itals of small kingdoms. Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Sa-
vannakhet are, reading from north to south, such cap-
itals and still important for history. Always they have
been subject to attack from the Thais across the river,
for the Mekong gives access rather than protection.

The dominant Lao people, known specifically as the
Lao Lum, to distinguish them from other nationalities
in the land of Laos, record that they fled south from
China in the 13th century, led by a King Khum Boron
who rode a white elephant “with beautiful black eye-
lids and ears”. A hundred years later, a Lao chieftain
named Fa Ngum, made a fortunate marriage to a
daughter of the Angkor kings and established the
“Kingdom of a Million Elephants’ to which name was
sometimes added “and a white parasol”. In his capital
at Luang Prabang he installed the Golden Prabang
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Buddha which is still the chief treasure of the royal
house. The kingdom remained strong until the rise
of Siam which, beginning as a vassal to the Khmer
kingdom, grew in power until it threatened and occa-
sionally invaded both the Khmer kingdom and the
Kingdom of a Million Elephants, as Thailand threat-
ens and invades Cambodia and Laos today.

As the Lao Lum took over the lush river valleys
they pushed earlier peoples into the hills. These were
a Polynesian race known as the “Lao Theng”, among
whom there are many different tribes and groupings,
but the Lao Lum called them all “Kha” or “slaves”.
Their slavery seems not to have been of an individual
slave to an individual master, but a racial slavery,
which permitted any member of the Lao Lum to give
orders to a Lao Theng. Taxes and feudal duties
imposed on Lao Lum might be passed on by them to
the Lao Theng, if these could be reached. Lao Theng
were originally very numerous. A single ftribe in
southern Laos was said to have had 300,000 members,
but the Thai people conquered them in war, massacred
most of them, kept some as slaves and sold others as
slaves to the Lao Lum. Conditions of life among the
“Kha” did not encourage population growth.

On the tops of the hills and the saddles of mountains,
at elevations of about 5,000 feet live tribes of another
kind who go by the general name of the Lao Sung.
The largest group is that of the Meo, who number
possibly 100,000. These seldom became slaves. The
lowland peasants could not catch them, even the

28

French could not entirely subdue them. They were
savages, not given to Buddhism but to nature worship,
living in part by hunting and in part by primitive
agriculture of the “slash and burn” variety. They
would burn a stretch of woods, called a “ray”, and push
seed into the ground. In a few years, when the fer-
tility of the “ray” failed, the people would move their
village and make another “ray”. That they thus de-
stroyed valuable forests, including teak wood, was
nobody’s concern.

The Meo were mobile, warlike, killing beasts and
men with cross-bows and poisoned arrows, and also
by digging “animal pits” lined with spikes under
camouflage. They are also very honest and loyal to
friends and promises. The Pathet Lao relate that Meo
villages have painstakingly returned on their own ini-
tiative to a passing detachment, a sack of grain they
had “borrowed” years before. This scrupulousness
makes them excellent allies. They present one serious
problem to any progressive government. Their cash
crop is opium which their women carry down to the
lowland markets, often several days’ journey on foot.
Trading it for salt, black cloth and iron for weapons,
they quickly return to the hills for they do not easily
endure the tropical heat of the lowlands.

Opium from these village markets makes its way, by
legal and illegal channels, through Thailand or Saigon
to the world. Under the French, Prince Souphanouvong
told me, the export of opium from Laos reached two
hundred tons a year. “Two billion U.S. dollars at the
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selling end,” he said. “A large export from a small
country.” Opium binds the Meo to the gangster chain
of the international drug traffic. Yet the Meo will not
easily relinquish it. For living so isolated, opium is
his one profitable crop.

*

When the French invaded Southeast Asia in the late
19th century, it was in a race with the British for ac-
cess to southern China, and especially to the mineral-
rich province of Yunnan. The British advanced
through Burma and the French through Indo-China,
each picking up territory but leaving between them,
as a buffer, the kingdom of Siam. The French first
conquered South Viet Nam and then struck north into
the rest of Viet Nam and west into Cambodia, exploring
the Mekong River for a way into Yunnan, They set
up their capital for all of Indo-China in Hanoi in North
Viet Nam. :

In Laos there were at the time three kingdoms, with
capitals at Luang Prabang, Vientiane and Savannakhet.
All of them were vassals of Siam. France took pos-
session by threatening the Siamese overlords with
gunboats, and never bothered to make treaties with
the kings of Laos. In 1893 France forced from Siam
all claims to Laos east of the Mekong; in 1897 she
gained two additional provinces west of the Mekong.
In 1904 Britain and France signed a treaty whereby
Siam became a buffer between the two advancing
empires. Neither Britain nor France gained Yunnan,
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but both got mineral concessions there and each of
them carved off pieces of Yunnan to add to British
Burma and to French Indo-China, which made a border
problem for China to settle today.

