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In August of 1861, Henri Mouhot lay stricken with fever in the Laotian jungle near Luang 

Prabang, 'I am very feverish' he wrote in his journal, 'with cold, although the 

thermometer shows 80 degrees of heat.'  Mouhot’s words reveal a man who was a bit 

put off by his illness for it seemed to have taken him somewhat by surprise.  He knew of 

the dangers of travel in the area, he took precautions and was as well prepared for the 

hazards of his travels as he could have been.  He was young, he started his travels in 

his early thirties and he was healthy, fit and strong.  During his travels he drank only tea 

refraining from not only cold water but from all wines and spirits.  For almost three years 
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his regimen had proved successful, early in his journey he was able to boast that his 

health remained strong. 

Mouhot certainly had cause for concern for Southeast Asia, for both travelers and 

locals, has proven to be a hostile and dangerous threat to one's physical wellbeing.  

Fevers, of many kinds, have always taken their toll; the most common and dangerous of 

all is that of malaria, there are others yellow fever and dengue, but it is malaria that 

takes the greatest toll.  The Portuguese found that it delayed or even prevented their 

penetration of Africa.  Emily Eden was in India in the 1830s and noted the high death 

rate amongst Europeans, in Simla an English summer town in the low Himalayas, she 

witnessed the young ages from the grave stones of the many of the Europeans who did 

not survive. 

.  

From Phnom Penh Mouhot was warned against travelling north especially during 

the rainy season 'you are travelling to an almost certain death.'  Names were given of 

those who did not survive, M. Comte and M. Lafitte, Laos was known as a burial ground 

for French missionaries.  He met with Father Cordier who was too sick to take Mouhot's 

offer to transport him to where he could receive care, the Father was left to die 

lamenting that he would see his parents no more.  Two servants who travelled with 
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Mouhot were 'almost constantly ill with fever' one was to die.  Mouhot encountered 

another European who was surprised to see him, for he had word that Mouhot had died. 

Five years after Mouhot had been in the region all six members of the French 

Mekong Exploration Commission had contracted the fever at one time or another, its 

leader Ernest Doudard de Lagrée would perish in Yunnan of South China, and although 

Louis de Carné managed to return home he died, from an accumulation of maladies, 

shortly after. 

 

William Somerset Maugham, the English novelist had a bout of the fever when 

he reached Saigon and it was thought he would die.  Around the same time, in the 

1920s a guide book to the ruins of Angkor Wat by Jeannerat de Beerski was prefaced 

with the following dedication, 'To the memory of my father and of my little brother 

Claude who were both laid to rest in the fair land of the Khmers.' 

* * * 
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In the early years of the Common Era word reached the kingdoms of India that 

eastward, across the Bay of Bengal, there lay a land of gold.  ‘Go East young man’ may 

have been the call that drew the ambitious, or the desperate, to the islands of 

Indonesia, the Malay Peninsula and the delta of the Mekong River.  Some adventurers 

settled in these lands and over time small communities dotted these shores maintaining 

commercial ties with the homeland.  They intermarried with the local Austronesians who 

had inhabited the land for millennia and these communities, of mixed peoples, were 

predominantly Indian in cultural and religious matters. 

We have no records on the arrivals of these traders from India, there were no 

Marco Polos, Herodotus or Xuangzangs who wrote of their experiences or of the routes 

they took or the conditions that they suffered.  We at least have name of a Kaundinya 

who arrived during this era, Chinese records mention him as the founder of Funan, a 

Kingdom centered on the Mekong Delta. 

The first visitor to have left us a record of Cambodia was an envoy from China.  

The 13th century traveller Zhou Daguan has provided us with the only details we have 

of Angkor Wat before its downfall and abandonment the following century, he resided at 

Angkor for a year.  He tells us that China and Cambodia, or Zhenla as the Chinese 

called it, have had commercial relations since olden times, Chinese traders had settled 

there and had long standing.  Zhou has left us information on the trade and markets of 

the city, the practice of Buddhism, of slavery and the sexual mores of the country.  He 

had some comments of the food and liquor available and discussed the Royal Road and 

the guesthouses that were available for his uses.  Angkor had been established for 

some 170 years when Zhou arrived. 

Within a hundred years of Zhou's visit Angkor was abandoned and fell into 

serious disrepair, visits went unrecorded until the arrival of the first Europeans in the 

16th century.    In 1550 the Portuguese Diogo do Cota rediscovered the ancient capital 

and in 1586 his compatriot, the monk Antonio du Magdelena, visited.  Translations of 

their accounts are unavailable so their impressions and experiences are lost to the 

English reader.  An agent of the Dutch East India Company, Geritt von Wuystorff, 

traveled up the Mekong through Cambodia to the Laotian city of Vientianne, but he 
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seems to have bypassed Angkor and made no mention of it.  Other visits were either 

unrecorded or have been unnoticed while the jungle slowly but significantly encroached 

upon the site. 

By the time Henri Mouhot showed upon the scene the jungle had had close to six 

centuries to envelope and entangle the structures.  It must have been quite enthralling 

for Mouhot.  He had been told of these ancient ruins before he arrived but could not 

have possibly imagined what he encountered.  His journey reveals the first details of 

Angkor, and after his visit the isolation and remoteness of Angkor would vanish before 

the throng of explorers and tourists. 

