W ELCOME TO THE 5TH ISSUE OF OUR
MEKONG CIRCLE

2004 REUNION

NEWSLETTER

Have you registered already ? If not, do so, right NOW ! Only two months to go to our Reunion.
The Organizing Committee is finalizing details of everything from the opening welcome
baci on August 6 to the picnic on August 8. In between, it has lined up events and activities that
will round up a full three days of fun for all. (See inside for more details).
The Committee met May 8, 2004 at the residence of Joe and Lina Luna in Minooka,
Illinois. Others present were Raul and Puring de Jesus, Ernie and Offie de los Reyes, Pete and
Edith Paluay, Henry and Dolly Nano, Lydia Palma, Phoxay and Chanthalom Phouangmalay,
Louie and Gladys Tabano. Visit our website (www.mekongcircle.org) to read the full minutes.
DATES TO REMEMBER:

~ June 30 --Deadline to send in your registration form and fee ($100 per person). If you
wish, send the form now and your check later. The Committee has to submit the number of
attendees to the hotel in compliance with Chicago Fire Department regulations. In view of this, it
cannot guarantee rooms to last minute registrants.

~

June 30 -- Deadline to send in your advertisements and messages for the souvernir program. When sending photos, specify names. Rates: $120 full page (8 1/2 in. x 11 in.); $70 half
page: 8 1/2 in. x 5 1/2 in.). We'll take care of design. Attention second generation Mekong Circle
.members: our Journal is a unique vehicle to promote your business to Mekong members. We'll
enlarge your business card to a half page ad.

~ July 17 --Deadline to reserve your room at the Hyatt Regency at our Mekong association
discount rate. Half of the rooms have been resei'Ved and are going fast. Call the hotel at 1 800
233 1234 and mention Mekong Circle Group to avail of our special rate of $139 per night. After
July 17, rooms and prices will depend on what is:available.
In this issue, we end the series on the groups that make up our Association with a history of Operation Brotherhood
(OB). The series covered the Filipinos employed by USAID Laos (November 2003 issue), followed by Eastern
Construction Company ECCOIL (January 2004), Air America/Continental Air Services/Bird &Sons (Apri12004).
There were, of course, other Filipinos who served in Laos in other capacities such as teachers with the
International School, contractors, U.S. Embassy personnel. We do not mean to ignore their accomplishments by
not providing similar histories. But owing to their much fewer numbers and difficulties in tracking their present
whereabouts, we could not put together an accurate account of their service. However, we invite them to tell their
individual stories for future issues of our Newsletter. They deserve to be told.
We are informed by Raul Dado, current Consul in the Philippine Embassy in Vientiane that a new crop of
Filipinos, about 100, have been in Laos for quite sometime now. Many are working with international organizations.
They continue a tradition of Asians helping Asians that we pioneered 40 years ago.

Reasons
Why You
Should
Attend
the
Chicago
Reunion

1fiJ*

The Chicago reunion will be our 5th. The previous four were great events. The Chicago

Organizihg Committee promises this one will be greater.

{j} Pete & Edith Paluay will provide free eats and booze during the picnic at Zion.
~ And free lodging, when you're too plastered to make it back to the hotel.
~

\'$1

The Committee promises you Laos-style partying (remember ? -- you were young then,
reckless, dashing and irresistible.)
•

' Chicago is the queen city of the mid-west -- lots of Bulls, Bears, Cubs and Sox .. And wind.
The graduates of the OB School of Nursing in Vientiane will celebrate their FIRST
reunion together with our 5th reunion. A subcommittee is promoting the event among
graduates who have settled in the USA and elsewhere ..

~· Second and third generation Mekong Circle members will be able to network.

;·r/ Meet colleagues, perhaps for the first time after decades, with whom you spent
~;; j.- months under one roof, in places that were the ends of the world.

rsJ

Chicago, in the heartland of continental USA, is midway for members from the east and
~J the west, the north and the south.

1~ It's s~er ~e ~ Augu~t in C~cago. Without the high humidity .heat of New York

·~ or Manila or V1ent1ane. Its the wtnd (both from nature and the residents).

I@ Just be there. Reunions are fun.