When the French invaders became aware of the
riches of Indo-China, they began to exploit them. They
advanced locally in Laos by making deals with local
nobles or tribal leaders, giving arms to those who
would collaborate, and helping these conquer any local
people who resisted. No resistance on a wide scale
was possible in Laos, with its many nationalities and
difficult terrain. So heavy, however, was the oppres-
sion by the French invaders that individual villages and
tribes were forced to resist. They usually began by
refusing to pay some prohibitive tax or labor levy.
When the French sent troops to force compliance, the
peasants ambushed the troops. An unequal war fol-
lowed in which the French annihilated the local people
by superior fire-power.

The first organized resistance was in 1901, eight
years after the arrival of the French troops. It was
led by a district chief of the Lao Lum in southern Laos.
The French crushed it in two years, maneuvering
easily against the lowland peasants.

The mountain tribes were harder to subdue. A revolt
against the opium tax and the corvee labor began in
1918 among the Meo tribes in Sam Neua Province.
Under a chief named Pao Hay, it spread to all the
mountain tribes of the northern provinces. In four
years of battle, the French were unable to suppress it.
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So they sent an agent to assassinate Pao Hay. After this
they massacred his disheartened followers by the
thousands. The Meo are especially defenseless if a
chief is killed, for they reverence their chief, not as a
human being, but as a Father image, giver of fertility
to crops and life to the tribe.

The longest, best organized resistance to the French
in that early period came from the despised “Kha”,
the slaves. It began in 1910 with the Laval tribe of
southern Laos, the largest tribe of the Lao Theng; it
spread to all the Lao Theng people of Laos, and lasted
twenty-seven years.

A chief named Ong Keo was the first leader. He
met every French attack so successfully with ambush
and poisoned arrows that the French finally resorted
to treachery. They sent word through a lowland
prince of the Lao Lum that they would negotiate with
the Lao Theng to free them from all taxation. Nego-
tiation had its known formality among the tribes. Ong
Keo met the French resident, each bringing his body-
guards. Then each submitted to bodily search by the
guards of the other, after which the guards withdrew,
leaving the two chiefs face to face. The catch was
that the head was never searched. So, as soon as the
French resident was left alone with Ong Keo, he drew
a revolver from his hat and shot his opponent dead.
According to Wilfred Burchett, the lowland prince who
assisted in this betrayal was the father of the present
Prince Boun Oum.
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Ong Keo’s revolt was taken over by another chief
named Komadon, who became an even greater leader.
He developed a written language for the Lao Theng
tribes and organized schools in which at least some
members of the tribes might learn to read it. Thus
he united the Lao Theng in all of Laos in resistance to
the French. Not until 1937 did the French subdue
him. For this they concentrated most of the French
forces in Indo-China against the single isolated moun-
tain fastness of Komadon in southern Laos, which they
encircled for two years. They massacred all the vil-
lages around the foot of the mountain to cut off
Komadon’s supplies. Finally they stormed his retreat
with ground troops, airplanes, two hundred elephants
and many wild Alsatian dogs. Komadon fell in battle
but his many sons were captured. The French threw
the small children down the ravines to die; they took
three grown sons captive. One of these died in prison,
the other two were released by the rising of all Laos
against France in 1945. The sons of Komadon promptly
joined the anti-French resistance and became leaders
in the Pathet Lao.

The supreme lesson learned from all these bloody
defeats by the survivors was staled by Faydang, one
of the Meo chiefs. “We had no program; we united
the Lao Sung but never thought of the other peoples
in Laos.” It was also stated to Burchett by a son of
Komadon: “We united the ‘Kha’ but we needed a wider
unity of all the people of Laos.”