* * * 

For half a million years malaria has been a vicious predator, Sumerians, 

Egyptians and Greeks suffered from it as did Indians and Chinese and by the time of 

Christ it had swept through Europe.  The Americas would remain untouched until the 

arrival of the Europeans and Africans when malaria became one of the many causes 

that saw the dramatic decline of native populations.  The disease is easily spread by 

mosquitos which carry it from one inflicted victim to one as yet unaffected. 
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Sonia Shah has compiled startling statistics which puts it into perspective, 250-

500 million people are infected each year, almost a million will die, 3000 children will 

perish in Africa on a daily basis from its effects and one in twenty-one of all humanity is 

affected.  Few of us from the west will give these numbers reflection until we venture to 

lands where the disease prevails, we will then prepare with one of a variety of anti-

malarial options.  They have unfriendly names such as Malarone, Chloroquine, 

Doxycycline, Mefloquine and Priaquine, each one, I'm sure, as foul tasting as the other, 

the side effects are limited and give little cause for concern. 

 

European Imperial ambitions were often limited as troops and settlers were often 

decimated by the disease as they ventured into the interiors of Africa, India and 

Southeast Asia, finding a cure was amongst the highest of priorities.  In the 1630s in the 

Andes Mountains of South America missionaries found that the bark of the cinchona 

tree had curative effects but transport of the seed across the damp Atlantic proved 

difficult and limited quantities made its way to Europe.  Transplanting the tree elsewhere 

took some time, the Dutch managed to do so on the island of Java in terrain similar to 

that of the Andes.  From the Cinchona bark the Dutch developed quinine a cure that 
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was so successful that the Japanese attempted to control its supply from Java during 

the Second World War. 

 

Production of quinine was easy and successful however it was not cure-all and 

taking it could be worse that the Malaria itself.  Sonia Shah lists the side effects of what 

has come to be known as Cinchoism; 'tinnitus, deafness, headache, nausea and even 

visual disturbances....  Quanine could also, albeit rarely, cause severe bleeding, a 

dramatic decline in white blood cells, abnormal blood clotting, and renal failure, all of 

which could kill,'  There was also the possibility of blackwater fever 'a mysterious and 

fatal illness associated with quinine therapy, in which quinine-inbibing patients suffered 

diarrhoea, vomiting, abdominal pain, and finally a fet-black urine and death.' 

But quinine was the only option until the Japanese control of Cinchona in the 

1940s forced the research into other options.  The Americans came up with Quinacrine 

but 'it yellowed the skin and could sometimes trigger psychotic reactions', the American 

soldiers hated it.  Afterwards Chloroquine was developed and proved to be quite 
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effective.  In the 1960s the Chinese searched for traditional cures and were able to 

come up with Artemisinin which proved highly effective. 

* * * 

It was barely five years after Mouhot had visited Angkor that others, based on the 

details of his journal, began to arrive.  In 1866 France sent six men (with a support staff 

of fifteen to twenty) to explore the navigability of the Mekong River.  The Mekong 

Exploration Commission started out from Saigon and followed the river northward to 

China from whence they returned, the survivors at least, to France.  The party included: 

Ernest Doudard de Lagrée the expedition leader; Francis Garnier 2nd in command; 

Louis Delaporte archaeologist, artist; Louis de Carné with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; 

Eugene Joubert jeologist and medic; and Clovis Thorel botanist and doctor.  The group 

explored and mapped the river. 

 

The first tourist was the Englishman J Thompson who arrived the same year as 

the Mekong Exploration Commission.  He has left us his account of his wider travels in 

his 1875 publication 'The Straits of Malacca, Indo-China and China; in Ten Years' 

Travels, Adventures, and residence Abroad.'  From Bangkok he travelled by river craft, 
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elephant, pony and, as he recovered from the effects of malaria, bullock cart.  While 

crossing into Cambodia his party encountered an American Sailor who had deserted 

ship and had hoped to make Saigon, by foot, for treatment of a broken arm.  We know 

nothing more of his fate, Thompson does not provide his name.  The Angkor Wat visited 

by Thompson was in a ruinous state due to the recent Thai invasion of Cambodia. 

 

There were a scattering of explorations and visits through the years and by 1912 

tourism was in full mode.  In that year Marthe Bassenne took a jaunt from Saigon with 

her camera up the Mekong, crossing to the Menam and sailing down to Bangkok and 

while she did not visit Angkor Wat on this excursion she refers to it from a previous visit.  

The 1913 publication 'Guide to Ruins of Angkor' laid out the details of an expedition 

from Europe.  From Marseilles one could reach Saigon in 25 days with stops in Port 

Said and Singapore.  There were also details from America via Siberia.  From Saigon 

the tourist could hook up with a local outfit Messageries Fluviales de Cochinchine to get 

them to Phnom Penh in 32 to 36 hours and in another 18 hours they could be at 

Angkor.  Cars were available to take the traveller from the landing point on the Lake 

Tonle-Sap to their bungalow.  The guide book offered much the same advice that 

tourists contemporary to us have received; 'Care must be taken not to drink unclean 

water.  Care must also be taken for protection from Mosquito bites, and during the stay 

of Angkor it is wise to take a small dose of quinine daily.  Extreme fatigue should be 

avoided, and above all excesses at the table.' 
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Travelling to Angkor in 1922 in the service of the French Colonial Empire 

Jeanerat de Beerski informed his readers of 

similar excursions from Saigon.  These could 

last six and a half to nine and a half days, cost 

the traveller between 22 and 26 pounds and 

included hotels and guides.  These de Beerski 

suggested 'should prove extremely useful to 

hurried globe-trotters.'  But it was not an easy 

trip, he compared the boat crossing of the Tonle-

Sap 'like crossing the Styx before entering 

hell...crossing a river of red-hot lead.'  The night 

was as 'frightful' as the day the heat 'still too 

crushing to allow you to sleep and always gives 

an impression of something impending.'  He 

compared the smell to a battle field after a 

deadly slaughter. 