REGISTRANTS AS OF MAY 25, 2004:
Canada: Gerry and Thelma Eusebio Aquino, Tanny and Judy Ariola, Connie dela Pena Frias, Gene and Estrella Hernandez, Ken and Ciony Agbayani Ljungar,
Ato and Offie Naranjo Paglinawan, Honor and Brenda Mercado Tapang, Noun Vongpachanh. Hongkong: Rene and Connie Lim Sebollena. Philippines: Sonia
Morales Ballo, Jun and Bing Gaborne Belicena, Nita Bingcang, Anastacio and Odie Cruz, Mely Marquez Cuyno, Eve Altura Guevarra, Ruben and Marita Eusebio
Layug, Florence Tolentino Loredo, Fred Mendoza, Vitoy and Joji Oumadaug Naranjo, Ben and Jovit Revilla, Col. Frisco San Juan, Isabel Savellano, Pet Ouruin
Sismaet, Manny Taberdo. California: Joe and Jojo Barcelona, Jane Canonizado, Meds dela Cruz Caro, Pinky Sabaot Casher, Pol Custodio, Manding and Cecile
Salarda Datu, Gel and Virgie dela Cruz, Nonong Garcia, Adoring Adriatico Gomez, Clem and Pat Tesoro Gonzales, Juan and Lourdes Alberto llaw, Jun and Claire
llustrisimo, Angie Galicia Maralit, Bik and Baby Angeles Marquez, Fely Montoya Navera, Margie Montelibano Ortigas, Jojo Pablo, Fidel and Wilma Padayao,
Marilyn Bautista Raguini, Bouadeng and Khamsy Siharath, Phousouk Sisouphone, Chantha and Sivilay Sivongsy, Pete Tabor, Vanessa Thongma, Ding Yoro
Trinidad, Tony and Fenny Terciano Victa, Rey Yoro. Florida: Miner Erese Will. Hawaii: Steve and Chabeng Fajardo Swift. Illinois: Dicknoi and Lily Marinas
Abad, Cornel and Angie del a Pen a, Ernie and Offie Razalan delos Reyes, Steve and Myrna Pineda Garcia, Amphone Manivong, Linda Masibay, Henry and O_
olly
Rosales Nano, Jocee Espinosa Nantes, Pete and Edith Habacon Paluay, Phoxay and Chanthalom Phoungmalay, Ronald and Rabieb Vilayhong Roy, Louie and
Gladys Cid Tabano, Malivanh Thepsouvanh. Indiana: Laling Endriga, Pita Endriga. Maryland: Vic and Sining Limcangco Capili. Michigan: R.omulo and Isabel
Pascua. Nevada: Mario Morales, Nits Eusebio Romano. New Jersey: Bani and Evelyn Subong Alan, Red and Edith del Rosario, Teddy and Lydilla Parreno,
Tony and Cora Portugal Sazon, Conse Sotio. New York: Marie Aguilos, Pete and Pet Santarina Fuentecilla, Amphie Malolos, Vilma Valenzuela, Walter
Voradeth. Ohio: Tony and Gina Perlada Liwag, Joe and Una Deluca luna, Bert and Melanie Dumadaug Reyes Oklahoma: Rusty and Nemia Altura Ramos
Pennsylvania: Evangeline Aberin, Sac and Joy Bacordo, Cesar and Linda Ramas Mendoza Tennessee: Alex and Lynne del Carmen, Phetje Sayasan. Texas:
Clarence Acacia, Angelica Alan, Angie and Baby Alan Angelo, Rene and Vivian Galang Dimaunahan, Lalit Manahan Stark. Virginia: Phikoun Ackathai.
Washington: Sounthaly Somchai Lapitan, Bob and Asil Palma Monserrat, Lydia Palma. Wisconsin: OJ and Puring Roque de Jesus, Cil and Tessie Brondial
Mendoza

SECOND GENERATION MEMBERS WHO HAVE REGISTERED:
Gerrick Abad, Katherine Angelo, Rene and Maricar Belicena Badillo, Dennis Belicena, Bobby Bingcang, Anthony de Jesus, Jij de Jesus, Ryan del a Pena, Justin
and Noi Kosila Derkash, Claire Dimaunahan, Loren Guevarra, Raul Guevarra, Ruel Guevarra, Marilou Nano, Minelli Nano, Vincent Nantes, Fides Navera, Lyssa
Paluay, Kelly and Neryssa Ramos Pearson, Jocelyn Bingcang Ramos, Rhia dela Pena Ramos, Rustico and Jane Ramos, Adam and Debbie Navera Reed, Divina
Gracia San Juan, Chanthalom Smith, Henry ?lark, Glayn Tabano, Louther Tabano, Rhoda dela Pena Tran

ADS AND MESSAGES SOLD OR RESERVED IN THE SOUVENIR PROGRAM (AS OF MAY 25)
Gel dela Cruz, Gene and Estrella Hernandez, Angie Galicia Maralit, Novotel Hotel in Vientiane Laos, Bik and Baby Marquez, Lydia Palma, Rusty and Nemia
Ramos, Jojo Pablo, Gomez/Raguini of California, Frias!T apang of Canada, Pete and Edith Paluay, Louie and Gladys Tabano, Victa Family, Malivanh
Thepsouvanh, East Coast Mekong Chapter has reserved 4 centerfold pages, Ex-08 Controller's dffice has reserved 2 pages.
REUNION PROGRAM ( All activities at Hyatt Regency)
Friday, August 6, 2004- 8 am Registration Opens
- 5 pm Baci Welcome Ceremony
- 6:30 Buffet Dinner at Crystal Room
Saturday, August 7 - Morning Bus & Yacht Tours
- General & Business Meeting
- 6 pm Dinner Dance at Hyatt Regency Ballroom
Sunday, August 8 -11 am Picnic at Zion, Illinois
TRANSPORTATION
Hyatt Regency uses its Airport Express shuttle van to bring their guests to and from the two airports that service Chicago- O'Hare and Midway.
Cost is $17 one way per person and $29 round trip from O'Hare. It's $11 .50 one way and $20 round trip from Midway.
We are working on less costly limousine service. You will be informed. For driving instruction, call the hotel or check their website.

