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The official language of the LPDR is Lao as
spoken and written in Vientiane. As an of-
ficial language, it has successfully become
the lingua franca (a universally understood
linking language) between all Lao and non-
Lao ethnic groups in Laos. Native Lao is
spoken with differing tonal accents and
with slightly differing vocabularies as you
move from one part of the country to the
next, especially in a north to south direc-
tion, but it is the Vientiane dialect that is
most widely understood.

Modern Lao linguists recognise five basic
dialects within the country: Vientiane Lao;
northern Lao (spoken in Sainyabuli, Bokeo,
Udomxai, Phongsali, Luang Nam Tha and
Luang Prabang); northeastern Lao (Xieng
Khuang and Hua Phan), central Lao
(Khammuan and Bolikhamsai); and finally
southern Lao (Champasak, Savannakhet,
Salavan, Attapeu and Sekong). Each of
these can be further divided into various
subdialects; the differences between the Lao
spoken in the neighbouring provinces of
Xieng Khuang and Hua Phan, for example,
are readily apparent to those who know the
language well.

All dialects of Lao belong to the Thai half
of the Thai-Kadai family of languages and

are closely related to languages spoken in
Thailand, northern Myanmar and pockets
of China’s Yunnan and Guangxi Provinces.
Standard Lao is indeed close enough to
standard Thai (as spoken in central Thai-
land) that for native speakers the two are
mutually intelligible. In fact, virtually all of
the speakers of Lao west of the Annamite
Chain can easily understand spoken Thai,
since the majority of the television and radio
programmes they tune in to are broadcast
from Thailand.

Among educated Lao, written Thai is
also easily understood, in spite of the fact
that the two scripts differ (to about the
same degree that the Greek and Roman
scripts differ). This is because many of the
textbooks used at the college and university
level in Laos are actually Thai texts.

Even more similar to Standard Lao are
Thailand’s northern and northeastern Thai
dialects. There are actually more Lao speak-
ers living in Thailand than in Laos, so if
you're travelling to Laos after a spell in
Thailand (especially the northeast), you
should be able to put whatever you learned
in Thailand to good use. (It doesn’t work as
well in the opposite direction; native Thais
can’t always understand Lao, since they’ve
had less exposure to it.)

For information on food and dining in
Laos, see p74. For a more in-depth guide to
Lao than we have room for in this guide, get
a copy of Lonely Planet’s Lao Phrasebook.
If you plan to travel extensively in any Lao
Sung areas, Lonely Planet’s Hill Tribes
Phrasebook could also be useful.

OTHER LANGUAGES

In the cities and towns of the Mekong River
valley, French is intermittently understood.
In spite of its colonial history, French re-
mains the official second language of the
government and many official documents
are written in both Lao and French. Shop
signs sometimes appear in French (along-
side Lao, as mandated by law), though signs
in English are becoming more common. As
in Vietnam, the former colonial language is
increasingly viewed as irrelevant in a region
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that has adopted English as the lingua
franca of business and trade, and among
young Lao students English is now much
more popular than French. Lao over the age
of 50 may understand a little English, but
to a lesser extent than French.

Many Russian-trained Lao can also speak
Russian, though the language has drastically
fallen from favour. The Russian Cultural
Centre now offers more English courses
than it does Russian, and the most popular
event at the centre is an evening satellite TV
programme of English-language shows. The
occasional Lao who studied abroad in Cuba
or Eastern Europe may be able to speak
Spanish, German, Czech, Polish or even
Bulgarian.

It pays to learn as much Lao as possible
during your stay in the country, since
speaking and understanding the language
not only enhances verbal communication
but garners a great deal of respect from the
Lao people you come into contact with.

SCRIPT

Prior to the consolidation of the various
Lao meuang (principalities) in the 14th cen-
tury, there was little demand for a written
language. When a written language was
deemed necessary by the Lan Xang monar-
chy, Lao scholars based their script on an
early alphabet devised by the Thais (which
in turn had been created by Khmer scholars
who used south Indian scripts as models!).
The alphabet used in Laos is closer to the
original prototype; the original Thai script
was later extensively revised (which is why
Lao looks ‘older’ than Thai, even though it
is newer as a written language).