But his misery was alleviated upon arrival at Siem Reap where a sturdy peasant 

waded through the mud bearing the author to firm 

ground.  On shore he found an old car (perhaps 

the same one found there by the writer of the 

'Guide to Ruins of Angkor' in 1913) the chauffeur 

distinguished 'from lesser human beings who have 

not had the honour to serve white men.' 

We have no numbers of the tourist traffic to 

Angkor at the time, but the volume must have been 

such that investments were made in infrastructure.  

New roads were under construction providing 

easier access to the temples touching at Prah 

Khran, into Angkor Thom and joining the already 

completed highway at the Elephants terrace.  
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Today the drive is along surfaced roads through pleasant forests with occasional ruins 

spotted at the roadside.  The funnelling of vehicles through the ancient gates are the 

only hindrance to tourists visiting the sites. 

In the 1950s George B Walker found the volume of tourists a bit overwhelming.  

He had arrived early in the morning, before the mad rush of tourists and had the 

pleasure to explore in near solitude.  'In the distance you hear the honk of the Grand 

Hotel bus bringing a batch of tourists on the Grand Circuit.  You wonder which is to be 

preferred: the unbearable silence you have just experienced, or this impending 

cacophony of tourist voices that is about to shatter the forest quiet.'  He mentions that a 

few years prior to his visit hydroplanes landed on the moats surrounding Angkor Wat 

bringing day trippers from Saigon and Bangkok. 

 

Walker would have been astonished to see Angkor today.  There is no deafening 

quiet, the tourists begin to arrive as early as 5 am to catch the sunrise over the temple.  

The scene of busloads, coaches, minivans, tuk-tuks, cars and bikes stretch on 

seemingly indefinitely and provides little quiet.  There is no deafening roar, but a low 

rumble, sightseers apparently still too close to sleep engage in any meaningful 

conversation, any children bored by the whole exercise. 
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Angkor now teems with tourists and touts, crowded with a different sort of people 

than had occupied it eight centuries ago when kings and princes, queens and consorts, 

ambassadors and servants of all ranks, traders and adventurers filled the avenues and 

walkway.  When Henri Mouhot came by it was lonely and deserted.  The progress to a 

tourist hub has been rapid. 

 

Adjectives and superlatives have been used to describe Angkor since the earliest 

arrivals at the temple.  The 'last resting place of mystery' is the phrase that de Beerski 

used in the 1920s and claimed that the temple had 'taken possession of my soul.'  He 

remained a bit more earthbound when he referred to the ruins as 'grandiose' and 

compared its size to that of Athens and Rome.  Mouhot himself made no extravagant 

claims of Angkor, he described what he saw and the ruinous state that it had suffered 

from an invading army or an earthquake.  He took a wild guess and placed its origins at 

2000 years previous. 

William Somerset Maugham had thoughts of providing his reader with a detailed 

literary description of Angkor Wat, but he hesitated, 'I do not know how on earth I am 

going to set down in black and white such an account of them as will give even the most 

sensitive reader more than a confused and shadowing impression of their grandeur.'  

He rejected the urge to lay out what he considered to be pompous, sensual and 
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harmonious prose.  He then went on for three pages giving us the description he 

promised to. 

If Somerset Maugham couldn't bring himself to give us an account of the scene in 

the 1920s, I'm certainly in no position to do so, others have felt they could do this, they 

were invariably wrong.  All descriptions are tedious and overwrought and at best should 

have been left to the skills of an artist or photographer. 

George Walker in the 1950s was conflicted on how to provide a description, 'It 

overwhelms you.  It subdues the imagination with its immensity.  In its presence you can 

only stand and stare.  But it remains an empty shell....'  So far fairly rooted but he goes 

on to say that Pral Khan is 'haunting' and of Khmer art that it is 'so trance-like and other-

worldly.'  He references an unnamed observer that Khmer art 'was born of drug-taking, 

and Angkor was an opium-dream in stone.' 

 

Even Pico Iyer in his generally rooted prose called Angkor a 'magical temple' and 

compared it to Eden.  He acknowledges he brought an 'active imagination' with him, and 

went on to say that the site 'was alive, for one thing, electric with the unburied 

presences of the jungle all around, the soil, the long-ago workers who had built 

temples...and the blood soaked fields on every side.' 
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Without having dropped acid to enhance my experience I remained with my feet 

firmly planted in the empirical world to get any sense of 'magic' from Angkor or any 

other site.  I have been awed by the Vatican, fantasized of the statue of David and have 

been humbled by the Ngorongoro crater and Angkor came close to the same emotion, 

but of magic?  I suppose this sense was sucked from my veins by a couple of visits to 

Disney-World.  I'm not about to provide a description of Angkor, so many others have 

tried and I haven't the skill to surpass their failures.  In our digital age all images are 

available from any vantage point at any time of day, during any season to provide the 

visual experience.  One must visit in person and mentally negate the crowds to find their 

own sense of magic. 

