
Welcome to historic Bokeo Province.  Located in 
the once notorious Golden Triangle region, 
forming Laos' border with Thailand and 
Myanmar,  this area has played an important role 
in 20th century history.  Bokeo also offers visitors 
an insight into earlier eras of religion, royalty, war 
and trade, with remarkable archeological relics 
and ancient temples.

Located about one hour upriver of Houay Xay is 
the remarkable Souvannahkhomkham 
archeological site.  A network of temples, stupas 
and Buddha statues, it was first established 
during the 5th century and has been re-built 
many times.  The current ruins date back to the 
Lane Xang Kindgom from the 14th to 16th 
century.  The area is actually comprised of 40 
sites spanning 10,000 hectares.  Highlights 
include a 7 metre high Buddha statue, one of the 
biggest in Laos, which was long ago raided for 
treasures concealed inside. 
Souvannahkhomkham is accessible only by 4WD 
and difficult to find without the assistance of an 
experienced guide.

Bokeo Province is located on the path of ancient 
trade routes, used especially Muslim Yunnanese 
traders and soldiers traveling south from China.  
In Laos, these people were known as the 'Haw' 
and still live here today in small numbers.  This 
style of caravan trade flourished in the 19th 
century,  using primarily mules and horses for 
their ability to carry heavy loads.  Heading south, 
traders carried tea, silk, salt, clothing, metal goods 
and fresh vegetables; on the northbound 
journey traders returned with woods for dyeing 
cloth, stick lac, tobacco, opium and raw cotton.

In Houay Xay town there are two temples (wat) 
of particular historical significance.  Just off the 
main street is Wat Jom Khao Manilat, built from 
teak around 1880 and still busy with worshippers 
today.  It is also home to a stele-house which 
dates back to the mid 15th century.  In Ban 
Khone Keo,  at the southern end of the main 
town, is beautiful Wat Khone Keo Xayaram, 
thought to be around 1000 years old.  Further 
out of town is Wat Pha Kham, which according to 
legend has a stupa containing 3 hairs of the 
Buddha.

At Ban Pack Ngao,  on the road to Ban Nam 
Keung and Nam Nyorn waterfall,  you can stop to 
see in the rock formations a sculpture of a Lao 
princess,  daughter of Lane Xang King Chao 
Anouvong,  who is believed to have died at this 
point in the river.

Fort Carnot was constructed by French colonial 
authorities in 1900 to monitor the river and 
border,  positioned on a hilltop to overlook the 
Mekong and town.  A similar French fort still 
stands in the town of Muang Sing,  Luang 
Namtha province.  However Fort Carnot is the 
best preserved French military building in Laos.  
Still in tact are two watchtowers,  a kitchen and 
prison cell, and tunnels leading to external guard 
houses.  Off limits to foreign tourists up until very 
recently,  due to use by the Lao army,  the site is a 
picturesque relic of the region's turbulent 
history.

Years later during the Second Indochinese War of 
the 1960s and 1970s,  Bokeo was once again a 
temporary home to foreign troops.  Nam Nyu in 
Meuang Meung district north of Houay Xay is the 
site of an old American army base,  still in tact is a 
small complex of jail cells.
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Almost every month of the year there is either a local 
festival or celebration in Bokeo. Because so many different 
ethnic groups live in the province there is a lot of variety in 
the cultural practices and rituals performed at each of 
these colorful events. If you are in Bokeo while any of the 
festivals below are taking place you will surely be 
welcomed and asked to join the fun. Please feel free to 
participate, however do remember that most of the 
festivals below are based on religious beliefs and your local 
hosts will appreciate it if you respect local codes of 
behavior. For more information about the festivals on this 
panel please speak with the information centre staff. 
 
Local Festivals
January
- Akha and Lahu New Year
- Hmong New Year
- Lanten and Yao New Year
- Panna and Tai Neua New Year
- "Spirit of the New Rice Festival" Khmu and Mon-Khmer 
speaking ethnic groups

February - March
- Kapok Flower Festival (Boun Dok Ngiew)
This is a major event in Bokeo province, festivities are 
concentrated round Don Sao island upriver in Ton Peung 
district.  The festival incorporates market fairs, parties and 
dancing, and a local beauty pageant.

