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Vang Vieng: The Setting Was A Great Plus
This is the fourth in a series tracing the origins of our Operaton Brotherhood field teams in Laos. We started with Ban
Houie Sai in the May 2020 issue, followed by Paksong in
June 2020, then Sayaboury in July 2020. It’s Vang Vieng’s
turn this time. Photo above is the OB Hospital in 1964.

When we visited Vang Vieng for the ﬁrst time in the
early 1960s, the scenery stuns you right between the
eyes. A long ridge of limestone mountains, nearly a
thousand feet high, form a soaring backdrop of serrated peaks and cascades of green forests. The Nam
Song river ﬂows in its foothills, gliding beside the
small town of 15,000 people. In the dawn hours before the sun burns them oﬀ, mists drape like silk curtains down its slopes.
This is the view that greets you each morning
when you emerge from a bamboo house , OB’s living
quarters on a vacant ﬁeld built by soldiers of Capt.
Kong Le, the Royal Lao Government paratroop commander, who requested an OB medical team in the

town for his town garrison . Composed of physicians
Ramon Ortiz, Antonio Menez and nurse Rustico
“Rusty” Ramos, the team arrived October 2,1964 to
staﬀ a government dispensary, OB’s seventh outpost.
One account said that French and Vietnamese medical personnel had operated it in late 1956 and early
1957. An American doctor Tom Dooley and a number
of U.S. Navy medics had worked there for six months.
Soon other OB doctors joined the original team – Max
Baltao, Gonzalo Castillo and Jun Valiente.
The dispensary was a rather solid stone structure that needed some cosmetic touchup because
Crown Prince Savang Vatthana was due for a visit
soon. Dr. Menez wrote on October 11, 1964:
“Early in the morning of a Wednesday, we
thought we would have an easy time painting the
building. But when we put down our ﬁrst stroke, we
realized what a monstrous area the paint will have to
cover. We made it in two and half days. The inside
walls were painted white by Rusty while I did the
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Soaring limestone mountains behind
them, the OB team of 1972, from left:
nurse Adoring Adriatico, nutritionist Aida
Rabago, nurse Bernie Nantes, nurse Mila
Abling, nurse Oscar Agbayani.
Dr. Phetsanne Boulommaong walked us
around the wards. Evidently, the passage
of time, the onslaught of the elements
and scarce resources had taken their toll.
A
d general rundown appearance prevailed. Downgraded to 30-bed capacity, it
had 33 workers, among them six doctors
and 20 nurses. He said they treat an average of 650 outpatients and 145 inpatients a month. He wished he had a
better equipped laboratory and operating room, both of which looked threadbare.
At our third visit in 2008, the
hospital has been replaced by a modernlooking one. Ground-level corridors faced
by luxuriant indoor garden patios gave
visitors and patients a pleasant view. Patient rooms and diagnostic services were
equipped with electronic monitors and
instrumentation. And there were Cuban
doctors helping out.
OB Vang Vieng served 11 years
from 1964 to May 1975 when all the OB
six teams left Laos. Because our oﬃcial
records are missing we have to turn to
USAID archives to track some information. For example, according to its March
1975 report, there were six OB Filipino
personnel staﬃng the team before it
pulled out. In addition to those already

mentioned, many more were assigned
there for varying periods. Here below,
Joe Barcelona, building construction
technician, remembers some of them:
Physicians; Teoﬁlo Ocampo, Alfonso Lim, Concordia Alon; dentists
Genaro Aguilar, Rinaldo Bacordo, Simeon
Azcarraga, Abe Espinosa; nurses Evelyn
Subong, Loreta Baltao, Elisa Albay, Constancio Ariola,Vivian Galang, Julie Honor,
Eula Duruin, Romy Agbayani, Vilma
Valenzuela, Florida “Pet” Santarina, Enrique Labao, Minerva Erese, Adoring
Adriatico, Milagros Abling, Bernardo
Nantes, Guadalupe Goma ; Marie Aguilos, Oscar Agbayani; nutritionists Linda
Masibay, Tacing Buniao, Hernani Bamba,
Adelaida Rabago; ﬁscal/supply oﬃcers
Conrado Calangian, Bayani Domingo, Boy
Guzman, Pol Custodio, Toti dela Paz,
Oscar San Mateo; medical technologists
Jun del Rosario, Rudy Villaroman, Emmanuel Canonizado, Joe Guevara.
During their times, this river
town some 87 miles north of Vientiane
was, as they say, out of the beaten path,
for residents or tourists. If you wish to
discover northern Laos, go to Luang Prabang, all the travel guides advised. All
that changed beginning in the late 1980s
when the country opened up to foreign