To build this wider unity was born the Pathet Lao.
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*

In the Second World War, the French permitted the
Japanese to take over Indo-China without resistance.
Siam became an actual ally of Japan. So, in August
1945, when Japan’s defeat became clear, the peoples of
Indo-China began throwing out the Japanese occupa-
tion and set up their own native governments. This
began in Viet Nam, where a “Liberated Area” of six
northern provinces was formally constituted on June
4, 1945. Hanoi was liberated from the Japanese on
August 19, Saigon on August 25, and the Democratic
Republic of Viet Nam was proclaimed September 2
as an independent republic under President Ho Chi
Minh. A new gold starred red flag floated over free
soil of all Viet Nam, from the borders of China to the
southern tip beyond Saigon.

Cambodia and Laos followed quickly. On October
12, 1945, a provisional government was set up in Vien-
tiane for Laos. It was composed of educated members
of the ruling class. Among them were two brother
princes who are still important. Prince Souvanna
Phouma became Minister of Public Works. Prince
Souphanouvong, his younger half-brother, whose initia-
tive had been largely responsible for the new govern-
ment, became Minister of Defense and Commander-in-
Chief of the new national army. Both Princes had
studied in France and had become engineers, hoping
to use their talents for their country.

Souphanouvong, the youngest, had been in France
in 1937, in the time of the Popular Front; he had
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studied the classics of the French Revolution and
worked on the docks at Le Havre and Bordeaux, meet-
ing Frenchmen unlike the French colonialists. On his
return to Indo-China, he followed his profession of
building roads and bridges and found work in Viet
Nam, which, like Laos, was ruled by the French from
Hanoi. The young engineer whose work took him to
mines and plantations, saw the savage exploitation of
the colonialists. When Japan invaded, the young Prince
was impressed by the intelligence and spirit with
which Ho Chi Minh organized resistance. He sought
advice from Ho, who told him: “Seize power from the
colonialists.” Returning to Laos, the Prince organized
revolutionary groups of young intellectuals and pre-
pared for the provisional government which took
power in 1945. But his movement had a fatal
weakness: he had given little thought to the peasants
and still less to the hill tribes. His movement was
confined to upper class intellectuals.

The French left Laos alone while they dealt with
her stronger neighbors. With American and British
help they came back into South Viet Nam and Cam-
bodia and then played for time in Hanoi by signing on
March 6, 1946 a historic agreement which recognized
the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam under Ho Chi
Minh as an independent republic within the French
Union, with its own parliament, finance and army. This
treaty France broke on November 23 of the same year
by bombarding the port of Haiphong from French
warships leaving 6,000 Vietnamese dead.
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The French had used these interim months to take
over Laos. From three directions their troops marched
into Laos, and defeated Souphanouvong’s army on
March 21, at Thakhek, a strategic junction where the
road from Central Viet Nam joins the north-south road
to Cambodia. The French then massacred the popula-
tion of the city. Prince Souphanouvong, who himself
was seriously wounded in that battle, later described
it to Burchett. The French bombed the city, dropping
their first bomb into a crowded market place, and then
machine-gunning the terrified people as they fled.
Then the French infantry advanced.

“They behaved like savages,” said the Prince. “As
our troops retreated block by block, the French killed
every person in the town. Little children were thrown
into the Mekong. Hardly a person in Thakhek escaped;
the city was wiped out. March 21 will be always re-
membered by us as a symbol of colonial savagery.”

The Provisional Government of Laos fled into Thai-
land as a government-in-exile. Here it gradually fell
apart. The French sought to buy its members, individ-
ually and as a group. One of the first to desert to
France was a minister named Katay, of whom more
will be heard. Finally in 1949, wishing to concentrate
on subduing Viet Nam, France offered Laos “peace and
independence”, reserving for France the right to use
the country as a military base. Prince Souvanna
Phouma returned to Laos with several others on this
basis, believing that this “half-independence” might
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grow. Thus France, from “free Laos”, continued its
war against Viet Nam.

Here Prince Souphanouvong’s path diverged from
that of his brother. As he lay convalescing from
wounds, he analyzed the cause of his defeat in the light
of the victories Ho Chi Minh was winning in Viet Nam.
He had based his strategy on cities, where the superior
weapons of France most counted. He had ignored the
peasants and the tribes of the hills. From those hills
messages came to the Prince where he lay wounded.
The hill tribes, though ignored, had learned that a
prince of the lowlands had fought heroically against
the French.

“I would like to fight by your side against France,”
wrote Faydang, one of the great Meo chieftains.

Souphanouvong replied: “Organize your people. I
shall return.” Similar messages were exchanged with
the sons of Komadon.