* * * 

Writers who include their personalities and experiences in their narrative write not 

as they are but as they wish the reader to see them.  This does not mean the writer 

provides outright falsehoods, although this happens, but they are less likely to include 

anything that may reveal a dubious character, a character that family and friends, or our 

readership at large would not approve of. 
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Francis Garnier of the Mekong Exploration Commission seemed to have bared 

all and to have held nothing back from his audience.  He and his cohorts seemed to be 

the bad boys of travel, they smoked opium, they mingled intimately with the young 

women, girls really, of the lands through which they travelled and Garnier arrogantly 

waved a pistol to enforce local assistance in procuring labour for their journey.  He had 

the notes of the expedition leader Lagrée burned after the man's death in China.  We 

wonder what Garnier must have been hiding by destroying those notes, if he was willing 

to reveal the actions indicated above it must have been something rather horrendous. 

 

Can we trust Mouhot in his writings?  He tells us he took drink sparingly and was 

careful with his diet.  He makes no mention of cavorting with the local girls or of taking 

opium a product that was so readily available.  He was careful to point out his religious 

convictions and his desire to see the church flourish throughout the region.  And he 

wrote of his family, for example in July 1861 'It seems to me, my dear brother, that my 

happiness would be complete if I could have good news of you all; but, alas!  More than 

a year must elapse before I shall hear.  The last letters I received were in January; yet I 
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am resigned, since I willingly embraced this career, which has been the dream of my 

whole life'.  He lamented being separated from family and friends and from civilized 

society when he came upon an isolated church. 

His main concern seemed to be that of his travels, he returned routinely to 

Bangkok but only to plan for the next expedition and longed to return to his homeland if 

only to assemble his notes into some 'readable shape' and bluntly stated 'even if 

destined here to meet my death, I would not change my lot for all the joys and pleasures 

of the civilized world.' 

 

I do not see Henri Mouhot as any type of family man, he had no sense of priority 

to return to his loved ones and seemed to prolong his journey for as long as he possibly 

could.  Not once does he mention his wife in his travelogue.  In the publication of his 

travels there were included letters to and from acquaintances and only once is his wife, 

Annette, mentioned.  An intentional omission perhaps, his letters to his wife too 

personal to share. This is of no surprise for the constant sojourner is one who does not 

need a sense of rootedness that is demanded of the family man. 

William Somerset Maugham confessed that his travels gave him a 'freedom from 

responsibility' and 'leisure for everything.'  He went on to say that as a traveller you 
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'have long empty hours that you can fritter away without the uneasy consciousness that 

time is flying and there is not a moment to waste.'  Neither Maugham nor Mouhot 

referenced their Facebook but mine had a post which declared that the greatest stress 

of parenthood was the planning and preparation of appealing meals for children on a 

daily basis.  Even when at home I doubt that Maugham and Mouhot were responsible 

for the family meals, except to declare their preferences, but I think you get my point.  

When travelling food is either what is available or what is on a menu, there is no 

planning involved.  There is no enforcement of rules, homework, bedtime, or household 

chores for children.  Payment of bills are put on hold or entrusted to another.  Schedules 

and routines are forgotten or at least relaxed and employment stresses are pushed to 

the back of one's mind making occasional appearances that temporarily blight our 

journeys. 

 

This is what Mouhot's real objective was.  Of course tromping through the jungle, 

the mud, dealing with mosquitos and tigers, recording the land, exploring the rivers, 

people and ruins of his travel was his primary goal, the longer he could extend his 

journey to an 'almost certain death' the happier he was.  The real reason for travel and 

tourism is to abandon responsibility.  This is not really acknowledged by the traveller for 

they still have their schedules and routines, but these are of their own making.  There is 

no thought of preparing meals, you pay for someone to do that for you and you can 
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choose whatever strikes your fancy at that moment.  Depending on your situation 

laundry may be necessary but this is a small requirement, for you should be travelling 

reasonably light.  The unforgiving schedule of employment is left behind and for me this 

is the greatest triumph of travel and the abandonment of responsibilities. 

I envy those who have managed to use their craft of writing to fund their travels.  

William Somerset Maugham or Pico Iyer never seemed to have had jobs which required 

a fixed schedule.  Perhaps they were escaping the responsibility of human relations for 

travellers are anonymous in a foreign land, relationships fleeting requiring very little 

obligation.  Travel can be a solitary, even lonely affair and this can, to a very few of us, 

be a liberating experience.  This is not true of all who travel, those with a blog are 

travelling with the world that is their readership, the responsibility of schedules laid out, 

explained, justified, simplified. 

