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Saigon, 1954: Thousands flee North Vietnam into refugee camps in the South

Before OB Laos, There Was OB Vietnam.
Here’s the Story

“On the 21st of December 1956, four days before
Christmas, (these) seven Filipino volunteers closed up
the house, returned the keys, bade farewell to their
Vietnamese helpers, and quietly took the plane for
Manila. The adventure in Viet-Nam had ended.”
That’s the last paragraph of Jesuit historian Fr.
Miguel Bernad’s 562-page account of an extraordinary multi-national humanitarian eﬀort to rescue
from disease and death victims of a civil war in
Southeast Asia in the 1950s.
The seven were Dr. Bienvenido Caro, Miss

Joseﬁna Figueroa, Miss Angelina Esquivel, Salvador
Agbayani, Asnar Angeles, Jose Alejo, and Reynaldo
Maglaya. They were among 195 Filipino volunteers
who over 26 months between October 1954 and December 1956 mounted an emergency medical relief
program in what was then the Republic of South Vietnam for thousands of refugees ﬂeeing socialist North
Vietnam when these countries were partitioned in
1954 at the end of the ﬁrst Indochina War between
France and North Vietnam. It was called Operation
Brotherhood, borrowing a phrase from the civic orga1

nization’s mission which sponsored the
program, invoking the idea that the
“brotherhood of man transcends the sovereignty of nations.” When people are in
dire distress, those who wish to help
should not be impeded by national borders.
The adventure did not end that
day in 1956. It pursued the same mission
in a neighboring country, the Kingdom of
Laos. Its new sponsor was the Junior
Chamber of Laos, commonly known as
Jaycee or JC, taking it over from the
Jaycees of Viet-Nam. In Laos , newly independent from France and torn by civil war
as was South Vietnam, Operation Brotherhood moved a number of its volunteers
from Vietnam. The Lao knew it simply as
OB, most unaware of its derivation or its
sponsorship by the Lao Jaycees known as
Youvasamakhom.
Today, in both countries, the
Jaycees have been disbanded as soon as
the Communists took over in 1975. And in
that time, OB Vietnam and OB Laos have
likewise faded from memory. Even among
some OB Laos Filipinos, the origins of the
program in Vietnam have either remained
hazy or entirely unknown. Maglaya and
24 other Filipinos lived that 1954-1956
adventure, then proceeded to replicate it
in Laos from 1957 to 1975 where their
ranks grew to 600 over that period.
“Why recruit untrained personnel where there was an almost unlimited
supply of veterans from whom to
choose,” Bernad asked.
Lest their names fade away with
time, here they are, in no particular order:
administrators -- Jovito Naranjo, Melgre
Granada, Jose Alejo, Manuel Martel;
physicians Pedro Assidao, Maximo Baltao,
Pedro Joaquin, Ramon Pablo, Jose Palisoc,
Juan Reyes, Teoﬁlo Ocampo; nurses Ligaya Dagdayan, Josefa Dumadaug, Petra
Duruin, Aurea Marinas, Patria Padre, Gemana Yumul, Ester Tabuga, Joseﬁna
Pablo; dentist Cesar Leyran; social worker
Carola Mabilog; nutritionists Lourdes
Cesar, Rossini Fuentes, Urbana Felisa;
fishery technician Leodegario Santos;
architects Isagani Bautista, Fruto Bingcang; medical technologist Deogracias
Caro. Let us note that a number of these
ﬁrst volunteers have passed away.
OB Vietnam was not entirely a
Filipino eﬀort. The Jaycees is a worldwide
organization with hundreds of chapters
and thousands of civic-minded members.
During its annual World Congress, it
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chooses a project that all chapters are encouraged to support. Hence what began
as a JC Philippines national project, progressed into an Asian JC regional, then ﬁnally endorsed as an international eﬀort.
That opened an outpouring of volunteers
,tons of relief materials, food, clothing,
medicines, and donations from philanthropic organizations all over the planet.
In addition to 195 Filipino volunteers,
many arrived from various countries – 21
from Taiwan, three from France, four
from Japan, three from Hong Kong, ﬁve
from Singapore and Malaya, three from
Thailand, two from the USA. As JC Asia
Vice president, Oscar Arellano, a Filipino
architect, who initiated the project, was
ﬂying from one JC national chapter to another to rally support.
On the ground frontline in Saigon
(South Vietnam was a war zone between
the Saigon government and the Vietminh
insurgents), administrators Mel Granada,
Rene Maglaya, Joe Alejo, Mart Martell,
Vitoy Naranjo, “manned our headquarters 24 hours a day, seven days a week,”
Mel wrote me, “sharing the same room at
25 Casseloup Loubat later Hong Thap Tu
or Red Cross in Vietnamese. Our telephones are beside us at all times to respond to any emergency from any of our
12 stations” across the country. “Mart reminds me that we were young then, and
never minded threats to life and limb. We
all later went to Laos, Vitoy with me as my
man Friday and chief trouble shooter,
Rene as our ﬁrst team leader in Paksong
and Vitoy founded our team in Thakhek.”
Volunteers lived and worked together, in claustrophobic closeness,
spread out across the provinces, some in
remote places, struggling against diﬀerent
languages and cultures (OB Laos volunteers, although living under one roof,
shared the same language and culture,)
There were casualties – three drowned in
Tay-Ninh province – Filpinos Dr. Jose
Alejo, nurse Adela Pimentel and Yvonne
Ocampo, a Vietnamese-Filipino interpreter. (OB Laos, serving 18 years, nine
times longer and with more than 600 Filipino volunteers, suﬀered 11 deaths.)
Gloria Emerson, a New York
Times foreign correspondent, in her book
“Winners and Losers: Battles, Retreats,
Gains, Losses and Ruins From a Long War”
(1972) wrote “In Saigon, I lived with a
group of Filipino doctors, nurses and public health workers…There were more than
a hundred Filipinos who lived together in