Before 1975 at least four spelling systems
were in use. Because modern printing never
really got established in Laos (most of the
advanced textbooks being in Thai, French,
or Vietnamese before the Revolution), Lao
spelling wasn’t standardised until after the
Pathet Lao takeover. The current system
has been highly simplified by transliterating
all foreign loan words according to their
sound only, and not their written form.

Lao script can therefore be learned much
more quickly than Thai or Khmer, both of
which typically attempt to transcribe for-
eign borrowings letter for letter, regardless
of the actual pronunciation.
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One peculiarity of the post-1975 system
is that it forbade the use of the Lao letter r’
in words where it was more commonly pro-
nounced as an T, reportedly because of the
association of the ‘r’ with classical Thai; al-
though the ‘r’ was virtually lost in Laos
(converting to ‘h’ in some cases and to T in
others), in many parts of Thailand it is still
quite strong. Hence the names of former
Lao kings Setthathirat and Phothisarat
came to be rendered as Setthathilat and
Phothisalat in post-1975 Lao script. Even-
tually the government loosened its restric-
tions and although the nasty r’ is still not
taught in the school system, it is once again
allowed to be used in signage and in histori-
cal documents.

Other scripts still in use include ldo thdm
(dhamma Lao), used for writing Pali scrip-
tures, and various Thai tribal scripts, the
most popular and widespread being that of
the Thai Neua (which has become stan-
dardised via Xishuangbanna, China).

The Lao script today consists of 30 con-
sonants (formed from 20 basic sounds) and
28 vowels and diphthongs (15 individual
symbols used in varying combinations).
Complementing the consonant and vowel
symbols are four tone marks, only two of
which are commonly used in creating the
six different tones (in combination with all
the other symbols). Written Lao proceeds
from left to right, though vowel-signs may
appear in a number of positions relative to
consonants: before, after, above, below or
‘around’ (ie before, above and after).

Although learning the alphabet isn’t dif-
ficult, the writing system itself is fairly com-
plex, so unless you are planning to have a
lengthy stay in Laos you should perhaps
make learning to speak the language your
main priority.

TONES

Basically, Lao is a monosyllabic, tonal lan-
guage, like the various dialects of Thai and
Chinese. Borrowed words from Sanskrit,
Pali, French and English often have two or
more syllables, however. Many identical
phonemes or vowel-consonant combina-
tions are differentiated by their tone only.
The word sao, for example, can mean ‘girl’,
‘morning’, ‘pillar’ or ‘twenty’ depending on
the tone. For people from non-tonal lan-
guage backgrounds, it can be very hard to
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learn at first. Even when we ‘know’” the cor-
rect tone, our tendency to denote emotion,
emphasis and questions through tone mod-
ulation often interferes with uttering the
correct tone. So the first rule in learning
and using the tone system is to avoid over-
laying your native intonation patterns onto
the Lao language.

Vientiane Lao has six tones (compared
with five used in standard Thai, four in
Mandarin and nine in Cantonese). Three of
the tones are level (low, mid and high)
while three follow pitch inclines (rising,
high falling and low falling). All six varia-
tions in pitch are relative to the speaker’s
natural vocal range, so that one person’s
low tone is not necessarily the same pitch
as another person’s. Hence, keen pitch rec-
ognition is not a prerequisite for learning a
tonal language like Lao. A relative distinc-
tion between pitch contours within your
own voice is all that is necessary. Pitch
variation is common to all languages; non-
tonal languages such as English also use
intonation, just in a different way.

Low Tone

Produced at the relative bottom of your
conversational tonal range - usually flat
level, eg dii (good). Note, however, that not
everyone pronounces it flat and level - some
Vientiane natives add a slight rising tone to
the end.

Mid Tone

Flat like the low tone, but spoken at the
relative middle of the speaker’s vocal range.
No tone mark is used, eg het (do).

High Tone
Flat again, this time at the relative top of
your vocal range, eg héua (boat).