HOTEL where all activities will be held: Hyatt Regency Chicago, 151 East Wacker Drive, Chicago, Illinois 60601 Tel. 1 800 233 1234 or 1 312 565 1234.
•
Rate per night is $139 a room plus tax. This discount rate applies for Mekong Circle members for the nights of Aug. 5,6,7, 8 & 9, 2004.
Members who want to reserve rooms should ask for the Mekong Circle Group Rate.
•
Cut off-date for reservations at our discounted rate is July 17, 2004. After this date, rooms and prices will depend on what are available.
•
Each room has either two double-beds or one king-size beds for two-person occupancy. Maximum occupancy per room is four persons.
If you are bringing along other companions (a third or fourth person), the rate for each additional person in the same room is $25 per person each night.
•
Each room has high-speed Internet access, computer data port as well as the usual amenities- two telephones, color TV, coffee maker, hair dryer,
iron and ironing board.

CORPORATE OFFICE
Mekong Circle International , Inc.
375 South Mayfair Avenue, Suite 288
Daly City, CA 94015
USA
Tel (650) 991-3335
Fax (650) 758-4752
Email: bikmarquez@hotmail.com

PHILIPPINE REUNION CONTACT
Tony Agustin
564 Sipat
Plaridel, Bulacan
Ph ilippines
Tel line: (044)795-2662 or (044)795-2617
Cell line: (0916) 305-3399
Email: ara_rha@mozcom .com

2004 CHICAGO REUNION COMMITTEE
Puring Roque de Jesus
1638 Ontario Street
Oshkosh, VVI 54901
USA
Tel (920) 232-8210 or (513) 868-9396
Fax (920) 237-4690 Cell (513) 295-7866
Email: prdejesus@aol.com

OCTOBER

14, 1954

SEPTEMBER

Operation Brotherhood begins relief aid activities in South
Vietnam to refugees from North Vietnam when the country was
partitioned after France lost its former colony. Project was an
international undertaking of the worldwide chapters of Junior
Chamber (Jaycees), a community service organization, and
was initiated by Jaycee vice president for Asia Oscar Arellano,
a Filipino architect.

1, .1955

JANUARY

Dr. Jose Alejos, nurse Adela Pimental and interpreter Yvonne
Ocampo drown in the Waico River, Tay Ninh province, South
Vietnam, on their way to a refugee village.
DECEMBER

26, 1956

Lao Jaycees invite OB to transfer its work to Laos for a period
of six months after OB Vietnam completes its relief work there
in the same month.

7, 1957

A group of 13 former OB Vietnam volunteers arrive in
Vientiane to staff a clinic in Nong Duang. Within a year, eight
field teams are opened- Paksong (Sedone province);
Nhommarath and Thakhek (Khammuane); Muong Sai (Luang
Prabang); Xieng Khouang and Ban Ban (Xieng Khouang) Nam
Bac (Luang Prabang); Attopeu.

OPERATION BROTHERHOOD: THE LAO KNEW US AS

08

n the 18 years that 08 was in Laos, 411 Filipinos had served there, in

I

11 of its 16 provinces. Their average age was 30. "For each of us

who is here, 20 were screened/ said Arellano on July 1974. When the
Filipinos left in 1975, there were 768 Lao employees.
Each volunteer typically stayed for two years. How was that
time spent?
First stop is Vientiane. For the health care personnel, the 100bed hospital and its patients provided their first look at the kind of people, diseases and procedures they will encounter. The 08 House and
the 08 Annex introduced them to dormitory life - shared bedrooms, a
communal dining room and bathrooms, and the revelation of personal
idiosyncrasies and the sharing of personal effects (toothpaste and cosmetics). While many of the office personnel stayed posted in the capital
for their entire term, most of the doctors and nurses went on rounds to
two or three of the provincial outposts, called field teams, staying at
each site for three months to a year. It is during these postings that the

A memorial stand, erected in November 2002 in one comer of the grounds of the
Philippine Embassy in Vientiane, pays homage to the service of Filipinos in Laos.

bonds of enduring relationships are forged, transformative experiences
alter young lives. And where, isolated from large towns, they are

of Nursing. Less than two months ago, they left relatives and friends in

immersed in Lao life (80 percent of the Lao, even now. still reside in

Vientiane to join the Filipino team already there.
A morning starts with Dr. Rusty Gotico, nurses Bert de los Reyes,

these rural, remote regions).
A picture of field team life can be glimpsed from this account

