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Voyage on the Mekong

from China to

Upper Laos
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Forword

s"T E@UI wl

POl awoOU Wi OUP6UI wEl wOzT UO

Montaigne

My Voyage on the Mekong completes a triptiych that has required thirty -two years or so to
accomplish, and although my final destination in Northern Laos on the Chinese border was never
attained, one must keep in mind that it is the Road that mesures the meaning of a Voyage and not
necessarily the realisation or the goal foreplanned...

I had discovered Nicholas Roerich, the Master of the Mountains, during my retreats in the Himalayas,
discovered Sir Richard Burton, the Master of Tongues, whilst journeying over the Sahara Desert to
Timbucktoo. This third Voyage, on the Mekong River, allowed me to discover Alix Hava, Aymé or
Delaware Fautereau, the Master of the Road, for her life was accomplished on the Road. The French
painter, musician, professor, explorer, in short, V oyageusewhose mural paintings at the Royal Palace in
Luang Pra Bang stunned me by their colour and density, travelled through Asia and Africa, impassioned
Eaw +Di 1l zUw EOOOUUwW EOCEwW El OUPUaw ET EEVUUT wUOTTUI wEUI w !
accomplishments. Her paintings, a manifestation of her Philosophy of Life, contri bute thus to
" UOEOPUaAzUwPl EOwOl wOOEOT wUOUOUB w31 1 WEPUEOYI Uawodi wU
drew into relief the Mekong adventure, when in spite of my efforts the Lao authorities refused me
entrance into China via the On Nam, the northern tributary of the Mekong, out of bounds to foreigners
due to mines, military activities, weapon and drug smuggling, and other reasons that linguistically |
failed to understand. The fact, too, that | spent so much time on the river caused my mind to dr ift
through many worlds of confused revelations. Were they real ? Surely there must have been some reality
to them...But is it all that important to define and class various plateaus that one gains so desperately,
and remains upon without intelligent attes tation or luminous testimony ?

That green and misty wonderland indeed transported me back into my Self, and consequently once
again away from the self-indulgent mediocrity of our globalising world, be it in the West or in China
Ez 1 UUwE OE O Eautlifa®ddSelUagdin(pungedd i@eological indoctrination, racism and beguiled
superiority which began with the cleansing sands of the Sahara, continued with the icy warmth of the
Himalayas, and wended its desintoxicating way along the quietessence uncanniness of the Mekong
River. Each Voyage into Self meant a violent severage from Habitude, that lethal nemesis! But without
that severage there cannot be any transformation. And without transformation there can be no Voyage :
only tourism, business déplaement neurotic fuites en avant.Did not Segalen express the Voyage as those
gnarais des joies immortelfesu E O E wlllil @O0 iuwsANOT DOUWEz DY UT Wkl usBEIwyT OED B w
follow that river of Diversity ; to wallow in the marshes of immor tality ! These are indeed the realities of
peripheral errings, metaphorically couched because authentically experienced ; they are not addressed to
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sl BRx1 UOUzwEUI E wEdtrad essénalsing; whose progra@rhes for future décideursabroad
illu mine the theatres of business schools and university departments of language or political science...

To judge the world from some centre is to misinterpret the Reality of Humanity : Noble souls
contribute to the world as being part of the world, not scor nfully aloft from it, for without direct
contribution, however insignificant, the world can never achieve wholeness. Thus all that constitutes the
wholeness of the world is derived from the continual centrifugal and centrepedal forces which construct
the Self ; alternating forces, analogical, antagonistic or complementary, full of the fury of Life because
willed by the Self for the Whole and by the Whole. To Voyage sparks the quest of fully understanding
that a contributable part of the Whole signifies ple nitude with it, and not a part or roéle of it, which
reduces it to a mere subservient cog of it! And the true traveller senses this and realises it; he or she
strides to stimulate and sustain interest in this, beyond the clichés and platitudes, beyond la langue de bois
and the childish phantasy of a monolithic world -order. This is what, | am sure, Alix Aymé understood
and fully accomplished in her ill -illuminated life. Beyond is where the Other lies and waits to be part of
the Whole, waits to be thought of and not only communicated to ! Her life was on the Road ; the Road as
that contributable part of our world as a Whole. A noble adventure indeed, one that escapes ignoble
minds whose quest of New World Orders has blinded them to the richness of those invis ible activities of
men and women who achieve nobility for our world through other means than what is demanded from
them by callous producers of canon fodder and consumer cattle. To be the Pilgrim of Humanity is to be
really part of Humanity. And as Soharwa rdi once proclaimed whilst on the Road towards Khazar Lake in
Southern Turkey :

«l am the eternel pilgrim; without respite | voyage throughout the world, and upon its wonders | contemplate
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Part One

The Mekong

Strange are these scenes amongst thik muddy waters and void. Amongst glassy greens and oily azur
blues. Mountain hazes and river swirls. Jinhong and Hatsa...and beyond the spiralling mountain mists
and spongy ferns into the Unknowness of hazardous conjectures of circumstances: U Tai...thosebluish
green mountains over which slide and settle mops of alto-cumulus. South China to North -East Laos: U
Tai. Slowly, very slowly abandoning my Self to the movement of the Mekong waters; dark here,
glistening there, alto-cumulus piling higher and higher upon me, below the dull sound of motors, of
ploughed waters, all wedged in by matted jungle, sweating a soggy smell.