Rising Tone

Begins a bit below the mid tone and rises to
just at or above the high tone, eg sdam
(three).

High Falling Tone
Begins at or above the high tone and falls
to the mid level, eg sdo (morning).

Low Falling Tone
Begins at about the mid level and falls to the
level of the low tone, eg khao (rice).
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On a visual curve the tones might look
like this:

]

low mid high rising high low
falling falling

TRANSLITERATION

The rendering of Lao words into the Roman
alphabet is a major problem, since many of
the Lao sounds, especially certain vowels,
do not occur in English. The problem is
compounded by the fact that because of
Laos’s colonial history, transcribed words
most commonly seen in Laos are based on
the old colonial French system of translit-
eration, which bears little relation to the
way an English speaker would intuitively
write a Lao word.

A prime example is the capital of Laos,
Vientiane. The Lao pronunciation, follow-
ing a fairly logical English-Roman translit-
eration, would be Wieng Chan or Vieng
Chan (some might hear it more as Wieng
Jan). Since the French don’t have a written
consonant that corresponds to ‘w’, they
chose to use a ‘v’ to represent all ‘w’ sounds,
even though the v’ sound in Lao is closer
to an English ‘w’. The same goes for ‘ch’ (or
), which for the French was best rendered
‘ti-’; hence Wieng Chan (which means San-
dalwood City) finishes up as “Vientiane’ in
the French transliteration. The ‘e’ is added
so that the final ‘n’ sound isn’t partially lost,
as it is in French words ending with ‘n’.
This latter phenomenon also happens with
words like ldan (million) as in Lan Xang,
which most French speakers would write as
‘Lane’, a spelling that leads most English
speakers to incorrectly pronounce this
word like the ‘lane’ in ‘Penny Lane’.

Many standard place names in the Roman
alphabet use an X’ for what in English is ‘s’.
This X’ represents a Lao letter that histori-
cally was pronounced ‘ch’ but eventually
became ‘s’ in the Lao sound system. There’s
no difference in the pronunciation of the
two; pronounce all instances of X’ as ‘s’

There is no official method of transliter-
ating the Lao language (the government is
incredibly inconsistent in this respect,
though they tend to follow the old French
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methods). This book use a custom system
of transliteration based on the Royal Thai
General Transcription system, since Thai
and Lao have very similar writing and
sound systems. The only exceptions are
where there may be confusion with terms
that are already in common use (eg Vien-
tiane vs ‘Wieng Chan’, Luang Prabang vs
‘Luang Phabang’).

The public and private sectors in Laos
are gradually moving towards a more inter-
nationally recognisable system along the
lines of Royal Thai General (which is fairly
readable across a large number of language

types).

PRONUNCIATION

Vowels

Lao vowels can be written before, after,
above and below consonants - in the fol-
lowing vowel chart we demonstrate this by
using ‘X’ to represent any consonant.

< . . Coed

X I as in it

<@ . . < > 3 >

X ii  asin ‘feet’ or ‘tea

Tx, Yx ai  asin ‘aisle’

X aa long ‘@’ as in ‘father’

X¥ a  half as long as aa above
[49% ae as the a” in ‘bad’ or ‘tab’

LY .
(X €, [ xXx e as in ‘hen’

9% eh as the ‘@’ in ‘hate’

(X, X oe asthe ‘v’ in ‘fur’

>
o o .
X, X eu as in French deux, or as
the 1" in ‘sir’
% u asin ‘flute’
% uu asin ‘food’
x9€) aai as the ‘@’ in ‘father’ + the
1 in ‘pipe’
o . < > < >
(X9 a0 as in ‘now’ or ‘cow
X aw asin jaw’
o . 13 bl
Ixg,xx 0 asin phone
Tx oh asin ‘toe’
. .
(X9 eua diphthong of ‘eu’ and ‘@’
et . . .
><J><, (x¢) ia asthe ‘i-a’ sound in Tan’
~ .
xdx, X ua as the ‘u-a’ sound in ‘tour’
X8 uay ‘u-ay-ee’
o o . < > PR >
X, X iu  ‘-00’ (as in ‘yew’)
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x]2 iaw a triphthong of ‘ee-a-00’