April
- "Kao Ban Festival" Akha ethnic group
- "Pii Mai Lao" Lao New Year
- "Boun Bang Fai" The Rocket Festival

June
-  "Vor Salee Festival" Lahu ethnic group

September
"Swidden Ricefield Festival" performed by the Lahu ethnic 
group before the harvest.

Major Buddhist Festivals
February / March - Boun Maka Bousa 

This festival is held on the full moon to commemorate the 

speech given by the Lord Buddha to 1,250 enlightened monks 

that gathered spontaneously, without prior notice. In the 

evening, the faithful visit local temples and circumambulate 

the vat three times with candles in a ceremony known as vien 

tian.  Here in Bokeo, this is a special festival and the locals build 

large bonfires late in the evening at the temples.

Boun Khao Chi: a special offering of sticky rice is coated with 

eggs then roasted and offered to monks.  Deceased ancestors 

are called to come and receive alms at the temple. This 

ceremony is associated with Maka Bousa.

April - Pi Mai Lao

Lao New Year is a riotous three day festival of ceremonies, 

parties and water-throwing.

May  - Boun Visakha Bousa  

This festival celebrates the birth, enlightenment and death of 

the Lord Buddha. It is held on the 15th day of the sixth lunar 

month. Beautiful candlelit processions take place in the 

evening.  

July - Boun Khao Pansa 

This festival, held on the full moon, marks the beginning of 

Buddhist lent, a three month period where monks are required 

to stay within their vat to meditate and focus on darma studies. 

Lao men are traditionally ordained as monks during this time.

September - Boun Khao Salak 

Offerings including daily necessities such as books, pens, sugar 

and coffee are made to specific monks based on a lottery 

system. Laypeople also give beautiful wax flower candles to the 

monks to gain merit.  

October - Boun Ork Pansa 

Held on the full moon which marks the end of the rainy season, 

monks who were ordained for the three month lent period 

leave the vat and rejoin their families. During the evening of 

Van Ork Pansa, in a charming ceremony small banana-leaf 

boats called heua fai are launched on rivers with offerings of 

incense, candles and small amounts of money to bring luck and 

prosperity. 

Festivals in Bokeo
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The Mekong (meaning 'mother Khong') is one of 
the world's great natural treasures.  Originating 
in southern China, it snakes through Myanmar, 
Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and finally empties out 
into the South China Sea via the Mekong Delta in 
southern Vietnam.  It is the world's 12th longest 
river, estimated to be around 4,800 kilometres 
long and its depth varies greatly according to the 
seasons.  It has been a home, a means of 
transport and trade, and a source of food and 
water for generations.

Compared with other major rivers, navigation of 
the Mekong has been hampered by seasonal 
fluctuations in flow and depth and the presence 
of narrows passages with strong rapids.  The first 
major systematic exploration of the Mekong, 
from its southern delta up to Yunnan, was 
undertaken by a French team led by Ernest 
Doudard de Lagrée and Francis Garnier from 
1866 to 1868.  Garnier was awarded the Victoria 
Medal by the Royal Geographic Society of 
London in 1870 for his navigation and mapping 
work.

For many years fragments of gold have washed 
up along the banks of the river here, adding to 
the local riches of silver and gemstones.  You may 
see people squatting over their pans on the side 
of the river, sloshing the water and sand around 
to sift out the gold fragments.  These days, only 
small amounts of gold are collected and here in 
town people mainly come down to pan on the 
weekends.

This small section of the river between Chiang 
Rai and Bokeo is the traditional fishing area for 
the famous paa beuk - the Mekong Giant Catfish. 
These huge fish grow up to 3 metres in length, 
weighing up to 300 kilograms.  They are a rare 
delicacy and fetch high prices in Asian markets 
(just one fish can earn USD$4000).  However, The 
Mekong Giant Catfish is now a critically 
endangered species due to overfishing and 
changes to its migratory and breeding 
environments through damming and river 
infrastructure projects.  This information was 
provided by WWF, leading the effort to conserve 
the Mekong Giant Catfish.