The engins below are deafening. Rattling metal. Three days aboard the Chinese riverboat Chong Guo
BanNo out of Jinhong with the Dai. Xishu angbanna, the Dai autonomous region of China, where Dai, Yi,
Han, Dao, Naxi and Bai cultivate their respective languages and writing systems. Xishunagbanna slips
quite imperceptively into Northern Laos, an extension of the Dai culture, a slice of land wres ted from
them after the Second World War... | thus crossed the ChinaLaos river border with the Dai -a border that
hardly exists for them because as many borders it is articficial, imposed by a conquering administration -,
perhaps the first Westerner to have done so since the crestfallen cowboy pilots of the sixties and
seventies: the secret war?

'...Namelessere for evermore.’

Wisdom has its soil and roots in the wander's geographical and existential Traces. Traces engraved
upon the crust of the Earth, upon the Memory of Humanity. Signs to and for those who have learnt the
subtle Art of Exposure: Xu Xiake the geographer..Xie Lingyun the traveller-poet. Exposure to the
Outside...And yet keeping a cool aloftness from Power, Glory and Riches; for indeed much deeper
territories await him who penetrates the terraeincognitaeof Being. That innermost voyage borne by the
winds of circumstances: accident after accident, contingency after contingency. That inner voyage which
paves the Royal Road...wang daq by which the sands are cleared away, weeds uprooted, debris tossed
aside. The Road on which melodies and rhythms are beaten out, descending into verdant valleys,
mounting ever so high into icy, snow -coiffed passes, where the gelid whiteness blinds the unsuspecting,
streaming through hamlet, village and town amongst the teeming hordes, both man and beast, settling
in deep, dank grottoes in which the stench of urine, sacrifice and campfire blend into a vast phantasy of
some primeval past of ikon-filled and fresco-laden caverns, where the spirit of the World Soul still
dwells, still hovers above and below us...

And thus into the depths of Mekong Asia | descended, that great Mother of all waterways, snaking
through Asia's womb, worming through her intestines like the ever-growing ring -worm. Like the scaly

© Copyright Mikes International 20012013 8



JuIy-September 2013 \bURNAL OF EURAS'AN STUDIES Volume V., Issue 3.

dragon-snake; an antediluvian, telluric force, fuming...coiling...twisting. This tropical density drew my
eyes back over unfamilar libidinal scenes, where the rampant roots of Parashorea and Giant
Elephantsear rampaged down into slimy banks, crept upon unctuous waters like dinosaur claws
clutching an unfortunate victim: strangling, throttling...smothering.

The boat motored languishly on her course down river, transporting tons of garlic and animal feed.
An eight-man crew manned her: all Dai, all experienced, all reserved in both manner and speech
towards the foreigner. The cook, especially, whose Chinese and cooking were excellent. His sole
responsability: feed the crew...and the foreigner. And so he fed me and whilst doing so spoke of the
Mekong, the voyage to Thailand once a week upon the Chong Guo Ban Noa matriarcal penetration into
a jade-green womb of islanded stlpas, sweet-scented soil, petrified forests, drunken vessels gliding on
silken waters; telluric forces whose weeping willows, crown ferns and spinulose drove me ever back,
back into the heart of some ageless epoch of Poetry. Snatches of blue tore through the grey pregnant
skies. Rolling, fleecy mousse hills emerged to the left into which crept sharp, flaky cloudlets, whose
coiling manes dipped into densely forested cirques hidden arenas which imprisoned bearded ferns and
gossamer boughs. To the right, a riot of fougéresglowing green in the midday sun, fanning ever so
lightly the creamy clouds, silv ery white, away. Such fluffy, solitary Beings there above: an ivory
sculpture, snuggled up against a backdrop of papier-maché blue. Below the current ran swift and erratic.