tourists. Hordes of backpackers discovered that this “less travelled road” (the
slogan of their bible “The Lonely Planet”)
led to the Nam Song river. Forget exploring the caves of those gorgeous mountains.
We encountered them in 2002,
in large groups, mostly young Europeans,
doing their favorite experience – ﬂoating
on the river on inner tire tubes. Drawn by
cheap hostels, bars, drugs, booze and 24hr river bank rowdy parties, they roamed
the streets, in bikinis and shorts, drunk or
spaced out. According to the British online news outlet The Guardian, about 21
of them had drowned, killed in accidents,
or overdosed. You can read its report
here:www.theguardian.com/world/2012
/apr/07/vang-vieng-laos-party-town)
In 2012 the government
clamped down by closing many of the
bars. The hippie atmosphere has toned
down. A look at recent YouTube clips
show less of the somersaulting from rickety bars perched over the river. But their
invasion spawned a building spree of ugly
hotels and tacky shops that has utterly
ruined the sweet charm of a rural Lao
farming town. Perhaps our OB colleagues
got out in time, good memories intact.
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Ban Houie Sai, 1972 on the Nam Ngao river. From left: Tom Culbertson of USAID, nurses Soﬁa Deza and Dickie Labao, engineer
Narsing Erilla, administrative oﬃcer Louie Ongsiapco.

Steamy summers, cool river waters

Vang Vieng 1972 on the Nam Song river. From left: administrative oﬃcer Isagani Bautista, Dr. George Ebarle, medical
technologist Joe Guevara, nurse Adoring Adriatico, nurse
Guadalupe Goma, nutritionist Aida Rabago

Not Fake News But True Gossip
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Balitang Laos” was cranked out on a mimeograph
machine twice a month at OB’s administrative oﬃce
in Vientiane. During its lifetime, 46 issues from September 1964 to August 1966 chronicled “arrivals, departures, engagements, marriages, deaths, doings
and undoings, here and in the Manila home oﬃce,
rumor and non-rumor, fact and ﬁction, anything,
many things – even artwork and cartoons – will be
found here. That is our promise,” the editors pledged
in its ﬁrst issue
I
Indeed, in that ﬁrst issue, there were a lot of
“doings” reported , mostly about OB’s activities –
training classes for the Lao, opening of ﬁeld teams,
agricultural demonstration projects, refugee aid, and
on and on, in 10 to 15 pages every issue. Not only
about OB, but also about what’s going on with other
Filipino groups and non-governmental organizations
in the city. The editors chose to call the publication
with that catchall Tagalog word “Balita” which means
News in a very broad sense, capable of covering subjects ranging from the ridiculous to the sublime.
And that’s where a one-page section in its pages
headlined “Talagang Balitang Laos” stretches the concept of News. Translated to “Real Lao News”, the
items may or may not be so. We reproduce below extracts from the section. During our times in Laos,
there were no fact checking protocols or non-disclosure agreements, no libel laws or slander accusations.
To paraphrase Nike’s swoosh logo: “Just Read It !”

February 28,1965

Statistics. Dr. Jun Valiente gained 25 lbs in seven months in Paksong. Nurse Romy Agbayani lost 22 lbs in his 20-day struggle
against a virus during which he consumed 24 bottles of dextrose.
Nurse Rusty Ramos lost 20 lbs to malaria, had only 2,200,000
RBC, eight grams hemoglobin, 17 percent hematocrit when admitted but managed to write 16 letters during 15 days in bed. In
a crash regimen to regain lost fat, he has consumed 15 heapful
plates of fried rice in the last 26 days, in the process gaining
eight lbs.