So, when his wounds healed, the younger Prince
came back to Laos, not to the towns but to the hills
and woods. He found the remnants of his scattered
forces still resisting from jungle bases. He found new
allies: Faydang of the Lao Sung, and Si Thon, son of
the murdered Komadon, of the Lao Theng. He sought
out veterans of old revolts and organized them, each
in his own tribe and all together building the “Neo
Lao Otsala”, the Liberation Front of Laos.

So a few months after the French-supported “free
Laos” was set up in Vientiane, another government,
illegal, was organized in the hills. A secret congress
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was attended by chosen representatives from all sec-
tions of the people and all national minorities. It was
the first Congress ever held in Laos where all national-
ities met as equals. The Congress unanimously created
the new “Liberation Front” as a nationwide organiza-
tion, and set up a ‘“resistance government” in which
the Lao Theng “slaves” and the Lao Sung “savages”
were allied with the Lao Lum in resistance to France.
Prince Souphanouvong became chairman of the Libera-
tion Front and premier of the new illegal government;
Faydang of the Meo tribes and Si Thon of the Lao
Theng became ministers.

Half a year later, an even wider unity was establish-
ed. For a hundred years the French had played one
nation of Indo-China against another. They were now
using an alleged “free Laos” and “free Cambodia” as
bases against Viet Nam. Yet if Viet Nam fell to France,
it was clear that neither Laos nor Cambodia would long
retain even a fiction of “freedom”. So in March 1951,
the resistance movements in Viet Nam, Laos and Cam-
bodia formed an alliance, through a meeting of
delegates.

It was the Viet-Khmer-Lao Alliance that defeated
France in Indo-China, and brought about the joint vic-
tory of the three formerly subject peoples. The Viet
Minh was by far the strongest force in this alliance.
It won the final decisive victory. But the contribution
of the others was not negligible: in many actions they
helped to turn the tide.
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The most important victory in Laos took place in
March 1953, a year before the final decisive battle of
Dien Bien Phu for which it helped prepare. It occurred
in Sam Neua Province, the northeast province of Laos,
which juts far into North Viet Nam and which Prince
Souphanouvong described to me as “the hilliest and the
poorest province of Laos”. Here the forces of the Lib-
eration Front of Laos, in correlation with the Viet
Minh, struck at all the French posts in the area. At
the same time, the guerrilla forces of the hill tribes
sprang everywhere to life. Wherever the French
turned, they were met by warriors pouring from the
mountains. In a few weeks one fourth of Laos was
liberated. The scattered hill bases became a Liberated
Area of 20,000 square kilometers. A second offensive
was launched later in the year in southern Laos in
the old Komadon area. At the end of the year a third
offensive, launched from Sam Neua’s new base, lib-
erated the big northwest province Phongsaly.

Thus, in less than a year, half Laos was liberated
from the French by the same type of forces in the
same type of unity that were later to liberate even
greater areas in 1961. ‘

By these battles the main French forces were isolated
in northern Viet Nam at a place called Dien Bien Phu.
Here is no space to tell of that historic battle. It was
launched March 13, 1954. On May 7, after eight weeks
of battle, that great French fortified area, on which,
with the help of American military advisers, the
famous Navarre Plan had based its “grand strategy”
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for the retaking of all French Indo-China, fell to the
forces of Ho Chi Minh.

This confirmed the rout of the French armies in all
of ' Indo-China and led to the peace conference in
Geneva from which the modern history of Viet Nam,
Cambodia and Laos begins.

CHAPTER I

AMERICANS ENTER LAOS

When John Foster Dulles’ efforts to widen the Indo-
China war into an international war under American
leadership failed through the signing of peace in
Geneva July 20, 1954, his policy became {o break the
Geneva Agreements from within. Three nations had
emerged — Viet Nam, Cambodia and Laos, all pledged
to neutrality and to permit no foreign bases or troops
on their soil. In none of these nations had America
any legal right; she had refused even to sign the trea-
ties- that created them. Washington’s weapons were
cash, military aid and SEATO, the new organization
formed by Dulles in September 1954 specifically for
use in Southeast Asia.

Each of the new nations had its separate Agreement,
tailored to its conditions. Viet Nam, by far the largest,
whose revolutionary army, the Viet Minh, accom-
plished the final defeat of France at Dien Bien Phu
and sat in Geneva as victor, was recognized as a uni-
fied, independent, sovereign state in which the Viet
Minh should at once take over the capital at Hanoi and
install the government of the Democratic Republic of
Viet Nam which, under Ho Chi Minh, had operated
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nine years from the hills, and would now at once
administer the northern half of the country. The
French troops would retire south, to embark in Saigon
for France, under the temporary administration of the
French puppet government of Bao Dai. Within two
years, by July 20, 1956, the withdrawals would be
completed and nationwide elections should be held,
under control of the International Commission set up
by Geneva, with representatives of three nations:
India, Canada and Poland. From these elections would
be formed a united government for Viet Nam which
was recognized throughout as a single and sovereign
state. .

