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Farthest north is Phongsaly, which shares borders with 
China and Viet Nam. Most of Phongsaly is at high 
altitudes, and the capital is located 1,400 m above sea 
level.  The forests of Pongsali are the most remote and 
well preserved in northern Laos, and scenery includes 
spectacular karst limestone mountains and the Nam Ou 
River (the biggest tributary of the Mekong in Laos).  The 
population is made up of about 22 different ethnicities, 
with the major groups being the Phu Noi, Tai Lue, Haw, 
Akha and Khamu. 

The capital of Phongsaly Province is Phongsaly Town, 
which has a complicated history, having served as a 
Chinese, French and Vietnamese outpost.  The town 
itself is surrounded by rolling hills and is built into the 
side of Phou Fa Mountain.  The town buildings have 
interesting architectural features, and the Museum of 
Tribes is an excellent way to spend an afternoon, 
admiring various ethnic minority artifacts and 
handicrafts.

Although a bit off the main northern tourist circuit, 
visitors can spend plenty of time in Phongsaly province 
trekking to remote villages around the provincial capital 
or in Boun Tai district's Nam Lan Conservation Area. In 
the northernmost district in the country, Gnot Ou, visit 
Vat Luang, a magnificent 500 year-old Tai Lue style 
Buddhist monastery. Adventurous travellers can enter 
Phou Den Din National Protected Area via a boat trip up 
the Nam Ou River, where multi-day treks to Hat Hin 

village can be arranged with an overnight stay either in 
a local village or under the stars on the sandy banks of 
the Nam Ou.

The province has a delicious variety of Lao and 
Yunnanese cuisine that incorporates wild forest 
ingredients such as fragrant herbs, bamboo and rattan 
shoots. After dinner, try a shot of the local lao lao, which 
is a smooth and strong brew tinted green by adding a 
wild herb during the final stage of the distillation 
process. There is also Chinese-style green tea grown 
and cured here, packaged in bamboo cylinders or 
compressed into cigar-shaped tubes. 
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