The major boat types seen around the river here 
include the heua lek - large boats with a 'house' 
at one end, usually painted green or blue.  This 
style of boat is used for moving cargo to places 
such as Ton Peung District to the north, or Pak 
Beng or Luang Prabang to the south.  The 
medium size boats with a complete roof and 
open sides are generally used for transport, 
mainly by tourists.  The smaller boats - heua 
kham fang - usually travel only between the two 
immigration checkpoints, or to nearby villages.  
The larger version of this boat with a roof can 
travel as far as Luang Namtha province.

Many tour operators can arrange for travel to 
Luang Prabang, or anywhere in between, by 
boat.  There are usually 1 or 2 day journey 
options.  It is a popular way to travel and can be 
preferable to a long bus trip (up to 14 hours 
Houay Xay to Luang Prabang).  There are 
different price ranges, including the luxurious 
Luang Say Cruise.  Trips usually involve a stay 
overnight in a village or riverside guest house, 
with the option to visit local markets or ethnic 
minority communities.

The Mekong 

Slow boat to Luang Prabang

Cruising the Mekong

Hauling in a Mekong Giant Catfish

Panning for gold

Francis Garnier at Angkor Wat

Misty Mekong mornings
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Houay Sala sapphires

Laos is becoming one of the world's foremost 
ecotourism tourism destinations.  Bokeo has 
a lot to offer people interested in nature and 
outdoor adventures - huge tracts of protected 
forest, clean waterfalls for swimming, 
beautiful cliffs, mountains and rock 
formations.  

Heading north from Houay Xay town by road, 
you will reach Pack Ngao bridge in about 15 
minutes.  On Saturdays and Sundays, fish 
restaurants open at the bridge and you can 
go swimming in the river.  Continuing along 
the river road, you next reach a small village 
of the Panna people (a small Sino-Tibetan 
ethnic group) through which you can access 
Tad Nam Nyorn waterfall.  The waterfall is 
small but very pretty, an easy 15 minutes walk 
from the village. During Pi Mai Lao in April 
locals come here for picnics and swimming. 
Also in this region are Phou Pha Ngoi and 
Pha Daeng, scenic rock formations with 
beautiful mountain views.

The Northern highlands of Laos are home to 
an abundance of precious wildlife, with many 
species having only been recently 
'discovered' by researchers.  Remarkable 
mammals of Bokeo include the Slow Loris - a 
grey-brown creature with bright round eyes 
and no tail, the Giant Squirrel - the world's 
largest tree-dwelling rodent, the Asiatic Black 
Bear - poached for its gall bladder and bile, 
believed to have potent properties.  Most 
famous among them is the Black Crested 
Gibbon (Nomascus Concolor), a long-armed 
primate.  In fact, the male gibbons are black 
while females are yellowish or grey-brown.

The forests of Bokeo are also home to an 
interesting array of birds, including the Lesser 
Racket-Tailed Drongo, identifiable by its two 
long narrow tail feathers which fan out at the 
ends.  Others like the Scarlet Minivet, Blue-
Winged Leafbird, Green Eared Barbet and 
Pale Blue Flycatcher make up a beautiful 
rainbow of treetop birdlife.
Please see our Nam Kan NPA panel for more 
information.

Bokeo means 'gem mine' in Lao, based on 
sapphire and other precious stone deposits in 
the province.  Sapphires are processed in 
Ban Houay Sala, a Hmong village with a 
homestay opportunity, speak to Tourism 
Information staff if you are interested to 
arrange a visit to see the sapphire processing 
centre. 

Muang Meung, 115 kilometres from Houay 
Xay, is a region rich with non-timber forest 
products.  In the centre of the forest here, 
about 7 hours' trek in, stands a cluster of 
ancient tea trees many hundreds of years old.  
In this area too is Phou Nya Kha - a peak 
offering climbers spectacular views of 
Thailand and Myanmar.  