Washington broke this Agreement rather simply.
America’s place-man, Ngo Dinh Diem, had already
been installed in Bao Dai’s cabinet. American aid now
raised him to premier, and then got rid of Bao Dai.
Long before the date for the nationwide elections came,
Diem repudiated them and set up South Viet Nam as
a separate state, which Washington recognized and
supported with arms and cash. Diem had never signed
the Geneva Agreements; neither had the United States.
France had signed them, but France had gone home.
Diem banked®on Washington.

The people of Viet Nam, both north and south, felt
cheated. Diem ruthlessly suppressed all persons who

opposed him, and in fact, all persons who had ever -

fought against France for independence. Washington
gave him the means. The struggle goes on to this day
and will be discussed in our final chapter.
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Thus Washington got a second major base in South-
east Asia, a dictator bound by the needs of his own
survival to serve Washington’s aims, and hence a sec-
ond “running-dog” for American policy. South Viet
Nam, together with Thailand, became the two pivots
of Washington’s penetration, two large, populous mili-
tarized states, from which armed pressure could be
quickly brought against neighbor nations, like Cam-
bodia and Laos.

*

The pressure was at once applied to Cambodia. This
small, compact state with the ancient culture of the
Khmer kings that built the famous Angkor temples,
in hemmed by South Viet Nam on the east and Thailand
on the west, with the weak Laos on the north. South-
ward it faces the ocean but Cambodia had no port, for
Saigon had served as its outlet. Cambodia’s ruler was
Prince Norodom Sihanouk, educated in France and
pro-Western in outlook. He made at first no contacts
with socialist nations but gladly accepted aid from
America and France. France built him a port and
Washington promised a highway to connect the port
with his capital. America also helped finance his
army. Sihanouk seemed safely tied to the West.

When, however, SEATO declared “protection” over
the three new states in Indo-China — the immediate
aim for which it was formed — Sihanouk rejected this
protection, saying that it violated both the Geneva
Agreements and the sovereignty of Cambodia. Wash-
ington brought pressure by delaying its aid. Sihanouk
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then showed himself a courageous neutralist and also
one of the cleverest politicians of Asia. He made a
trip to Moscow and got aid. Washington applied
stronger pressure through - Thailand and South Viet
Nam in the form of economic blockade followed by
military invasions. South Vietnamese troops moved
in force several miles into Cambodia and set up new
boundary posts. Sihanouk first asked the American
Embassy to mediate, but when the answer was evasive,
he recognized Communist China.

Washington then conspired seriously to overthrow
Sihanouk by what was known as the Bangkok Plan,
worked out by SEATO in Thailand, with $1,200,000 aid
from Washington and a letter of blessing from Presi-
dent Eisenhower.* Gangster invasions from Thailand
and South Viet Nam created “incidents” on both Cam-

* Reported by Malcolm Salmon, Australian correspondent
in Southeast Asia 1958-60, in his book “Focus on Indo-China”,
pages 262-265. The plot was a very serious one, which there
is no space for, since this book is not about Cambodia. It
grew from a SEATO meeting in September 1958 in Bangkok,
and was organized by Sarit Thanarat of Thailand, with
assistance from South Viet Nam and with several American
advisers. Many high U.S. personages in the Far East were
implicated in the attempt to punish Cambodia for dealing
with China. The traitor to whom the personal letter was
sent by Eisenhower was Dap Chuon, a Cambodian warlord:
it assured him of the full support of the U.S. in his efforts
to overthrow the Cambodian government and reverse its
neutralist policies. In Feb. 1959 Sihanouk sent a personal
letter to Eisenhower asking an explanation. The answer
did not come until July, two days before the opening of the

“Friendship Highway”. It expressed “regret for past misunder~
standings”.
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bodia’s borders, including many kidnappings and burn-
ings of villages and much disorder. With this was
combined a traitorous plot inside Cambodia, including
members of the Prince’s palace staff, to overthrow
Sihanouk by violence or assassinate him.