* * * 

I think we can trust Mouhot and his declaration that he did not engage in the 

taking of spirits or other excesses and in doing so, he may have denied himself of some 

relief during his battle with malaria.  Previously to his illness he had stayed with a 

missionary who had countered his own illness with a strict diet, a bit of quinine and the 

taking of 'opium as an astringent.' 
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Northern Laos is one of the three countries, along with Thailand and Burma, that 

comprise Golden Triangle, an area through which much of the world's opium is 

produced and transported.  The drug probably originated in Europe and because of its 

popularity in a variety of uses it has found its way into most parts of the world.  It came 

to South East Asia as early as the 7th century with the Arabs who had gotten the habit 

from the Romans who acquired it from the Greeks. 

It is known for its nefarious uses; as a poison for assassins, to blot out the 

unpleasantness of one's life and as a precursor to its much more sinister offspring, 

heroin.  But it has also been used through the ages to minimize pain due to illness and 

many of our current severe pain relievers are derived from the drug.  The British found 

the drug to be so popular in China that they twice waged wars to balance the trade of 

India.  All the members of the French Expeditionary Force on the Mekong dabbled in 

the use of it.  Garnier while suffering the several effects of Malaria, a severe dry cough 

and a migraine, found that opium could relieve these symptoms 'as if by magic.'  If 

correctly administered, Garnier felt, 'the drug can become a useful remedy, only abuse 

makes it a deadly poison.' 
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Anyone who travelled upon the Mekong has made mention of the drug even if 

they did not use it themselves.  Marthe Bassene in the 1920s, found it used by the 

farmers and fishermen to ease their effort and those undergoing tattooing took the drug 

to relieve their pain.  She ventured into one of the dens where users would gather 'in 

those poorly ventilated corridors and impregnating these leprous walls an acrid odor of 

frying oil, of opium and camphor gripped one by the throat.' 

Somerset Maugham tried the opium while in Singapore and found that he had 'a 

feeling of great peace and clarity of mind' however the next morning was violently ill with 

vomiting and a headache.  He seems to have sworn off it for when he met up with an 

old school mate, Grosely in Haiphong, he declined the opportunity take the pipe.  

Graham Green also took part in the pipe. 

 

In the 1950s an American Catholic missionary spent time in Paksane Laos in the 

company of Europeans who were heavily involved in air shipments of opium to pre-

arranged drop points.  Matt Menger talks of his encounters with these men who were 

good to him and always picked up his lunch bills 'After all, these soldiers of fortune were 

devout French Catholics.' 

To build and maintain the mission Menger recruited local labor but encountered 

difficulty when it came to the dangerous task of digging a well.  Menger turned to a local 
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opium den a place with which he was familiar, it was of a dirt floor and of rough planks, 

the room 'was filled with an overpowering, sweet aroma, gagging in its thick, musky 

fragrance.'  There were twenty beds all filled with men, some of whom had their families 

attending to them.  All the required paraphernalia lamps, pipes and opium were 

available.  It is from the addicts in this den that Menger was able to find the laborers 

desperate enough to dig his well.  He had no qualms in sending the local opium addicts 

to do the dangerous jobs that others, less desperate, were unwilling to do. 

* * * 

Nay Ling was an opium addict, Menger was kind enough to leave us his name.  

The missionary found the man destitute and in his last days for years of abuse had 

taken its toll.  The missionary cared for the man, talked to him of God and prepared him 

for death.  Nay Ling asked, much to Menger’s pleasure, to be baptized and was counted 

as the missionary’s second convert in Laos.  Later in Tha Ngon, north of Vientiane, the 

author spent a year administering to the sick, treating malaria, stomach worms, leprosy, 

snake bites and other ailments, in addition to his work as a missionary.  He counted 

eighteen children and eleven adults amongst the baptisms performed.  In the village of 

Phou Kao Nanag he spent time chasing the spirits out of the local houses and offering 

the ways of the Church.  The year 1958 was a year of increased conversion in Laos 

although Menger does not provide any figures. 

Menger no doubt did much good while in Laos for his medical skills, limited 

though they were, were sought after by people in the villages.  He spent three hours 

each morning, administering to the injured and sick and this cannot be discounted, but 

had he directed his efforts from conversion to people's health he could have 

accomplished much more.  It's best I don't criticize, for Menger gave up much of the 

comforts of home for a number of years, I passed through and had little to offer.  

Edward Gargan who passed through in the 2000s called religion 'the bait-and-switch 

salesmanship of used car dealers.'  Much is offered, but it is traded for a soul which 

would be just as well left where it was.  Gargan was somewhat relieved when he 

encountered a Jesuit working with amputees who declared 'We want people to be good 
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Buddhists.'  Menger was certainly not the first to spend his time counting Christians, for 

centuries before him there had been missionary efforts.  Christians weren't the only 

ones to count souls in the region. 

With the arrival of the Brahmin Kaudinya in the first century, Hinduism entered 

the land and spread amongst those who were the ruling classes, those who were in 

close contact with Kaudinya, in those early years Hinduism was an aristocratic religion.  

In the fifth century there was the arrival of a second Kaudinya, also a Brahmin and who 

integrated himself with the ruling classes.  In the years between the appearances of the 

two Kaudinyas Buddhist traders showed up on the shores of Funan and were followed 

by Buddhist missionaries whose goal, like their Christian counterparts, was to bring their 

religion to the locals.  Did the Buddhists or Hindus keep a tally sheet of conversion, did 

the Muslims do so over a thousand years later.  Perhaps so, the Buddhists were the 

most successful for Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos are largely Buddhist. 