a cheerful stew. Vito, Magdalena, Buddy,
Paul, Carola. They were cheerful, young,
hardworking and nice, Most of them were
women. They traveled in teams throughout the south, opened ﬁrst aid stations,
and taught some public health. The idea
was that Filipinos would be more acceptable to the Vietnamese than whites, they
would adjust better, it was good for an
anti-Communist Catholic Asian country to
be ostensibly taking the lead in helping
Vietnam.”
In truth, OB was one tool in an
American counterinsurgency arsenal of
winning hearts and minds to prevent the
North Vietnam Communist takeover of
South Vietnam. Indochina was one arena
in the global Cold War where the U.S.
marshaled both economic and military resources and those of its allies against
Communism. The Philippines, for example, deployed a Filipino engineering army
battalion called the PHILCAG in support of
the Vietnam war. South Korea and Thailand troops fought alongside South Vietnamese infantry.
Seeing the eﬀective impact of OB
work among the Vietnamese, the U.S.
which backed the Saigon government,
saw its added value as a civic action component. A United States Operations Mission (USOM) report, the precursor to the
United States Agency For International
Development, wrote that “the common
knowledge by the people of Vietnam that
the Free World (i.e. the Filipinos) is willing
to assist the common people, will do
more to inspire them to help themselves
than any propaganda campaign.” An infusion of $300,000 aid funds in January
1955 expanded OB’s reach beyond
refugee camps. “They quickly went to
work, improvising what limited resources
they had, including ‘packing crates by the
side of the road’ that they used to build
their ﬁrst ‘hospital’ ”, wrote a section in
Simeon Man’s 2012 doctoral dissertation
on how the U.S. employed Asian American soldiers, Korean conscripts, Filipino
veterans and civilian workers to provide
military, ideological and aﬀective labors
for the Vietnam war. (The civilian workers
were OB, and the Filipino veterans were
the ex-army technical advisors of Freedom Company, that became Eastern Construction Company in Laos).
The teams traveled on jeeps
across villages to dispense medical aid,
distributing soap and mosquito netting,
and teaching about malaria control and

nutrition. Another American observer
wrote “the esprit de corps of the Filipino
volunteers was a major factor in overcoming Communist political work…Aside from
the beneﬁts of their medical and social
aid, these ‘Free Asians…made up their
songs, held parties in oﬀ-duty hours and
were a real tonic to the dispirited…Even
the presence of pretty Filipino girl doctors
alone was enough to encourage many a
male Vietnamese to start learning English
so he could talk to them.”
Petra Duruin remembers visiting
villages by river launch in the Ca-mau
peninsula, “drinking water in short supply
and no place to lie down except the roof
top of the launch, under a huge mosquito
net.”
Man wrote that USOM saw the
“Asiatic to Asiatic approach seemed successful and popular.” They were uniquely
positioned to gain the trust of the Vietnamese. Interviewing Joseﬁna Pablo,
then a 25-year old OB nurse in Dac Nong
Province in 1955, who remarked how the
trust had made it possible for her to teach
public health. Simeon Man, however, saw
a “ﬁne diﬀerence (that) set her experience apart from the desire of U.S. military
advisers. If the latter perceived her ‘success’ as a means toward securing Vietnam