(6x aew as thea’ in ‘bad’ + ‘W’

[$%) ehw as the ‘@’ in ‘care’ + ‘W’

) ew same as ‘ehw’ above, but
shorter (not as in ‘yew’)

3] oei ‘oe-i’

X928 awy as the ‘oy’ in ‘boy’

Txg ohy ‘oh-I’

Consonants

An ‘aspirated’ consonant is produced with
an audible puff of air. An ‘unvoiced’ or
‘voiceless’ consonant is produced with no
vibration in the vocal chords.

N k as the ‘K’ in ‘skin’; similar
to the ‘g’ in ‘good’, but
unaspirated and unvoiced

2,8 kh as the k’ in ‘kite’

9 ng asin ‘sing’; used as an
initial consonant in Lao

9 j similar to  in oin’ or
more closely, the second t’
in ‘stature’ or ‘literature’
(unaspirated and voiceless)

&, g s asin ‘soap’

3] ny similar to the ‘ni’ in
‘onion’; used as an initial
consonant in Lao

o] d asin ‘dodo’

[y} t a hard °t, unaspirated and
unvoiced - a bit like ‘d’

0, N th  asin ‘tip’

U, U n as in ‘nun’

U b asin ‘boy’

J p  ahard ‘p’ (unaspirated

and unvoiced)

W, & ph  ‘p’asin ‘put’ (but never
as in ‘phone’)

o, e f as in ‘fan’

U, 3 m  asin ‘man’

4] y  asin ‘yo-yo

), N | as in ‘lick’

2,0 w  asin ‘wing’ (often trans-
literated as V)

S, 0 h as in ‘home’
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ACCOMMODATION
hotel
héhng hdem
Ts9usy
guesthouse
hdw hap khdek
asunen
Excuse me, is there a hotel nearby?
khdw thoht, mii héhng hdem yuu kdi nii baw?
S1no Jisgusug 100
Do you have a room?
mii hawng baw?
Ddie90
How many persons?
jik khdn?
Ine
one person
neung khdn (khén diaw)
ﬁgéh(ébcgo)
two persons
sawng khon
EELA

How much ...? \

... thao dgi? ~.ale
per night -
khéun-la UL
per week -
qathit-la 29N0E

air-conditioning

geydn w9y
bathroom

hawng ném Figgud
blanket .

phaa hom 93w
double room .

hawng ndwn tiang khuu - 1©IUBVO]IE)
fan

phat lém TOW
hot water .

ndm hdwn JIDRI=IY
key

kdjge N
room

hawng gigg
sheet

phaa pyu bawn ndwn éﬂgzﬁsuuau
single room

hawng ndwn tiang diaw 2 2IUBVO]INT
soap

sdbuu LY
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toilet

stiam Sow
towel

phaa set toh ﬁﬂ:’écﬁm

(I/we) will stay two nights.
si phak yuu sdwng khéun
gilingze9e

Can (I/we) look at the room?
khdw boeng hawng ddi baw?
20090199100

Do you have other rooms?
mii hawng iik baw?
Jdie98ny

cheaper
théuk-kwaa
fnnoa

quieter
mit-kwaa
Jonaa

CONVERSATION & ESSENTIALS
Greetings/Hello.

sdbqai-dii LU0
Goodbye. (general farewell)

sdbqai-dii U0
Goodbye. (person leaving)

Ida kawn pgi kawn
Goodbye. (person staying)

sohk dii (lit: good luck) TN
See you later.