 



To an almost certain death 
 

Andy Hodgins                                                      caravantales.ca Page 23 
 

The two early imported religions of the region, Hinduism and Buddhism, 

coexisted in a state of coexistence and toleration.  The rulers were for the most part 

Hindu although Buddhists were recruited into the royal administrations and by the 12th 

century Dharanindruvan II was the first Buddhist king of Cambodia.  By the time of Zhou 

Daguan's visit in the 13th century the country was largely Buddhist following the Tibetan 

holy book.  'As for the Buddhist monks, they shave their heads and wear yellow robes 

having the right shoulder bare.  They tie a yellow cotton skirt around their waists and 

walk baref 

oot.' 

The Christian missionaries arrived with the Portuguese as early as the 16th 

century and the French came on the scene in the 18th.  The 19th century saw a greater 

push by the French Catholics however they encountered a pushback, a repression of 

their efforts.  In 1848 there was an edict placed against their efforts by the King of Siam.  

Later, in 1878, priests were murdered in Laos, and many died of disease.  Their 
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successes were few, they managed to convert those who they treated medically or 

those who they had liberated from slavery, but otherwise only a scattering of others.  

Mouhot encountered some of these missionaries, mostly they were decimated with 

malaria and other diseases and had few followers to whom they could show as success.  

From Laos early in the second decade of the 20th century, Marthe Bassene noted the 

lack of success in Laos, as their 'total indifference to religious matters results in 

infrequent conversions.  Especially they are little sincere.' 

Perhaps Christianity's only measurable success has been its contribution in 

spawning a local religion.  Founded in 1925 in the Mekong delta by Bureaucrats working 

in the service of the French administration Caodism is a syncretism of Taoism, 

Buddhism, Confucianism, Christianity and native folklore.  It continues today with a few 

million followers and is tolerated by the Vietnamese government despite the religion’s 

attitude of anticommunism.  But this syncretist religion seems to be little more than a 

means in which one can keep a foot safely in each option, hedging their bets on the 

afterlife. 

Of Islam there has been little penetration into the region.  The coasts of Vietnam 

had small communities amongst the Cham traders but their numbers were small and 

under persecution during, prior to and after the Vietnamese American war, many have 

migrated abroad.  Today there are mosques only in the major cities. 

And of Judaism few would expect to find any significant trace in Southeast Asia 

however Mouhot expected otherwise.  Despite being told there were no Jews in the 

region he kept up his hopes looking for some trace that Jews had migrated there.  

Among the Stein people of Cambodia he 'could not be struck by the Hebrew character 

of many of the faces.'  The Steins were Muslim and Mouhot found their practices of 

circumcision and abstinence from pork as signs of their Jewish origins.  That was the 

closest he came. 

* * * 
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When the thirteenth century Mongol ambassador Zhou Daguan ventured 

northward from the Mekong delta he was able to make use of 'fire houses'.  These were 

shelters dispersed along the travel routes where visitors, traders, adventurers or 

diplomats such as Zhou could stop for the night, get a meal and make preparations for 

their continuance on the next leg of their journey.  There were 125 of these throughout 

Cambodia, perhaps more, stops that were set up to assist those travelling throughout 

the land. 

 

These types of stops were not unique to Cambodia and have existed along most 

travel routes throughout the world.  The Persian Empire had these stops in the 5th 

century BCE when Herodotus wandered through, they existed throughout the Roman 

Empire and in India throughout the centuries.  One could travel from China to Europe 

and accommodate themselves as such stops, caravanserais, as they are referred to, 

during the era of the Mongols from the 13th to 15th centuries, Marco Polo and other 

great travellers made use of them.  They were usually funded by the empire to 

encourage the movement of people and the goods they carried, goods that could be 

taxed.  These stops allowed those coming to pay homage to the sovereign a place to 

stay.  They were connected by Royal Roads maintained by the kingdom. 

These dharmasalas, rest houses or caravansaries still existed in the days of 

Henri Mouhot in the 1850s.  It was an eight day journey from Koput to Udong (Phnom 
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Phen) and there were, conveniently enough, eight stations along the way about 12 

miles apart.  There were also shelters at midway points where one could find shelter 

from the mid-day heat. 

 

On her way through Laos in 1910 Marthe Bessane made use of pagodas to stop 

for shelter and sleep.  It was also a good place to provision for the next stage for 

merchants would gather and 'display their products and sleep, once night comes, with a 

ball of cloth under their heads, all under the indulgent eyes of the Buddha’s.'  The 

members of the French Mekong Exploration Commission found as they travelled further 

north through Laos towards China, they had no other options but to stay at these 

pagodas.  The monks who ran the stops could at times be rather hospitable but also 

greedy and manipulative. 

While travelling through Burma in the 1930s William Somerset Maugham had 

access to the PWD Bungalows placed twelve to fifteen miles apart, a day’s journey.  

These quarters, all built on the same pattern were well furnished and stocked with dated 

magazines and novels.  There were servant's quarters and stalls for animals but not, 

according to Maugham, particularly attractive to look at.  Regardless after a day’s 

journey and gaining sight of his lodging he would feel 'a little thrill of content.'  Upon 

leaving Burma the Bungalows, and the comfort therein contained, ended. 
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But for Maugham when he left Burma and for Mouhot as villages became more 

remote and distant, one would have no alternative but to make camp in the jungle.  The 

setting would be simple, a few leaves on the ground and some branches for comfort.  