Bokeo 
Natural Attractions 

Hornbill in Bokeo National Park

Bokeo tea leaves

Black Crested Gibbon

At the top of Phou Pa Ngoi 

Nam Nyorn waterfall
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For many travellers, food is one of the main ways of 
engaging with another culture.   Food certainly 
plays a big role in Lao culture and society.    
Sharing food is the focus of any special occasion or 
gathering,  offering food is a way to be polite and 
welcoming,  men and women learn cooking skills 
from a young age and Lao people can talk about 
food all night.  

Even if you can't read the menu,  try eating at local 
restaurants and food stalls to get a sense of the 
diversity and individuality of Lao food.  Here are 
some basics to get you started:  khao niow (sticky 
rice - national staple, not sweet),  tam mak houng 
(spicy green papaya salad),  laap or koy (minced 
meat salad) and ping gai (barbecued chicken).  
Every province boasts some local specialties,  here 
are a few examples from Bokeo. 

Khao soi is the most unique and arguably most 'Lao' 
of the noodle soup dishes.   The sauce is not 
dissimilar to spaghetti bolognese, made with 
minced pork meat,  fermented soy beans and 
tomatoes.  It is combined with rice noodles in a hot 
watery broth,  and you add lettuce leaves and herbs 
to taste.  Reputedly the best khao soi in the whole 
country is made here in Bokeo,  at Ban Nam Keung 
Mai village,  about half an hour north of Houay Xay.

If you happen to be visiting Houay Xay on a 
Saturday or Sunday - you're in luck.  Ban Py 
Bounthong village,  otherwise known as Ban Khao 
Pun,  opens up a series of outdoor sala-style khao 
pun restaurants for the weekend.   The town is 
around 15 minutes out of Houay Xay by tuk tuk and 
a favourite spot for young people to hang out and 
eat the rice noodle dish.

The Lahu people of Ban To Lae village,  Muang 
Meung district, make a natural forest honey using 
indigenous apis cerana bees.   The bees make a 
different style of honey from the European honey 
bee.  In fact,  a number of beekeeping and honey 
production endeavours are underway in Bokeo. 

The Talat Sao ('morning market') of Houay Xay is 
actually open all day, and it's a great place to see 
how Lao people shop and eat.   Located just out of 
town, a tuk tuk will get you there in around 5 
minutes.  Prices are generally fixed at food markets, 
it is not appropriate to bargain.

You can taste local dishes at the 'fast food' stalls 
around the sides of Talat Sao, including ping 
(barbecued) meats and noodle soups.   You can also 
buy strange and delicious khao nom (sweets and 
snacks), both local and imported from Thailand. 

The fish section features live paa nin waiting to be 
sold in buckets bubbling with fresh water.   Among 
the best fruits are locally grown mak kiang (oranges) 
and mak haam (tamarind - a long lumpy fruit in a 
brown shell).   Some of the more unfamiliar 
products include nor mai (bamboo shoots) which 
are cone-shaped and yellowish,  available mainly in 
the early months of the year.  

Food in Bokeo

Fruit, bread and khao nom

Home grown vegetables

Making honey at Ban To Lae

Dried khao pun noodles

Khao soi shop at Ban Nam Keung

Preparing a meal
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Tourism in Bokeo Province presents a fantastic 
opportunity for local artisans and visitors alike.  
Producing new handicrafts for sale to tourists is 
a sustainable way for local people to earn extra 
income and at the same time maintain their 
traditional artisanal skills.  It is a much better 
way for villagers to earn money than a one-off 
sale of their antiques and family heirlooms.  By 
keeping these precious old items in their 
community, they retain their cultural property, 
memories and the examples on which to base 
new products.  In Ban Don Chai village near 
Luang Namtha province, Lamet, Hmong and Tai 
Lue people work together as part of the Bokeo 
Handicrafts Collective.