MV TUNDU

phop kgn mai Gufiulw
Thank you.

khawp jgi 2oulq
Thank you very much.

khawp jqi ldi I goulagmane)

It's nothing/You're welcome.

baw pen nydng iltﬁmnﬁﬂ
Excuse me.

khaw thaht Stuo
How are you?

sdbqai-dii baw? FrUILOY
I'm fine.

sdbqai-dii FEU0
And you? .

jdo déh? (3900
What's your name? .

jdo seu nydng? E%ﬂ%zﬂﬁj
My nameis ... ,

khdwy seu ... §89§
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Glad to know you.

di-jgi thii i kipjdo ~ GINFTVIA
Where are you from?

jdo mda tae sdi? R ls
I'm from ...

khdwy mda tae ... S9809U0) ...
DIRECTIONS
Which ... is this? L s
bawn nii ... nydng? U2ud ... anﬂ

street/road/avenue

thandn :’]ﬁlJ

city -

méuang (099

village .

muu bdan Zlyﬁﬁll

province

khwdeng (€229
Turn ... .
liaw .. D ...

left J

sdai é‘]ﬁ)

right

khwda 229
Go straight ahead. .

pqi seu-seu X Ug9)
How far? .

kai thao dgi? tnialo
near/not near ,

kdi/baw kdi EaltaNeal
far/not far ,

kai/baw ki tn/dtn
north o .

thit néua NOIUD
south .

thit tdi CiloN 0}
east

thit tgaweén awk HooatSueen
west .

thit tgawén tok NO09SVON
HEALTH
I'm not well. .

khawy baw sdbqai £290ITUIY

I need a doctor. .
khawy tawng-kgan maw 2928)0)99NIVIY
| have a fever.

pen khai Wute
| have diarrhoea. -
long thawng Q9099

It hurts here. s
Jjép yuu nii (Ue/y
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EMERGENCIES

Help! . .
suay dae! 2290
Fire!
fai mail Tt
It’s an emergency! N
stik soen! NIV
Go away! o
pqi dée! 1€3[%5)

Call a doctor!
suay tqam hda maw hai dae!
gosnauna 1Ko
Call an ambulance!
suay den lot héhng mdw hai dae!
goudua0 sy 1Ko
Call the police!
suay den tam-liat dae!
208SUONNRDOLE)
Could you help me please?
jgo suay khawy dqi baw?

(39208898100
I'm lost.
khawy Idng thdang
SN
Where are the toilets?
hawng stiam yuu sdi?
gigggone s
allergic (to)
phde (8]
anaemia
[6hk léuat ndwy Tantaenioy
asthma
6k heut Tandio
diabetes
[6hk bgo wdan Tanwamoau
malaria
khai paa Sua
pregnant
théu phda-mdan ‘ﬁzuﬂmw
(mii thawng) (Tde9)
toothache
jép khaew (FUaSo
LANGUAGE DIFFICULTIES

Can you speak English?
jdo paak phdasda gngkit ddi baw?
(RIUINWIFISINO OV
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Alittle.
ndwy neung
sligeilly
| can’t speak Lao.
khawy pdak phdasda ldo baw dadi
S20UMNWIFINIDV L0
Do you understand?
jdo khao jqi baw?
RETENET)
(1) don’t understand.
baw khao jgi
vigala
Please speak slowly.
kdlunda wdo sda-sda
NERUILIIEIY)
Please repeat.
kdlunda wdo mai boeng dyu
neguaonla (9g
What do you call this in Lao?
qn-nii phdasda ldo waa nydng?

Suliwagaanosmdy
NUMBERS
0 stiun Ju
1 neung U9
2 sawng 899
3 sdam Eaty
4 sii g
5 haa 99
6 hok nn
7 jét (30
8 paet wJo
9 kdo Lﬁ"‘]» 9
10 sip Su
1 sip-6t Suido
12 sip-sawng %U&S‘j
20 sdo 299
21 sdo-ét 2921590
22 sdo-sawng 290899
30 sdam-sip ?“‘lJJe%U
40 sii-sip gsv
50 haa-sip IREIS)
60 hék-sip INSv
70 jét-sip (505U
80 paet-sip «Jodu