Mary Degay and Nang Tongsai, going from bedside to bedside of each patient,
reading their charts, jotting new orders. In the dispensary, arriving by foot and

(slightly edited) in the 08 newsletter 8alitang Laos (September 15,

bicycles, the sick are beginning to crowd the benches and the corridors, clutch-

1965) of a day in the Kengkok team, in the southern province of

ing newly-issued pink outpatient cards, waiting for the doctors to complete their

Savannakhet. Team members had moved in on January 1964 to staff a

rounds. In the dental clinic, Emeng Alcasid's drill is already humming.

15-bed hospital about 35 miles from the provincial capital, also named

Nang Khamchanh has strapped behind her bicycle her black nurse
bag and a large brown envelope containing records of newly-delivered infants

Savannakhet.

whom she is going to visit for postpartum care. OB-trained driver-mechanic
Thao Ouh is checking a 'jeepney's' oil, gasoline supply, tires to prepare it for

N

ang Khamchanh, Nang Tongsai and Thao Khamkheuang are in their late

the grinding trip to Ban Bak and Ban Sithong, two villages that are scheduled

teens and early twenties, freshly graduated from the OB Vientiane School

for their weekly visits. Dressed in shorts and a checkered shirt, a stethoscope

30, 1960
King of Laos inaugurates 60-bed Vientiane hospital, the first private hospital in the Kingdom.

JUNE

JULY

Peralta. (By 1965, 25 other Filipino members and one Lao medical assistant are conferred royal awards, incluqing three
Filipinos posthumouly who drowned in the Sekong River in
Attopeu province ..

28, 1960

King confers on Arellano and six other members a royal award
for service to Laos. Other awardees: Dr. Max Baltao, nurse
Petra Duruin, project manager Melgre Granada, social worker
Rose Ocampo, nutritionist Irene Diaz, administrator Carlos

MARCH

1963

OB Attopeu inaugurates first kindergarten school in the
province.
OCTOBER

APRIL

1961

Artist Bert Sobrevinas presents to Wat Sisaket,:a major temple
in Vientiane, a wooden acacia Buddha statue carved by him
and his Lao trainees.

9, 1960

Two doctors (Teofilo Ocampo and Juan Reyes) and dentist
Genaro Aguilar, are released after being held for six days by
anti-government Pathet Lao rebels in Sam Neua, Xieng
Khouang province, when they captured the town.

L

_j

OCTOBER

1957

International Cooperation Agency (a precursor to the U.S.
State Department's Agency for International Development)
agrees to provide funds to continue OB operations.
AUGUST

Nong Duang.

Laos.
APRIL

15, 1959

Nurse Abner Jornada is killed during a storm in Phong Saly.
First casualty in Laos. (In all, 10 other members would die
there in 18 years).

7, 1958

Ramon Magsaysay Foundation confers to OB its Award for
International Understanding for work in South Vietnam and

MAY

15, 1959

John Rockefeller Ill donates $16,000 to expand OB clinic in

JUNE

2, 1959

"Mutya Ng Mekong", a large, medically-equipped, riverboat,
begins 49-day journey south down the Mekong River from
Vientiane to Savannakhet to treat village residents along the
river. (In April1960, a 37-day mission north visited villages
towards Luang Prabang).

tucked inside a hip pocket, team director Dr. Johnny Reyes, climbs into the jeepney

have serviced and where Rusty had earlier delivered the infant. Happy parents mur-

and disappears down the road out of the hospital compound.

mur words of appreciation as they tie white cotton strings around the wrists of the Lao

To get to Ban Bak, five kilometers away, take the dirt road to Savannakhet,

nurses.

the provincial capital. Somewhere along the right side of the road, there is a cave-like

In the office (one room in the long dormitory building), a dozen mothers sit

opening among the dense tall bamboo groves. Johnny plunges into it. The opening is

through a demonstration in bottle feeding, one of weekly lessons in child care and

the entrance to a winding path canopied with thick bamboo and trees, leading to the

home nursing conducted by Mary, assisted by "George' Pracheon, an interpreter.

village. To get to the next stop, Ban Sithong, seven kilometers away, go back to the

Emeng has returned from Savannakhet with a jeep-load of supplies from

Savannakhet road, then swing into another opening in a bamboo grove. It opens into

Vientiane and with that most precious item of all: mail from home. He is at once the

a bullcart path to the village. It's surprising to see that there are humans and homes

most popular man in town.

tucked within these wilderness. There are people in each village waiting for Johnny in
the thatch house on stilts that serves as a clinic in each village ..