The Hmong are skilled at various textile arts, 
including hemp production, beeswax batik 
printing and indigo dyeing.  They are particularly 
well-known for their meticulous and precise 
decorative embroidery and appliqué.  
Traditionally these skills are used to adorn 
clothing, especially for occasions such Hmong 
New Year.  These days however, inventive 
Hmong women use their skills to create purses, 
toys, ornaments and other goodies.

The White Lahu people, at villages like Ban To 
Lae make a beautiful heavy natural cotton.  It is 
a labour intensive process to plant, grow and 
harvest cotton, hand spin yarn, hand weave 
cloth on the loom and then hand sew the 
clothing.  Akha women also hand produce heavy 
bolts of natural cotton.  You may see them 
spinning cotton yarn with their unusual hand 
spindles, shaped like spinning tops.

It's usually women behind the arts and crafts of 
Laos, but in the case of Kmhmu bamboo 
weaving it is generally men who learn and 
practice the craft.  A visit to a Kmhmu village 
shows that bamboo can be used to create 
almost anything a villager needs: storage and 
carry baskets, shelving, spoons, chairs, fish 
traps, rice cooker and of course the house itself!

Lanten people are known for their skill in making 
bamboo paper.  You can see paper being made 
at Ban Nam Chang.  Bamboo is pulped and 
boiled to make a watery solution, which is evenly 
poured across a fabric screen and left to dry in 
the sun.  It is used mainly in religious 
ceremonies of the Lanten people, who practice 
Taoism.  They also make carved wooden and 
paper masks, and dark blue indigo dyed cotton 
for clothing.

The Tai Lue are the master weavers of Laos, 
creating elaborate brocades in natural cotton 
and silk for religious and everyday purposes.  
They are also well known for their proficiency 
with natural dyes made from forest products 
such as leaves, flowers, woods and insects.  
Some Tai Lue weavers in Bokeo export their 
goods to high quality textiles stores in Luang 
Prabang and beyond.

With advice from Traditional Arts and 
Ethnology Centre, Luang Prabang.

 

Ethnic Handicrafts

Cotton weaving

White Lahu cotton

Hmong embroidery 

Lanten boy pulping bamboo for paper

Paper making at Ban Nam Chang
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Discover local knowledge

The National Protected Area (NPA) system is a 
Government of Laos initiative designed to 
manage and protect the country's natural assets 
of unspoiled forest and biodiversity.  Currently, 
approximately 15% of Laos is protected under 
NPAs.  The Nam Kan NPA in Bokeo was 
established in 2008, taking the national total to 
21 NPAs.  It spans 77,500 hectares and is 
adjacent to Luang Namtha's Nam Ha NPA.

The Gibbon Experience is an innovative forest 
and wildlife conservation project channeling 
income from an ecotourism enterprise into a 
comprehensive program of locally-run natural 
resources management. The site, Nam Kan 
National Park, spans over 136,000 hectares of 
land bordering the Nam Kan NPA.  The project 
uses a business model which values traditional 
knowledge, empowers local communities to 
sustainably manage their own environmental 
assets and ensures the ongoing survival of flora 
and fauna populations in Bokeo.   

Visitors to the Gibbon Experience stay overnight 
in treetop houses with spectacular views of the 
surrounding forest, and traverse the canopy 
using a network of zip lines, in search of the 
forest wildlife.  There is also an option for 
extended deep forest trekking.  Visit The Gibbon 
Experience office for more information.

Ecotourism is environmentally responsible 
tourism which provides local people with income, 
reducing poverty and pressure on natural 
resources.  For example, it gives incentives to 
local hunters to become tour guides instead of 
hunting.  Ecotourism activities earn money for 
the National Protected Area office so that it can 
pay for patrols and other important protection 
activities.

ECOTOURISM DO's
Take a guide on all tours. You will get a lot of 
interesting information about the forest and you will be 
supporting local people to protect the forest and 
wildlife. 

Ask your guide and local villagers lots of questions 
about wildlife and the forest. This will increase 
everyone's awareness about what is special and 
interesting to tourists, and will make your tour much 
better.