Sihanouk’s intelligence service was good. He ar-
rested the traitors at the proper time and got the evi-
dence, including quantities of American arms, many
documents and the letter from Eisenhower. He then
showed able diplomacy. He made an exhibition for
the diplomats of twenty-two nations in which he ex-
posed much of the evidence, including the American
arms, but did not display the Eisenhower letter. He
merely let Eisenhower know that he had it, and that
Eisenhower’s attitude surprised and pained him. The
long-promised and long-delayed American highway
was promptly built. It opened in August 1959 with
expressions of friendship from both sides.*

Sihanouk clearly learned diplomacy from France,
and added perhaps a shrewdness inherited from the
old Angkor kings. He exposes to the world the plots

*Two years later this “Friendship Highway” was already
a scandal. A UPI despatch July 6, 1961, revealed that the
road, originally estimated to cost $15,000,000, had actually cost
$30,000,000 and been so badly constructed that already the
rains had broken it to pieces so that Sihanouk could not travel
by it to the port but had to go back to his capifcal and tage
helicopter. A despatch from the U.S. ambassador in Cambodia
to President Kennedy June 25, warned that this symbol of
friendship and of American engineering would become a joke
in Cambodia unless quickly repaired.
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against him, but never directly insults the rulers of
powerful nations. Cambodia has become in Southeast
Asia an example that bold neutrality pays. It has a
fine port from France, a highway from America, a
modern hospital from Moscow, a broadcasting station
and sundry other industrial enterprises from China.
It has won a reputation far beyond its size and strength
as an independent nation, which makes contribution
to world peace.

But Sihanouk lives dangerously. He must follow
with skill and daring a tight-rope path. Not long
after that American-built highway was opened with
mutual expressions of friendship, a package from Hong
Kong came addressed to the Queen of Cambodia and,
when opened in the palace, it exploded, killing a young
prince and wounding several bystanders. It had clearly
been meant to Kkill or injure either Sihanouk or his
parents and was traced by evidence to one of the pro-
American traitor gang. A sensational paper in India
tried to implicate the American Embassy in Cambodia
and published some incriminating photostatic evi-
dence. But all that Sihanouk himself said was writ-
ten in a Cambodian paper: “The bomb could only
have been manufactured in a country with an ex-
tremely developed industry.”

Sihanouk has long hoped that neighboring Laos
might be neutral “like Cambodia”, that Prince Sou-
vanna Phouma might join him on that narrow path
between imperialist domination on the one hand and
the socialist revolution on the other. The fate of Laos
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is to him of great importance for Laos is his neighbor
on the north. Laos, he fears, may either be used by
Washington to complete the military encirclement of
Cambodia, or it may fall to the hands of the Pathet
Lao, and encourage those forces which in the end over-
throw princes. Sihanouk is no socialist; he wants to
make reforms slowly and to remain a prince. But
Washington’s policy leaves him little room.

*

We turn to Laos, the weakest of the three nations
of Indo-China, and the most subject of them all to the
conflicting pressures of its neighbors. We have seen
that it is a land-locked country of tall mountains and
thick jungles with poor communications, where three
million people live split into sixty-odd tribes and na-
tionalities that have never been fully unified. We
must now note that it is wedged between other nations
that have sharply conflicting interests. America’s
two armed satellites, Thailand and South Viet Nam,
press on its eastern and western flanks, Communist
China and North Viet Nam border it on the north and
northeast, while neutralist Cambodia and Burma
border it on the south and northwest. The only safety
for Laos, and perhaps its only chance of survival as a
nation, lies in its being accepted as a useful buffer
between mutually hostile states.

Robert Guillain in Le Monde March 21, 1961 made
an excellent summary. “In Geneva (1954) they had a
reasonable idea for Laos, that of a buffcr state menac-

47






	img001.pdf
	img002.pdf
	img003.pdf
	img004.pdf
	img005.pdf
	img006.pdf
	img007.pdf
	img008.pdf
	img009.pdf
	img010.pdf
	img011.pdf
	img012.pdf
	img013.pdf
	img014.pdf
	img015.pdf
	img016.pdf
	img017.pdf
	img018.pdf
	img019.pdf
	img020.pdf
	img021.pdf
	img022.pdf
	img023.pdf
	img024.pdf
	img025.pdf
	img026.pdf
	img027.pdf
	img028.pdf
	img029.pdf
	img030.pdf
	img031.pdf
	img032.pdf
	img033.pdf
	img034.pdf