In the lengthening shadows of a golden, warm afternoon, Johnny reads
through memos from the Vientiane headquarters; Bert and Emeng swipe badminton

Johnny returns after lunch time, along with a man, burning with fever, vom-

shuttlecocks on the lawn beside the hospital, their bare shoulders glistening with

iting, horrible sounds coming from his throat. He is brought into the hospital. The man

sweat. The diesel generator has been switched on. As dusk falls, the hospital lights up,

is accompanied by a relative carrying a thin mattress and clothing.

the brightest object in the entire town .

Lunch is true Filipino home cooking by Mary. Her Lao cook help is learning
the various regional tastes of the Filipinos.

After dinner, there is a letter to answer, a pocketbook to resume reading. An
old scratchy, vinyl record spins too fast and out of tune on a turntable. Deep darkness

Early in the afternoon, an invitation to a baci for a newborn child is attend-

falls fast in Kengkok. Sleep comes easily, lulled by the sounds of crickets.

ed by Nang Khamchanh and Thao Khamkheuang in one of the village homes that they

The Vientiane team in the capital was the entry point for all OB members. With a 100-bed hospital to operate, it was also the largest team. Inside the lobby of the Admiristration
building in 1964, first row, from left: Cecilia Lopez, Jessie Yap, Ett Torres, Lily Abad, Toots Calderon, Eve Guevara, Joji Naranjo, Lydia Conte, Bing Gabome, Puring Roque, Edfth
Habacon; second row: Cecile Salarda, Lita Delaon, Danny Torres, Tony Soto, Primo Guevara, Semie Azcarraga, Cesar Medina, Ike Reyes, Tony Menez, Romy Maypa, Linda
Mendoza; top row: Sergio Lapitan, Bill Cornia, Felix Romero, Ernie de los Reyes, Mario Dulyunan.

JUNE

1963

First Lao graduates - 28 in all- of the OB School of Practical
Nursing complete a two-year course in Vientiane.
FEBRUARY

1964

OB Philippines opens training site in Sapang Palay, Bulacan
for Laos-bound volunteers to serve 4,500 families resettled
there by the government from their slum dwellings in Manila.
-,lunteers do medical, public health work and start up liveli-

hood projects for residents.
OCTOBER

1964

On its tenth year, 7 field teams are open (Vientiane, Paksong,
Attopeu, Sayaboury, Keng Kok, Muong Phieng and Vang
Vieng (opened Oct. 2). There are 112 Filipinos and 263 Lao
workers.
FEBRUARY

3, 1965

Vientiane Hospital and the OB Annex dormitory survive a one-

day coup attempt battle. Both sites were caught between dueling government armed forces. One major target of contention
was Camp Chinaimo, a large army camp beside the hospital
in That Luang.
MAY

1965

Average of 13,000 medical cases a month are treated by all
field team hospitals, not including beneficiaries of complementary programs in village public health, agriculture, community
welfare, skills training.
-

OCTOBER 1965
OB helps organize a "Soiree de Gala' charity ball attended by 700 guests at the Lane Xang Hotel that raises more
than a million kips (about $2,700) and $628 for victims of
the Taal Volcano eruption in the Philippines.

1966
All seven field teams complete checkup of 10,153 pupils

JUNE

in 106 schools for ttie school term 1965-66

AUGUST 30, 1973
Government renames OB Vientiane Hospital as Settatirath

14, 1972
40-bed, completely new Ban Houie Sai hospital, in northern Bokeo province (then known as Nam Tha), is inaugurated. Months earlier an OB team was assigned there to
operate a small provincial hospital.

Hospital in honor of 16th century king. (In 2001 , a new
Settatirath 175-bed hospital built with Japanese government aid, was inaugurated in Donkey, some 20 minutes by
car towards Tha Deua. The OB Vientiane hospital was
razed to the ground in November 2002).

JUNE

This short history of OB completes our series on the Filipinos who worked in Laos from
the 1950s to 1975.
It is said that history is written by the victors. America lost its 20-year war to
keep out Communism in Laos
(1955-1975) and Vietnam. The
A TALLY OF 08 FILIPINOS
victorious Lao Communist party
BY JOB TITLE
historians call this period their
30-year struggle, because for
Secretaries
23
them the contest commenced in
13
Fiscal/Supply
1945, first against the Japanese,
then the French, and finally with
Social Workers
19
the Americans. But for the vicMedical Records 1
tors, accounts written by them of
their triumph , are few compared
31
Engineers
with those written by the defeatAgriculturists
23
ed. The Air America website on
the Internet, for example, lists
Nutritionists
28
more than 35 books about its
29
Accountants
exploits in Laos.
Yet, even in that subMedical Techs
12
stantial bibliography, there is
Artists
5
rare, if any, reference to the role
of the Filipinos. Sadly, 18 years
Dentists
14
of Laos service by Filipinos with
Air
America,
ECCOIL,
Health Educators 4
Continental Air Services, OB,
62
Physicians
USAID and other organizations,
have mostly gone unrecorded in
4
Pharmacists
published form. Fortunately,
Registered Nurses 118
OB's two years in Vietnam, from
1954 to 1956, were amply docuAdministrators
25
mented by Jesuit Filipino historian Miguel A. Bernad in his 561page volume "Adventure in Vietnam' published in 1974 of which copies are available.
He proceeded with a sequel, "Filipinos in Laos". Presenting it as "an installment towards a projected history" of OB, the lively, meticulously researched account
begins in 1957 and ends in 1960. Work on the next 15 years was never picked up by
Fr. Bernad when OB was dissolved in 1975.
Today, this slim 173-page pocketbook, printed in 1974 in undetermined
copies, without a cover, a jacket or a copyright, remains the only published account of
the organization not in circulation.
' The story told in this book is incomplete," said Fr. Bernad . ' It deals mostly
with the beginnings of the operation. There would have been much more that was
worth telling ... But at least, what was done in the early years is a story worth retelling."
An effort is underway to write the missing 1960-75 record and to publish it
as part of Fr. Bernad's sequel.