Bring your own water bottle to minimize plastic waste.

Accept people's generosity when offered. Often people 
will invite you into their homes or to join a ceremony or 
festival. Don't be shy. Lao people want to get to know 
you and enjoy having visitors.

ECOTOURISM DONT's
Do not go trekking on your own. Yes, it may be cheaper 
to go on your own, but by doing so you are not 
supporting local people in the protection of the forests 
that you walk through. And you might get lost (trails are 
not marked)! 

Do not collect plants, wildlife products or anything else 
that comes from the forest. Local people are allowed to 
use plants for their daily subsistence, but it is prohibited 
for outsiders to take anything out of the protected area. 
Leave them there for the next visitors to enjoy. 

Do not litter. Please pack out all of your non-
biodegradable waste and take it back to the town with 
you. Please, do not leave any rubbish in the villages. 
Villagers are still learning how to manage modern 
waste (plastic bags, wrappers, bottles/cans) and most 
villages do not yet have proper waste disposal sites.

With advice from Paul Eshoo.

Nam Kan NPA 

Use a local guide

Meet the local community

Treetop accommodation

The Gibbon Experience 

Nam Kan NPA vista
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Lanten villagers

Northern Laos is one of the most ethnically 
diverse regions in Asia.  Bokeo province is 
home to a broad range of ethnic groups 
representing four significantly different 
ethnolinguistic families, and three major waves 
of migration.  

Austro-Asiatic groups such as the Lamet and 
Kmhmu were the first people to inhabit this 
region.  Sometime around 1200 years ago, the 
many Tai-Kadai groups - including the majority 
Tai Lao people - arrived in Laos and made their 
home primarily along the Mekong.  Akha, 
Hmong and Yao groups have migrated into Laos 
from Tibet and Yunnan Province in Southern 
China within the last 200 - 300 years.

The Lahu people are also known as Mousseur, 
there are Black and White subgroups in Bokeo.  
They speak a Sino-Tibetan language and 
believe in animism.  The Black Lahu are 
renowned for their highly skilled appliqué work, 
which adorns their skirts and jackets.  Girls often 
wear their hair tied in a tight bun at their 
forehead, decorated with a comb and coloured 
yarn.  White Lahu wear undyed white and brown 
natural cotton clothing. 

The Hmong are renowned for their strong 
cultural identity despite war, diaspora, 
resettlement and changing lifestyles.  They are 
perhaps the most famous of Laos' ethnic 
minority groups, although not the largest.  
Hmong language is still widely used, Hmong 
festivals celebrated and traditional clothing is 
still produced and worn for these special 
occasions.  

The Akha have their roots in the Tibetan 
plateaus and Yunnan Province; their ancestory 
is recorded in a strong oral history tradition. The 
Akha are guided by a unique belief system, 
called akhazhan, or 'the Akha way'.  Akha 
villages feature wooden swings and are 
protected by gates which visitors should not 
touch. 

The Yao Mun people are more commonly 
known as 'Lanten' (from the Chinese word for 
indigo).  Women wear simple shorts and tunics 
of handmade natural indigo blue-black cotton 
with a distinctive white or magenta tassel down 
the front.  The Lanten people of Ban Nam 
Chang have a small display about their Taoist 
religious practice. 

The Tai Lue are famous for their silk and cotton 
production and weaving.  Like many of the Tai 
peoples, their belief system blends Buddhism 
with animism.  Animism is the belief in spirits of 
the natural and built world, such as spirits of the 
forest, cotton harvest, houses and river.

The ancestors of the Kmhmu are considered to 
be the 'first people' of Laos.  Many Kmhmu 
women choose to wear market bought clothing 
these days rather than weave their own, but 
bamboo weaving is still a widely practiced craft 
among Kmhmu men.  

With advice from the Traditional Arts and 
Ethnology Centre, Luang Prabang.