April 30, 1965

Best Lao New Year wishes to new Vientiane nurses Norma Opiniano and Tina Padilla who stood up bravely to a mob of wet welcomers at Wattay airport, all of them dousing with water the
newcomers in their new travel suits. Also to Keng Kok acting
team director Dr. Rusty Gotico upon whom the spirits of the
New Year smiled kindly when a jeep smashed into his bicycle a
few seconds after he jumped oﬀ. The doctor is perfectly all right
but the bicycle is a wreck.
A dinner given last March 28 exclusively for OB Kengkok
team members was given by Prince Boun Oum, Inspector General of the Kingdom. At the royal wedding last March of his sister
Princess Chit Prasong and Chao Sith, OB Paksong members presented a Filipino dance during the evening reception.

July 15, 1965

En principe, as the French would say, Assistant Project Manager
Boni Gillego does not smoke, drink, dance or play cards. But he
READS ! Since April 1962 when he ﬁrst came to Laos, Boni has
read 436 books. Claims Boni “I’ll go crazy if I don’t read. It’s my
only recreation!” The list of books read in Laos includes two volumes of Toynbee’s “History of Civilization” and four volumes of

Gibbons “Decline And Fall of the Roman Empire
Heading (this golﬁng club), in Vientiane which has
staked out some grass, scrub and bits of forest growth at Km. 9
for their Sunday exercises is club president Dr. Primo Guevara.
Other members of the club are Cesar Mendoza, Gani Bautista,
Gus Panajon, Joe Barcelona, Danny Torres, Sonia Morales and
Puring Roque. Holes-in-one all the times because of the numerous rat holes, snake holes, mud holes, buﬀalo tracks on the
ground.

June 30, 1965

Vang Vieng team director Dr. Max Baltao gratefully acknowledges the Sayaboury team’s contribution of a boar and a sow to
his team. He reports with pride that the sow, sickly on arrival, is
now very healthy and will soon be a mama. However he harbors
unkindly thoughts for the hordes of stray pigs, horses and cows
which penetrate the team’s fence to eat up all their ﬂowers and
plants. He calls them “those live lawn mowers.” To exterminate
them, he may want to litter the ﬂower gardens with snakes. OB
Attopeu’s carabao was bitten by one last week and is now a very
dead paddy tractor . Keng Kok nurse Bert de los Reyes’s pig, fattened as the team’s despedida gift for his scheduled home leave
party, received a six-month reprieve because Bert goes home
after another six months stay. With more time, his garden patch
of yam and corn will outproduce dentist Emeng Alcasid’s mongo
and corn.

July 31,1965

Ah-one! Ah-two! Whether Attopeu team members realize it or
not, they have a promising band that can rival the most talented
from Pakse. At a large gathering of provincial, civil and military
oﬃcials last July 6, applause roared again and again as auxiliary
Lao nurse Sawie Rattanasingh sang “Mah Noy Tamada” while
dentist Bac Bacordo rattled empty beer cans, agriculturist
Johnny Asuncion banged on an empty gasoline container, and
the resounding chorus was provided by nurse Dicknoy Abad,
medical technologist Ernie de los Reyes and Dr. Mon Ortiz.
September 30, 1965
Written and directed by Paksong’s Dr. Nanding Raymundo, the script was titled “Naestrok Si Mang Enteng” or “How
Daughter Marries Boyfriend Despite Fearsome Father.” The
voices were provided by nurses Tina Padilla and Jojo Pablo, dentist Fred Reyes, agriculturist Jun Gonzalvo and Bob Monserrat.
Tapes of this play are now available and can be borrowed from
Paksong. No commercials.
Sketches by Dr. Art Victoria can be viewed at his cubicle. One sketch was done in the dead of night in one of the
rooms of the hospital, haunted, every Lao will tell you, by the
ghost of a French lady. Determined once and for all to track
down the source of the reports, Art equipped the room with a
tape recorded, undertook a one night vigil armed with a camera,
stocked up with coﬀee, pudding, French toast, rosary, prayer
book. Art’s hour-by-hour diary listed no sights but two sounds –
ﬁve knocks on the door, a scraping rustle on the roof. He is going
to try again.