90 kdo-sip tnagy
100 hawy 5]
200 sdawng hawy asjﬁ 29
1000 phdn oy
10,000 meun (sip-phdn) TV (SUT)
100,000 sden (hdwy phdn) S EE=BLHY)]
1,000,000 fdan a7
first thii neung i ﬁj
second thii sdwng RS
PLACES & LAND FEATURES
Buddhist temple
wat 30
cemetery '
paa sia Jaga
church . .
sim khlit |UOIO
forest .
paa Ua
jungle
dong 53
mountain
phiiu khdo WS
park/garden
stian U
rice field (wet)
nda U9
river L.
mae ndm (LoUS
sea
thaléh NEl
stupa
thdat [INI9]
swamp -
beung U9
trail/footpath .
thdang thiaw/nyaang U]ﬂjsza/Zn‘]ﬂEJﬂj
waterfall R
ndm tok taat UAONO0
SHOPPING & SERVICES
Where is the ...? ‘
. Yl sdi? . %JT%)
I'm looking for (the) ..
khawy sawk hda ... £9u29n01 ...
bank
thandakhdan NV
barber shop
hdan tdt phom audoau
bookshop
hdan khdai ndng séu Savga @JUDujg
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hospital

héhng maw s
museum
phiphithaphdn
pharmacy
hdan khdai yqa
post office

Saugasg

pgi-sd-nii (héhng sdai) 1KLL (E S9&98)

| want to change ...
khawy yaak pian ... §88JEJ‘13’1U'JIJ

money

ngden 1;311

travellers cheques

sek dden thdang (Endumag
I'm looking for ...

khawy sawk hda ... 29429N01 ...
How much (for) ...2 ,

... thao dgi? alo

I'd like to see another style.
khdw boeng iik , ,
baep neung 2r98nkuully

Do you have something cheaper? _

mii théuk-kwaa nii baw? ﬁﬁ:’mdﬂﬁf)

The price is very high.
Idakhda phdeng ldai RIDVLWINRIEL

(latex) condoms
thdng ygang andamdi

sanitary napkins
phaa andamdi

soap
sd-buu Y

toilet paper
jia hawng ndm

toothbrush
pqeng thiiu khaew

Me9ezuaty

Gaozuaty

(Rudiggud
wUJ9nueo

telephone
théhlasdp
Tnasdy
international call
théhlasdp lawaang pdthét
Tnac§uarnoagu=o
long distance (domestic)
thdang kgi
®na9tn
open/closed
poet/pit
(Woldo

LANGUAGE - Time & Dates

TIME & DATES

today
méu nii
tonight
khéun nii
this morning
sdo nii
this afternoon
baai nii
all day long
talawt méu
now
diaw nii/tqwn nii
sometimes
bgang theua
yesterday
méu wdan nii
tomorrow
méu eun

Sunday

wdn qathit
Monday

wdn jgn
Tuesday

wdn gngkhdan
Wednesday

wdn phut
Thursday

wdn phahdt
Friday

wadn stk
Saturday

widn sdo

January

deuan mdngkqwn
February

deuan kymphda
March

deuan miinda
April

deuan méhsda
May

deuan pheutsdphda
June

deuan mithinda
July

deuan kqwlakdt
August

deuan singhda
September

deuan kqnyda

tOoulgnewy
(Gaunuwa
(=5 (=S
Soudua
(OPULUI
(=5 @
Ooudiogzwa
Goulnua
(O2UNNEN0
(=5 (=3
(Soudma

Ooufiuen

349
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October
deuan tilda
November
deuan phajik
December
deuan thdnwda

TRANSPORT

Where is the ...

. ylu sdi?

B3E
airport
dqen bin
(OVdV
bus station
sathdanii lot pdjgm thdang
genaliand=ahnag
bus stop
bawn jawt lot pdjgm thdang
U2u380a0Uz%:199
departures/flights
thiaw
nro
taxi stand
bawn jawt lot thaek-sii

UoUI00N0ENNS

SRR
(OouweIN

BEIBR

What time will the ... leave?

. jdawkjdkmihng? ... Az@ENINTLY
aeroplane
héua bin
bus
lot
boat
héua
minivan
ot tiu N0

@ o

S9UU

-

D’

@

9

-

eBe

What time (do we, does it, etc) arrive there?
jd pai hawt phiin jdk mohng?
wiUseoduIntLg
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Where do we get on the boat?
Idng héua yuu sdi?
SRREHIE

I want to go to ...
khawy yaak pgi ...
Sogeanty ...