Ethnic communities 
in Bokeo

Akha village swing in Muang Meung

Kmhmu festival celebrations

Hmong man with khaen instrument

White Lahu shaman

Lahu man smoking pipe
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Lao Jungle Honey lip balm

Non timber forest products (NTFPs) are all 
biological materials, excluding timber, 
harvested and used for food, tools, handicrafts, 
building, medicine, rituals and many more 
purposes.  Traditional knowledge is central to 
the value of NTFPs, knowledge of when and 
how to harvest, how to process and store 
materials.  Unfortunately, much of this 
knowledge is handed down by oral tradition, 
and can be easily lost with changing livelihoods 
and the passing of older generations.

The NTFPs themselves are also vulnerable 
products.  Many communities report the 
increasing scarcity of forest products, such as 
rattan or cardamom, as forest areas shrink and 
farming of cash crops increases.  Currently in 
Bokeo province there are a range of projects 
and social enterprises aiming to preserve 
traditional knowledge of NTFPs, and create 
natural, organic products which have good 
potential in the international market.  Look out 
for locally manufactured products when in 
Bokeo and throughout Laos.

Bokeo Social Enterprise is a local business, 
based in and around Ban Nam Keung, 
producing food, medicine and cosmetic 
products using NTFPs.  Their products include 
a brown sugar glazed organic ginger candy, 
which also has stomach-soothing properties, 
Bokeo Brown natural nam oy cane sugar 
(feature photo) products, and high quality 
banana liquor infused with cinnamon or 
cardamom.  An Ecotourism Centre, managed 
by the local village community, is currently in 
development.  The Centre will include an 
Ethnobotanical Garden, demonstrations and 
the opportunity to learn traditional methods.

Visit Bokeo during the cool season and you will 
see dton khaem - a type of broom grass - lining 
the road side and river banks to dry in the sun.  
They are then thrashed against the ground to 
remove tiny seeds.  The branches are usually 
sold to Thai traders who make them into 
brooms, although local people also make them.  
The brooms are sold at the Houay Xay Talat 
Sao market, and at small village stores.

A number of villages and local social 
entrepreneurs are currently producing natural 
forest honey here in Bokeo province.  Lao 
Jungle Honey is one such company, producing 
an international standard organic honey, 
natural beeswax lip balms and other bee-
keeping derived products.

Tea is a key local product, the leaves are 
harvested throughout the province and in 
particular from ancient tea trees in Muang 
Meung area.  The leaves are often baked 
inside bamboo containers.  Also from this area 
are mak ku, a kind of nut similar to a pine nut.  
They grow on old trees and must be broken out 
of a large hard gem-shaped shell.

Rattan is traditionally harvested throughout 
Bokeo - young rattan is used to make an edible 
jeow (dipping sauce).  Unfortunately, as rattan 
becomes more scarce there is often little left to 
grow old enough to be made into bags, 
furniture or baskets.

Farming the Forest

Natural broom grass

Traditional Bokeo tea set

Traditional bee keeping

Bokeo Social Enterprise banana liquor

Bokeo natural ginger
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Nam Nyorn waterfall

In and around Houay Xay town, you can 
easily visit several sights in one day.

In the morning, climb the steps to Wat 
Jom Khao Manilat - it's just off the main 
street.

Travel north from Houay Xay to see the 
Princess Sculpture on the cliff beside the 
Mekong.  

Travel on to Bam Nam Keung Mai to eat 
the best khao soi in Laos. 

On the drive home,  call in at Ban Panna 
and walk around 10 minutes to Nam Nyon 
waterfall for a quick swim.  Enjoy 
panoramic views from Pha Ngoi cliff 
before heading back to Houay Xay.

Or,  you could travel south out of town to 
visit Lanten village Ban Nam Chang and 
eat khao pun noodles on the way back at 
Ban Py Bounthong if you're visiting on a 
weekend.

If you still have time, pop into the Bokeo 
Lao Red Cross for a fantastic massage or 
sauna.