That would do well enough in the dry season, but during the rains a shelter of branches 

covered with leaves would do little to keep the traveller dry. 

* * * 

But of the mosquitos, oh the mosquitos, nary one of our travellers failed to 

mention the swarms of mosquitos suffered and endured.  The mosquitos of Northern 

Ontario are those that I'm most familiar with, they are large and in the spring incessantly 

swarming.  Blackflies are smaller but more aggressive as they infiltrate one's ears, eyes 

and nose.  I did not venture into the depths of the Laotian jungle and the mosquitos I 

battled were not particularly swarming nor large.  But I was in Laos during the dry 

season, Mouhot moved through the area in the rainy season and he holds nothing back, 

'I have had to wage war with savage foes, from whom I never before suffered so much.  

Nothing avails against them; they let themselves be massacred, with a courage worthy 

of nobler beings.  I speak of mosquitos.  Thousands of these cruel insects suck our 

blood night and day.  My body, face and hands are covered with wounds and blisters.  I 

would rather have to deal with the wild beasts of the forests.  At time I howl with pain 
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and exasperation.  No one can imagine the frightful plague of these little demons, to 

whom Dante has omitted to assign a place in his infernal regions.'  After rowing all day 

Mouhot's servant could get no sleep at night.  The French Mekong Exploration 

Commission too encountered legions of mosquitos and Marthe Bessene had to forego 

her meals as the food was so full of insects. 

 

It was not just mosquitos but also leaches during the rainy season.  Mouhot 

would flick them off by the dozen but he missed some which drew blood and turned his 

white trousers 'as red as those of a French soldier.'  Members of the French Exploration 

Commission suffered as well, Garnier would have a porter follow him and knock them 

off with a stick, Thorel had wounds on his feet and had to be carried and Legrée kept 

night watch as the leeches had attacked his groin causing abscesses and denying him 

any chance of sleep. 

And there was more, the winged tick that would burrow into the scalp, ants that 

would infest clothes and beards, centipedes and spiders that would drop onto one's face 

while sleeping.  Mouhot killed more than one venomous snake during his travels.  While 

sleeping in the jungle Mouhot also claims to have shot a tiger who was approaching his 

sleeping servants. 

* * * 
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I am briefly leaving the confines of South East Asia to ask readers if they recall 

who was the first to climb Mount Everest?  Many will instantly recall that it was Sir 

Edmund Hillary, the towering New Zealander who managed this feat.  Fewer will recall 

the name of the man who accompanied him and who also could claim to be the first to 

reach the summit of this seemingly insurmountable goal.  Tenzing Norgay was the local 

Nepali who conquered the mountain with Edmund Hillary and although their efforts and 

accomplishments were equal, the local climber has been relegated to second fiddle in 

the fickle memories of the historically minded. 

 

Tenzing Norgay had nothing to do with South East Asia, but I hope my point is 

clear. We have showered our heroes with praise and acknowledgments and have often 

forgot the locals who supported them, guided them and at times even saved them 

during their journey.  Our minds retain the names of those who accomplished these 

feats of discovery with little if any recognition of the individuals and teams without whom 

these travels would have been impossible.  Often those who provided assistance did so 

at great sacrifice to themselves.  

In her 1910 jaunt up the Mekong Marthe Bassene took with her a cook by the 

name of Ba, an Annamite who would prove useful as he also knew a bit of Chinese and 

could communicate with the small communities of Chinese.  Ba accompanied the small 

party all the way to Bangkok but that was as far as he would go for he 'succumbed to 
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the fevers, to the dysentery, to the exhaustion, consequences of the fatigue of the 

journey.  In vain, I had him treated by French doctors and also by a famous Chinese 

doctor who heals with medical plants and flour made out of lotus seeds.' 

 

Mouhout had a few servants throughout his travels with little change throughout.  

From Bangkok Niou joined his party southward following the coast by sea to Cambodia.  

He was from Annam raised by the college of Catholic priests and had acquired a 

working knowledge of French which proved to be quite handy for translations.  Sailing 

with them were two boatmen and two thirteen year old children, all unnamed.  One of 

the children fell overboard in the night and was lost, probably to the sharks.  There were 

the four Laotian rowers on the leg from Bangkok to Laos, one had worked for Mouhot 

two years previously but he had to be let go as he was too fatigued to row and spent 

most of the time sleeping.  In the north of Thailand he mentioned Kue and a young 

Laotian guide as his only companions. 

But throughout most of his travels he was accompanied by his faithful Phrai an 

18 year old son of a Chinese pepper planter who Mouhot declared as a 'real treasure to 

me.'  Later on Song joined the party as a friend of Phrai, and there was also Deng.  But 

at Luang Prabang Song requested that Mouhot allow him to return to Bangkok with the 

entourage of the Prince of Luang Prabang.  'May God protect the poor boy, and 
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preserve him from all sickness and accidents during his journey.'  We know nothing 

more of Song. 