I'd like a ticket.
khawy yaak dai pii
Sogeantod

How much to ...?
pgi ... thao dqi?

YU . wialo

How much per person?
khén-la thao dqi?
auaziiialo

May I sit here?
nang bawn nii dai baw?
i9ueult 5

Please tell me when we arrive in ...
wéhlda hawt ... bawk khawy dae

(0RIS90 ... USNSVLLQ

taxi
ot théek-sii OENNS
samlor (pedicab) .
sdam-law U
sawngthaew (passenger truck)
sawngthdew K99UND
tuk-tuk (jumbo)
tiik-tiik gn &n
Stop here. (lit: park here) .
jawt yuu nii ‘0802‘:] ]
I'd like torenta ... ,
khawy yaak sao ... Sougania ...
ar
ot (6h-toh) 20(12in)
motorcycle
ot jdk 209N
bicycle
lot thiip 505U



Glossary

For a list of Lao words for different food
and drink, see p80.

aahaan - food

anatta — Buddhist concept of nonsubstantiality or
nonessentiality of reality, ie no permanent ‘soul’
anicca - Buddhist concept of impermanence, the
transience of all things

Asean - Association of South East Asian Nations

baan - the general Lao word for house or village; written
Ban on maps

baasii — sometimes spelt basi or baci; a ceremony in
which the 32 khwdn (guardian spirits) are symbolically
bound to the participant for health and safety

baht — (baat) Thai unit of currency, commonly negotiable
in Laos; also a Lao unit of measure equal to 159

BCEL - Banque pour le Commerce Extérieur Lao; in
English, Lao Foreign Trade Bank

bja — beer; bja sét is draught beer

bun — pronounced byn, often spelt boun; a festival; also
spiritual ‘merit’ earned through good actions or religious
practices

corvée — enforced, unpaid labour

dhamma - (Pali) truth, teachings, the teachings of the
Buddha, moral law; dharma in Sanskrit

Don — pronounced dgwn; island

dukkha - Buddhist concept of suffering,
unsatisfactoriness, dis-ease

falang — from the Lao falang-seht or ‘French’; Western,
a Westerner
foe - rice noodles, one of the most common dishes in Laos

hai - jar

haw tai — monastery building dedicated to the storage of
the Tripitaka (Buddhist scriptures)

hét bun — ‘making merit', mostly by alms-giving to monks
héua — boat

héua hang nyao - longtail boat

héua phai - rowing boat

héua wai - speedboat

huay - stream; written Huay on maps

jao — pronounced jdo; lord or prince

Jataka - (Pali-Sanskrit) mythological stories of the
Buddha'’s past lives; sda-ddk in Lao

jehdii — a Buddhist stupa; also written Chedi
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jiin haw — Lao name for the Muslim Yunnanese who live
in Northern Laos

jumbo — a motorised three-wheeled taxi, sometimes
called tuk-tuk

khden - a wind instrument devised of a double row of
bamboo-like reeds fitted into a hardwood soundbox and
made air-tight with beeswax

khao - rice

khao jji — bread

khao niaw - sticky rice, the Lao staple food
khao-nom - pastry or sweet; sometimes shortened to
khandm

khuu-baa - Lao Buddhist monk

khwaeng - province

khwan — guardian spirits

Kip — pronounced kiip; Lao unit of currency

laap - a spicy Lao-style salad of minced meat, poultry or fish
lak méuang - city pillar

lam wéng - ‘circle dance’, the traditional folk dance of
Laos, as common at discos as at festivals

Lao Issara — Lao resistance movement against the French
in the 1940s

lao-lao - distilled rice liquor

Lao Loum - ‘lowland Lao’, ethnic groups belonging to
the Lao-Thai Diaspora

Lao Soung - ‘high Lao’, hill tribes who make their
residence at higher altitudes, for example, Hmong, Mien;
also spelt Lao Sung