  

Lao Red Cross massage centre

Khao soi noodles for lunch

Naga at Wat Jom Khao

Photographs courtesy of the  LNTA-ADB GMS Sustainable Tourism Development Project
LNTA-ADB
GMS Sustainable Tourism Development Project



Giant Buddha at Souvannakhomkham

Slow boat to Luang Prabang Scenic river views

Stay a couple of days in Bokeo 
Province and give yourself time to 
venture off the beaten track. 

Discover giant Buddhas and ruined 
stupas at Souvannakhomkham 
archeological site situated in Ban Don 
That in Tonpeung district, it's 50 
kilometres north from the town centre. 

Visit Done Sao island in the Golden 
Triangle area located in Ban 
Mokachok, about 60 kilometers north  
Houay Xay. There is a small entrance 
fee to support tourism infrastructure at 
the site.  If you are visiting during 
February, you can attend the annual 
Dok Ngiew Festival to celebrate the 
blossom of the Kapok flower.

Cruise down the Mekong river from 
Houay Xay and stay overnight at 
Pakbeng (Oudomxay Province). The 
next day, carry on to Luang Prabang, 
world heritage town.

  

Kapok blossom

Done Sao island
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Nam Kan NPA

Visit the Gibbon Experience for a truly 
memorable two nights in Bokeo.  Options 
include easy walking of only an hour or 
so,  and more serious jungle trekking for 
2 - 3 hours a day along the Nam Nga River.

The Gibbon Experience is an innovative 
forest and wildlife conservation project 
channeling income from an ecotourism 
enterprise into a comprehensive program 
of locally-run natural resources 
management. 

You will sleep in beautiful treetop 
bungalows and can explore the forest 
canopy using a network of ziplines, 
searching for rare and precious animal 
populations.  Group sizes are limited so 
booking in advance is advised.  

If you wish to arrange independent 
trekking through the Nam Kan National 
Protected Area, please speak with Tourism 
Information staff.  Trekking alone is 
dangerous and has limited benefits, and 
many potential risks, to local communities 
and the environment.  We encourage you 
to take a local guide on any trekking trips.

  

Abundant birdlife

Tree top accommodation

River transport
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Handmade tiles and bricks

View down to the river

Right here in Houay Xay town are the 
very beautiful remains of Fort Carnot, 
an army fort built by French forces 
around 1990 following the acquisition of 
Laos into French Indochina in 1893. It 
takes around 10 minutes to reach Fort 
Carnot in a tuk tuk from the main street, 
although it is also a walkable distance.  
In fact, this area never saw much 
military action and as a result this fort 
was never heavily staffed.  At most 
times there were only a couple of 
French officers stationed here, 
supported by around 30 Vietnamese 
and Lao soliders.  French authorities 
preferred to use Vietnamese as 
workers and soldiers, and during the 
1940s Vietnamese people made up 
between 50 - 80% of the population in 
major cities excluding Luang Prabang.

Although the French influence seems 
strong in this country, particularly in 
locations such as Luang Prabang and 
Pakse, there were never many French 
nationals posted in Laos.  The French 
Indochinese administration was based 
in Vietnam.  After Laos gained 
independence from the French in 1954, 
the Royal Lao Army made use of the 
fort until 1975 after which the Lao Army 
took over the complex.  Up until 
recently the building had been used for 
army accommodation, now the 
Department of Information and Culture 
is in charge of the site.

There were also French fortresses at 
Muang Sing, Phongsali, Dien Ben Phu 
and Luang Prabang.  Most have been 
destroyed, although the remains of the 
Muang Sing fortress can still be seen. 
Fort Carnot is the best-preserved 
colonial military building in Laos.
Along the south wall of Fort Carnot 
were the kitchen and the jail. The main 
east and west blocks were probably 
used for accommodation for the 
soldiers, and the smaller rooms on the 
west wing were officer's quarters.  In 
the west garrison block, you can see 
rifle racks on the walls and holes in the 
walls that would have been made by 
soldiers hanging up their mosquito nets 

  

1946 aerial photgraph of the site

Drawing of a 'falang' soldier
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