Yet at the banks, steamy and rootinfested, the waters appeared oddly immobile; a lipoid liquid which
reflected frozen boughs, trunks and ferns; a glacial canvas of quietessence. Indeed, the Mekong worms
through us all: a devious Drake that inhabits the realms of other Realities, alienated from the humdrum
of Dragon economies, New Chinas...Celtic Tigers...This dragon has Dracaena Fragrans running through
its veines. It runs through ours, too! It whips through the glassy greens and dappled stone. Slithers over
mossy earth and moiré bark. A hostile green at times, for the lurching dragon mu st be on its guard
against the turmoil of a chaotic soul, ensnared within puzzling circumstances, experience -laden riddles.
The dragon will rise and coil in anger. Rise up from its bloody waterways and vomit death at the
guileness Ravens. It is in this fasion that the Art of Complexity developed: the Self observed, observing
the Other. Thus the inner and outer voyage converge in both depth and superficiality to perfect and
eschew the Art of Exposure...

The thick jungle girt villages. Stilt -homes stabbed te sloping pasture lands of thick, glazed carpets; a
gentle cant of meadow brushed through root and knotty bark, skimmed by razor -sharp elephant leaves.
Splays of ochre-yellow rose out of shimmering greens. Palms, in serried ranks, stood guard round these
islanded hamlets, isolated from civilisation.

The speed of the boat slackened...ten, five knots? Soon we were drifting with the current. We ported at
the Laos border, and awaited police inspection. Thorough fellows they were these Chinese: arms, drugs,
illegal merchandise...or immigrants. A team of about five Chinese officials scoured the vessel whilst a
young officer secured our passports and disappeared into a riverside wooden hut built on stilts. The
crew and | waited obediently at the bow, in silence. Then a young officer called each of our names, mine
causing him some embarrassement to which no one dared snigger, after which one by one we retrieved
our passports. Mine being the last, the young Chinese officer carefully examined the exit and the re-entry
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visas for China, somewhat dubious about my being aboard. But the Chinese do not question their
authorities : he handed me my document, his forehead furrowed in intense interrogation.

Photo 2: At the Beachhead...

Boarding the transport vessel had been arranged quite miraculously at Jinhong. | simply loitered
about the docks from morning till night, gathering information here and there, noting boats leaving for
the South to the border town between China and Laos, Guanlei. On the second day of my observaions, |
met an officer of the merchant marines, a Dai, and explained to him my intentions. He informed me that
no exit visa was issued at Guanlei, but that | could buy one at Jinhong, and get aboard a boat that would
rushed back to the harbour, bought my exit visa, and waited for this same officer to call the captain of the
departing vessel. The conditions were agreed upon over the hand phone, and two hours later, from the
opposite bank, the Chong Guo BamNo came into sight and moored alongside us. The crew waved me on,
UOw( wUT OO6O0wUT I wi UPI OECawodi I PET UzUwi EOCEOwWNUOXxI EwbOUO
huge port of Jinhong. My bag was placed in a cabin for four. | was the only passenger aboard besides the
EExUEDOzUwbPDIi 18

The cook nodded into the darkening walls of jungle: the motor suddenly pushed us sidewards
towards a beachhead. The captain poked his thick-haired head out of the pilot -house, yelling to one of
the younger boys who, incredibly agile, hopped overboard onto the wet sands, trailing behind him the
winch cable which he feverishly wound round a metal pike that had been hammered deep into the
sands. The cook, busy washing vegetabks with two young crew members, made me understand that we
would be spending the night at the edge of the jungle. For no boat, no matter how versed her captain in
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nautical skills, could be navigated after dusk upon the turbulent waters of the Mekong, lest it be ripped
open by snags or caught up on a shoal.

Photo 3: The Cook busy washing...

The crew, busy with their activities, | stretched my legs on the small beachhead. The odourless jungle
glistened with steam, with a dull blue -green, vaporous gloaming. The voices of the crew grew dim,
almost inaudible. How astonishing, no bird or animal cry rose from the foliage. Sweat poured off my
neck as | peered into the sweltering pores of this livid world, the enchantment of the féerie,its
exasperating heat which froze the soughing boughs, the tinkering ferns, the eloquent silence of Darkness'
creatures. A hand touched my shoulder. It was the accountant; he who had negociated at Jinhong with
the Chinese authorities who had taken my money for both the formalities i nvolved and the voyage (a
large percentage of which fell into his, the captain's and the custom official's pockets), he who jumped
from the boat with papers in hand when we ported at the border village to have the crew's special
passports stamped.

Six crew members sat on the hard-packed sand picking their teeth with bamboo shoots. One or two
tossed floating debris at the bow. From the pilot-house roof four flags fluttered: Chinese, Laotian,
Myanmar and Thai. But the name of the boat was no where to be found: perhaps on the poop-deck, the
pilot -house or the lee. Only the characters ChongGuo Ban No had been painted big and red just below
the paneless windows of the pilot -house. A metal awning had been built over the windows into which a
radio antenna had been installed. The four portholes of the pilot -house, as well as the two of each of the
eight cabins aboard all had panes, though neither thick nor solid. The captain jumped from the bow on
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