SEPTEMBER 15, 197 4
Lao workers strike Vientiane Hospital as part of a 10-day
wave of student-led demonstrations against American aid
and government ministries, organized by Communists as
they prepare to take over the country. (They proclaim "liberation" of Vientiane on August 23, 1975).

AFTER DECADES OF
SEPARATION, UNITING VIA
CYBERSPACE

W

hen

08

port. In past years, when a member planed home after two years of
service, their Lao colleagues assumed he or she would most likely
return after their vacation leave. Not this time. This was the final parting.
For much of the decades that followed, contact with the Lao

08

employees would be difficult or non-existent. The Lao had no way

to trace their Filipino counterparts who had dispersed across the
globe, many of them to the USA. In the early 1990s, a handful of the
Lao who had settled in California, somehow, reconnected with some
Filipinos there .
Our Mekong Circle ~ebsite, launched in 2001 to prepare for
the New York 2002 reunion, has not only ignited a rush to reconnect
among the Filipino members; it provided an opening for the Lao and
others to express emotions and arouse memories about their

08

experience : Here is a selection of messages that they posted on our
website :

"Thanks to all of the nursing staff and its administration during those
times of my life in training. I would not be who I am today if there had
not been an OB." - Chanthone Sithong Chinyavong , class of 1968 OB
School of Nursing, who served in Ban Houie Sai and other field teams. She is
now a school health aide in Arlington, Virginia. Posted May 26 , 2003 .
(email :cchiny51 @hotmail.com)

"I was so happy to hear from my old friends from Laos. I miss you all. I
am now living happily in California and have four children (two boys
and two girls) and four beautiful granddaughters. My oldest son is now
a medical director of San Diego county, my two girls both work in the
medical field, and my youngest boy is serving our country in the Air
Force. I have always wondered what happened to my friends at the

OCTOBER 28, 1974
Oscar Arellano dies at the age of 57.

MAY

Filipinos left Laos in 1975, a tearful crowd of 08 Lao

workers from the Vientiane Hospital saw them off at Wattay air-

29, 1975

Last group of 41 members leave Laos from Vientiane. In
the weeks before, other members had to leave the field
teams at Pakse, Ban Houie Sai, Kengkok, Sayaboury

and Vang Vieng
NOVEMBER 7, 2002
A group of 20 Filipinos and Lao, most of them OB veterans from the U.S. and Canada arrive in Vientiane for their
first visit since 1975. During their one-week stay, they
paid a courtesy call on the Minister of Health who invited
OB to resume its programs there.

there that care about us. Keep in touch. " - Chom Cavan Nignomsavanh,
class of 1965. Posted Nov. 28, 2003. (email: lcncavan@aol.com).

"Have great memories of the super people involved in OB. Especially
a dentist named Lydia who fixed my cavities and others who invited
me to cock fights and were fine examples of hospitality. My hats off to
the Filipinos involved in that program." - Ron Sauer, International
Volunteer Service (IVS). Posted Sept. 3, 2003. (email: smrsauer@aol.com)

"There was an OB in Sam Neua unti/1959. That place really helped
us Lao hillbillies in that region a Jot. Now is P.erhaps a good time to
thank the OB folks for their good work and dedication and their playground swing. " - Casalao. Posted Aug. 28, 2002. (email
casalao5@san.rr.com)

"/ fondly remember the OB clinic in Vientiane, beside That Luang,
where I had one of my teeth removed (without prior local anesthesia)
but I was immediately relieved from the pain). One of the doctors was
our neighbor and was very friendly. As a young person in Laos, when I
saw Filipinos, I saw doctors." - Noiy. Posted Aug . 29, 2002. Email:
t-Joiy01 @hotmail.com)
"Thinking about my native land, who would have thought that we had to leave
our country for good. Well anyway we met each other again. It's a blessing to
finally meet most of our friends from OB. I should say most of you are my
mentors. All of you are very nice people to learn from and to be with . I consider myself so lucky."-- Chanthalom , OB School of Nursing, class of 1967.
Posted May 22, 2003. Email: cpuang@aol.com

"The old Settatirath (OB) Hospital is at the heart of the Vientiane
municipality. People feel a great deal of affection toward it. However,
the building and facilities had become too obsolete to provide appropriate medical services for in-patients, which is why a new hospital
was constructed with Japanese government assistance." Excerpt from
Vientiane Times , Feb. 20, 2001 describing the handover of the new hospital
on Feb. 16, 2001 . Inaugurated in 1960, the OB hospital in That Luang was
demolished in 2002.