Lao Thoeng - ‘upland Lao’, a loose affiliation of mostly
Mon-Khmer peoples who live on mid-altitude mountain
slopes

lingam - a pillar or phallus symbolic of Shiva, common in
Khmer-built temples

LNTA - Lao National Tourism Administration

LPDR - Lao People’s Democratic Republic

LPRP — Lao People’s Revolutionary Party

mae nam - literally, water mother; river; usually
shortened to ndm with river names, as in Nam Khong
(Mekong River)

maw lam — Lao folk musical theatre tradition; roughly
translates as ‘master of verse’

meuang — pronounced méuang; district or town; in
ancient times a city state; often written Muang on maps
muan - fun, which the Lao believe should be present in
all activities

Muang - see meuang

muu baan - village
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naang sii — Buddhist nuns

naga — nda-kha in Lao; mythical water serpent common
to Lao-Thai legends and art

nam - water; can also mean ‘river’, ‘juice’, ‘sauce’:
anything of a watery nature

néhn — Buddhist novice monk; also referred to as samanera
NGO - nongovernmental organisation, typically involved
in the foreign-aid industry

nibbana - ‘cooling’, the extinction of mental
defilements; the ultimate goal of Theravada Buddhism
NPA — National Protected Area, a classification assigned to
20 wildlife areas throughout Laos

NVA — North Vietnamese Army

paa - fish

paa daek — fermented fish sauce, a common
accompaniment to Lao food

Pathet Lao - literally, Country of Laos; both a general
term for the country and a common journalistic reference
to the military arm of the early Patriotic Lao Front (a cover
for the Lao People’s Party); often abbreviated to PL

pha - holy image, usually referring to a Buddha; venerable
phaa - cloth

phaa bjang - shoulder sash worn by men

phaa nung - sarong, worn by almost all Lao women
phaa salong - sarong, worn by Lao men

Pha Lak Pha Lam - the Lao version of the Indian epic,
the Ramayana

phansaa — Buddhist Lent beginning in July, which
coincides with the beginning of the rainy season; also watsa
phii — spirits; worship of these is the other main religion
of Laos (and exists alongside Buddhism)

phuiu - hill or mountain; also spelt phu

saa — the bark of a mulberry tree, from which paper is
handcrafted

saalaa long tham - a sala (hall) where monks and lay
people listen to Buddhist teachings

saam-laaw - a three-wheeled pedicab; also written
samlor

sabai-dji — the Lao greeting

sainyasaat — folk magic

sakai-laep - alternative name for jumbo in Southern
Laos due to the perceived resemblance to a space capsule
(Skylab)

sala — pronounced sda-/da; an open-sided shelter; a hall
samana — pronounced sdamanda; ‘seminar’; euphemism
for labour and re-education camps established after the
1975 Revolution

samanera — Buddhist novice monk; also referred to as néhn
sawngthaew - literally, two-rows; a passenger truck;
also written songthaew

se — also spelt xe; Southern Laos term for river; hence Se
Don means Don River, and Pakse means paak (mouth) of
the river

shophouse — two-storey building designed to have a
shop on the ground floor and a residence above

sii — sacred; also spelt si

sim — ordination hall in a Lao Buddhist monastery; named
after the sima, (pronounced siimda) or sacred stone tablets,
which mark off the grounds dedicated for this purpose

s0i — lane

taat — waterfall; also ndm tdk; written Tat on maps
talaat — market; taldat sdo is the morning market; talaat
meut is the free, or ‘black’, market; written Talat on maps
thaat - Buddhist stupa or reliquary; written That on maps
thaek-sii — taxi

thanon - street/road; often spelt Thanon on maps;
shortened to ‘Th’ as street is to ‘St’

tuk-tuk - see jumbo

UXO - unexploded ordnance
Viet Minh - the Vietnamese forces who fought for
Indochina’s independence from the French

vipassana - insight meditation

wat — Lao Buddhist monastery
wihaan - (Pali-Sanskrit vihara) a temple hall
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