November 30, 1965

.As everybody knows, Attopeu and Paksong are palsy-walsy with
each other, a relationship that dates back eight years when both
were established practically one after the other, and pioneering

team members shuttled back and forth from each team. Paksong is Attopeu’s lifeline, the former takes care of Attopeu’s logistics and supplies. Team head Dr. Pete Joaquin reminds
Paksong of this dependence every morning during radio contact.
Typical exchange: “Attopeu, where are our foodstuﬀs.” Paksong
reply: “Sorry Pete, no ﬂight today.” Attopeu: “We’re starving!”
Paksong: “Your foodstuﬀs were delicious.” Paksong nurse Mario
Dulyunan writes to Attopeu’s nurse Riz Galanido, sometimes
sends Attopeu’s Dr. Mon Ortiz a rotten egg or two small stones
wrapped in the most beautiful packages. Paksong nurse Tina
Padilla is getting married to mechanic Boy Estrada. They sent Vientiane headquarters a vacation leave application for a honeymoon saying: “We trust you will be sympathetic to our cause
and appreciate the impact of this leave to our lives and future.”
Soon, Paksong’s med tech Ike Reyes will come up to Vientiane
for assignment and his hulking ﬁgure will be missed by all. He
hates Paksong’s bone marrow chilling cold. Beneath that big
hulking ﬁgure is an undershirt, long johns, a T-shirt, a sweater,
jacket, an overcoat, and the throbbing heart of an 108 lb man.

June 15, 1966

The air was electric with tension and excitement. The picture
puzzle was nearing completion. Acting team director Dr. Sining
Azul, nurse Riz Galanido, agriculturists Johnny Asuncion, nurse
Conse Sotio and Dr. Bas Ledesma – how they feverishly joined,
unjoined, turned and twisted, scattered the pieces, piercing the
air with groans, shrieks and curses. Poor souls. They did not
know that some pieces were hidden in dentist Gene Aguilar’s
pocket who surrendered them a few minutes before he boarded
the plane to Vientiane.

August 15, 1966

Dr. Pete Palu-ay’s and nutritionist Edith Habacon’s “bundles of
joy”in Vientiane are three rhesus monkeys who have been christened Bulag (blind), Bingi (deaf) and Pipi (mute). They are still
confused as to which name belongs to whom. Newcomers Dr.
Teddy Parreno and architect Bert Llado are still getting used to
the nocturnal orchestrations of Serge Lapitan’s howling pack of
15 to 20 mongrels outside the OB Main House. Over at the
Annex, nurse Lyd Conte’s pet cat Mitchell, the Siamese tom
whose favorite hangout used to be accountant’s Narding Hilario’s bed has been missing for more than a week now. Narding
vehemently denies he has something to do with Mitchell’s disappearance.

August 31, 1966

In Paksong, during team parties, maintenance oﬃcer Gerry
Dacanay who has been singing “Ang Mahal Na Diyosa ng Aking
Pagibig” (literally “The Expensive Goddess of My Love”) at OB
gatherings for the past seven years, surprised the team when he
came up with a new number – a lecture on “Management And
Hormones.” Not to be outdone, nurse Mario Dulyunan countered with a dissertation on “International Law.” Their presentations were suddenly punctuated by the muﬄed sobs of nurse
Ampy Malolos who remembered her dead cat.
Editor’s Note: As mentioned earlier, the 46 issues of Balitang
Laos were compiled into a CD and given out at our 2004 Mekong
Circle reunion. Unfortunately, we have no more copies. You can
burn duplicates from your sets.
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