 

William Somerset Maugham arranged for not so much a guide but a man 

servant, someone to meet his ongoing demands.  Rang Lal, 'a Gurka boy' was at 

Maugham's beck and call throughout the entire journey.  He arranged for onward 

transportation, whether ponies or ox-wagons, put up and took down the mosquito net, 

he brought in the hot morning shaving water and upon arrival at the Bungalow each 

evening Maugham would immediately be served a gin and bitters.  There was also a 

cook, dirty, inept and often drunk, such that Rang Lal had to fill in and do the cooking as 

well.  The cook was let go.  And there were the muleteers, 'Yunnanese, strapping 

fellows with bronzed faces, ragged and unwashed, but they bore themselves with a bold 

insouciance.  Up and down Asia they marched with a lazy stride, hundreds upon 

hundreds of miles.'  Most travel relied on porters such as these and again, all remain 

nameless. 

* * * 
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In May of 1867 Francis Garnier of the Mekong Exploration Commission travelled 

upriver from Luang Prabang and spent the next night at Pak Ou and the next day 

crossed the river to visit the caves which were a sight of veneration by travellers, 

oarsmen and other Buddhist devotees.  He found in the caves thousands of Buddha 

statues placed there by the faithful which he could view only with the 'flickering of the 

torches which gave us light  [and] caused great shadows to dance in the depths of this 

natural temple and made the figure of the prophet of Kapilavaston, normally so calm, 

look grotesque.'  Little has changed in this cave, the statues remain and electric light, at 

least for now, has not been installed and with luck it never will.  The only differences 

now is that tourists outnumber the locals and cell phones are used to light cave. 

 

The girl from Whisky Village 

As one takes the local motorized boat north from Luang Prabang there are 

stretches in which one can see the river as Mouhot, Bassene and Garnier must have 

seen it.  The one way journey, against the flow, takes about an hour and a half.  There 

was, during my visit, a bridge that spanned the river with another under construction.  

Large barges now ply the river an occasional plane passes overhead to land at the 
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international airport.  There is little settlement on the shore but there are signs of 

habitation, small villages and a larger one, Whiskey Village or Ban Xang Hai which 

offers more textiles than whisky, with winding streets and a quiet temple worth visiting.  

Crops are grown at low tide in the fertile soil that has been deposited on the banks from 

the high water levels of the rainy season.  In 1856 the water levels rose to such a level 

as to flood the caves which would have covered the steep stairway from the river. 

Luang Prabang was the capital in which the King of Laos, under the suzerainty of 

the King of Thailand, made his residence.  Marthe Bassene in 1910 found the city, or 

town really, a bit small and of the main street 'what a strange street for a capital city!  It's 

more like a path through a park bordered by flowering Japanese lilac trees which veiled, 

with their purple bunches, the rickety house in bamboo and the wooden temples with 

their pointed roofs.'  She counted herself to be only the seventh European woman to 

have visited the town.  Henri Mouhat had little to say of the town itself, it had a 

population of 7 or 8 thousand and covered a square mile.  He found it very pleasant and 

it posed a charming picture but could have used a mid-day breeze to moderate the 

blaze of the sun. 

 

Today Luang Prabang is a sleepy tourist stop with the amenities that we have 

come to expect without the yet excessive hoards that tend to ruin these sites.  The town 

itself has little to offer, the main street with a sprinkling of restaurants and massage 
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parlours (all of which I think are legit), a mostly unvisited museum and a pagoda which 

sits atop a steep climb and offers impressive views of the surrounding forests.  The 

street alongside the Mekong offers a few more restaurants with a pleasant view of the 

river.  Away from the central area are hotels of varying sorts for varying budgets. 

 

Other than the Pak Ou caves Luang Prabang provides a staging stop for day 

trips into the jungle and local villages.  By road one can visit the impressive Kuang Si 

Waterfall and the Tat Kuang Si Bear Rescue Center.  If one chooses to do so, for few 

tourists and even fewer locals choose to do so, they can venture twenty minutes outside 

of Luang Prabang and visit the tomb of Henri Mouhot.  It is modest with a well 

maintained white tomb, a statue of Mouhot and inexplicably a statue of a white 

elephant.  It was deserted when I visited but there were signs of visitors, a recent fire pit 

and a few empty beer bottles in a rubbish bin.  There was also a handwritten note in 

English tucked into a crevice in the tomb of two visitors who had dropped by on 

Christmas day a few days before I did.  
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Mouhot died near Luang Prabang.  The fever he caught near the town proved to 

be fatal and his almost certain death became certain.  The final words of his journal 

were scribblings of a man gone mad with fever, fearing death and begging for divine 

intervention, but nothing could save him.  The King of Luang Prabang financed the tomb 

site and it has seen a trickle of visitors since.  It has gone through various stages of 

neglect and repair and is barely mentioned in any of the tourist literature.  

 

Mouhot, the discoverer of Angkor Wat really didn't discover anything.  He brought 

the site into the minds of Europeans and other westerners so much so that the influx of 

tourists to Angkor Wat is overwhelming.  It is only through the survival of Mouhot’s 

notes, at least in the early days of European colonization of South East Asia that Angkor 

Wat came to the attention of the west.  With his death in the jungles of Laos there was a 

good chance his notes could have been lost leaving the discovery of Angkor Wat to 

some other European.  It was only through the efforts of his servant Phrai that his notes 

survived him and made it back to Europe.  It is rare that notes of these explorers ever 

make back home if they succumb to the fevers and dangers through which they 

travelled. 
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