"Wow, your message made my hair stand on edge. My life was saved
by a young Filipino doctor in Vang Vieng around 1973-74. He gave me
blood transfusion when only my poor undernourished mother (out of
the whole family) was of my particular blood type. But she was nursing
my baby sister too. So that young Filipino doctor tested his blood and
voila, his and mine were the same. My mother told me how she could
see my little, dying body, gaunt-looking face starting to show life immediately when that Filipino's blood started entering my system. I may
never get to know that young Filipino in that little, no-where Vang
Vieng town (where my father brought me down as a dying five-year
old from the mountains overlooking Kasi). But I shall always be tied to
him as long as /live. I'm truly eternally in debt to him. If you could find
out about that Filipino .. .I'd like to contact him and thank him for giving
me life, literally. " - Her Lao. Posted Aug . 28, 2002. (email: hawjlauj@hot-
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TEN REASONS WHY You SHOULD}
ATTEND THE 2004 REUNION

1. You've been to the California and New York reunions. If you
don't come to Chicago, you 'll never hear the end of harassment
and insults.

2. Mekong Circle residents of the city will be your very knowledgeable tour guides. Did you know, says resident Diknoi Abad ,
that the native Indians named the city "Checaugou," after the
wild onions that flourished there in 1779? He has more priceless tidbits like these for you.

3. Join a tour of the Museum of Science and Industry where
you can enter a captured World War II German U-boat submarine . Relive those cramped quarters at the OB House .

4. Listen 'to Red del Rosario lip synch "I left My Heart In Old
Checaugou" on the karoake during hospitality night.

5. Ogle the curves of your old flame, now grown more curvy
than normal.

Q. We have invited mayor Richard Daley to speak. (But don't
hold your breath while we wait for his response).

1. Chicago is a city of neighborhoods. There's a Chinatown,
Greektown, West Rogers Park (Jewish), Pilsen (Mexican), West
Town (Polish, Ukrainian), Near West Side (Italian). Who cares?
We'll have our own joyous Pinoy-Lao town at the Hyatt
Regency.

8. We'll mount a display of photos from our Laos days. Marvel

mail.com). Her Lao was responding to our request for anecdotes about OB for
ou r book project. We have not been able to trace the identity of the Vang
Vieng doctor.

at your full head of hair! Wonder at those smooth facial features! See that slim abdomen ! (Look and despair at how you
let yourself fall apart since then) .

Du ring the old days before Internet postings of gratitude, the Lao would host a
baci to show his appreciation. The very poor, most of whom were OB's
patients in their provincial hospitals, do not have the means to do a baci. That
will not stop a mother, determined to declare a heartfelt feeling . A day or two
after her sick child is brought back to health, she returns to the hospital, barefooted and in tattered clothes, bearing a bamboo basket, seeking the doctor or
the nurse who cared for her child. Inside is a couple of boiled eggs and a
Junch of bananas. Please, she would say, these are for you .

9.

At the Navy Pier, there's a 15-story high ferris wheel. Good

way to cure that awful hangover from the dinner-dance and the
ringing in your ears from that terrible Old Checaugou song.

10.Be there. You may not be around to enjoy the next
reunion in 2006.

. FINAL
THOUGHTS,
F
INAL
FAREWELL .

ay 29, 1975 -the last trip out of Laos for41 OB memtons of bombs had been dropped on the Pathet Lao zone, or
bers took place on an open top truck, the kind that hauls
more than two tons for every inhabitant," writes historian Martin
bulk goods or construction materials. A railing around the
Stuart Fox. "The destruction was horrific. Almost all the 3500 viisides prevented anyone falling out. Baggages and bodies
·Iages under Pathet Lao control had been partly or wholly
packed the space and the floor. There was an air of gaiety
destroyed. Loss of life on both sides can only be guessed at, but
among the passengers as the truck sped towards Wattay air200,000 dead and twice that number of wounded would be a
port. If not for the baggages, they looked like they were going on a field trip, conservative estimate."
or an excursion, or a day to picnic out of town.
Conflict between the combatants peaked between 1966 and 1969.
They'knew this day would finally come. Shortly, the Communists will During that period alone, the losses when viewed "proportional to the populatake over the country. Their security can no longer be assured. A month tion of Laos, would be considered, I think, larger than the losses sustained by
before, plans had already been put in place to pull out. The southern field team any other country on the face of this earth," former American Ambassador to
members - Pakse, Kengkok, Sayaboury - were the first to be airlifted to Laos, Williatn Sullivan, told the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations in
Vientiane, followed by the northern
October 1969. With a population of a
teams in Sayaboury and Vang Vieng.
mere 3 million at that time, Laos, he
Over the following weeks, groups of six
said "has suffered and suffered beyond
to eight members flew out to Bangkok
the measure of other countries in bearas airline seats became available. On
ing the burdens of trying to defend
May 29, seats for all 41 on a Royal Air
itself."
Lao flight, were confirmed. They- were
Another product of the prolonged
perhaps the fifth or sixth batch, recalled
carnage were the refugees- 370,000 at
Ato Paglinawan, the travel officer.
one time- again a vast number in proIt was, by all accounts, ah
portion to the population. Uprooted from
orderly departure. At Wattay, the airport
village to village as their ancestral lands
was no bedlam of chaotic, frantic, fleechanged occupiers between the coming passengers, unlike the scenes two
batants, their wretched fate was all too
weeks earlier of a fallen Saigon, as
evident to OB when their medical permobs of terrified Vietnamese stormed
sonnel went treating at refugee camps.
the U.S. Embassy gates to get into
At Sam Thong, a mountain
evacuation helicopters ahead of the
top major refugee center in northern
incoming Vietcong troops.
Vientiane province where they helped
"The airport was as normal as
staff a USAID hospital, nurses Dickie
any other day," Val Handog, a medical
Labao, Bert de los Reyes and Romy
technologist remembers. No harassAgbayani saw the war decimate an ethment, no heckling demonstrators. "Milk of life, shroud of death " is how the National Geographic magazine described this nic group, the Hmong. Close to 30,000
About 20 emotional OB Lao nurses,
refugee Hmong family in 1974. The father cradles a son who died of malaria.
of them, the CIA's "secret army," died
hospital maintenance and housekeepthroughout the war years. This proudly
ing personnel clasped their palms together in that "wai" gesture of sok dee and independent tribe was reduced to beggars dependent on airdrops for daily
lahkohn (good luck and goodbye). A few days earlier, when 800 Americans sustenance. (Sullivan told the Senate hearing that American servicemen
left, "the public humiliations inflicted on the departing aid mission personnel, deaths by 1969 were 200, mainly Air America personnel. In 2003, some 387
forced to leave behind everything they could not carry aboard a plane, were are still missing, mostly pilots downed over the Ho Chi Minh trail.)
excessive by any standard," said the Country Study Area Handbook Series on
The Pathet Lao victors inherited a devastated country. Poor already
Laos issued in 1994 by the Federal Research Division of the U.S. Library of when the Americans came in 1955, it emerged in 1975 more destitute and
Congress.
sicker and with less skills to rebuild. When the Communists took over, so
If there was some uneasiness among the OB Filipinos that they many Lao had fled that a generation of educated Lao, few to begin with, was
maybe treated similarly, these could have been planted by the sight of 10,000 lost with the exodus. Ten years that followed of harsh, authoritarian rule and
demonstrators at a May Day rally in Vientiane. Described by observers as part failed economic Marxist policies sunk the country deeper into the ranks of the
of mounting waves of protests well orchestrated by the Communists against poorest. Today, even after the regime has embraced market capitalism, the
the government in the capital and other large urban centers, the rally road to full recovery is a long way away. Twenty years of destruction, witdenounced the U.S. and powerful Lao families- the Abhay's, Sananikone's, nessed, but not fully experienced by Filipinos in Laos, will take a long time to
and na Champassak's, the so-called "rightists" grappling with the leftist Pathet heal.
Lao. OB was known to be allied with the rightists and USAID.
Fdr Dickie, the last flight out of Laos was one of his saddest
For in truth, they were the ruling forces during two decades, from moments. As the plane crossed the Mekong river into Thailand, the thought
1955 to 1975, when Laos was a war zone. The U.S. and Thailand backed the crossed his mind, when will I ever see this place again. He came to Laos, 21
rightist government; North Vietnam, China and the Soviet Union assisted the years young, stayed eight years, was posted in five various field teams. "I
Pathet Lao. The U.S. bet blood and massive treasure that they could win the grew up there, met my wife and married there."
Vietnam war by keeping Laos "neutral"; their rivals needed Laos territory (the
In years past, OB sendoffs at the airport were typically fun events,
Ho Chi Minh trail particularly) to defeat the Americans.
with much jesting and teasing. It was not that way on that final farewell in May
1975.
.
Caught between them, the Lao endured torment of unremitting
scale. "By the time a cease fire was declared early in 1973, over two million
- J. Pete Fuentecilla (08 1961-67)
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