from Communism, Pablo held no such illusory and lofty goals. Instead she simply
considered her medical deeds on behalf
of the Vietnamese as her most lasting accomplishment.” (After Vietnam, Pablo
joined OB Laos).
What was accomplished in a
scant 31 months ? In Bernad’s epilogue to
his “Adventures in Viet-nam” (1973), he
summarized the medical outcome:
“Some of the results could be
quantiﬁed in statistics. The medical teams
had treated a total of 721,379 persons in
the dispensaries and mobile clinics. In addition they had attended to 7,862 patients
in the hospitals and performed 5,023 surgical operations, After their withdrawal,
they had left behind 197 Vietnamese
trainees who had undergone training in
various skills.
“There were of course other
things that could not be quantiﬁed. How
does one measure the eﬀect of a project
upon a people? Or upon the individual
volunteers ? Or upon the persons and organizations in various parts of the world
who kept them supplied with funds and
material?
“The most touching tributes of
course came from the little people – the
drivers, refugees, shopkeepers, farmers,

Oscar Arellano Walks
Into The Sunset

Forty six years ago this month, Oscar died at the age of 57 on
October 28, 1974. He would have been 103. A heart attack felled
him in Spain on his way back to Manila after visiting OB in Vientiane. Twenty years earlier the ﬁrst contingent of OB doctors and
nurses landed in Saigon on October 14, 1954.
When one of most historic Asian events of the 20th
century occurred – the partition of Vietnam into north and south
states – he was eyewitness to what has been described as a migration of humanity of epic proportions. Over three months,
from 900,000 to a million inhabitants crossed from one sector to
another.
“I was in Vietnam in 1954 where, in my capacity as
Asian Vice President for Jaycee International, I was witness to
the gallant eﬀorts of the Jaycees, the Rotarians, the Boy Scouts
and the Women’s Clubs in Saigon to feed and care for mass of
refugees who were streaming (south) into the embattled capital
of Vietnam. I was told that there were only 120 doctors who
could minister to the needs of this nation of 15 million people”
he recounted in 1966 at a seminar on Southeast Asia and the

ﬁshermen, priests, soldiers – including the
tiny orphan girl in Qui-Nhon, who
haunted the nurses’ quarters in the hospital, and who, when the nurses ﬁnally left,
was found during the journey as a stowaway in one of the trucks. She cried inconsolably when she was brought back to
Qui-Nhon and restored to her foster parents. Operation Brotherhood, after all,
was the attempt of little people in various
countries, to be of help to the little people
in Viet-Nam. Missionaries of course had
been doing that all the time. But OB was
perhaps the ﬁrst major secular and nongovernment eﬀort of this kind in modern
times. Later there would be others -- better ﬁnanced, better organized and better
directed.
“In subsequent years, hard times
were to come upon the land and people
of Vietnam, The eight years ( of war between France and North Vietnam that the
1954 Geneva Agreement had tried to end)
has lengthened into a 30-year war. The
decades of the sixties and seventies have
brought an escalation of civil war. But for
two years, Viet-Nam was a scene of a different kind of action: the collaboration of
many nations to help a people, in the ordinary homely ways in which man can
help his fellow man.” — J. Fuentecilla

Arellano at left in Saigon with Mel Granada in 1954
receiving relief donations from Manila.

Philippines hosted by Ateneo University.
In Haiphong and Hanoi, “we saw refugees, miles and
miles of them, trekking. Hanoi was a vast marketplace where
priceless ancient possessions were heaped for sale together with
the humble belongings of the poor…There were pitiful stubs of
pencils and crayons, schoolbooks, family heirlooms, cribs, vases
rare and common, pots, pans, ancestral altar pieces. We stood
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there deeply touched. I must admit all of us felt like weeping.
When a young mother held out her infant child and implored us
to take it with us to the South.” In Saigon, there were only two
doctors, one a Jaycee and the other a Rotarian , attending to as
many as 800 patients a day, with only 100 to 200 vials of antibiotics.
Using his high Jaycee leadership position, he focused on
an emergency relief project. The Philippine Jaycees took the
lead. With their inﬂuential positions in business, government
and civic organizations, they launched a nationwide fundraising
and recruitment drive that then President Ramon Magsaysay
strongly endorsed. At dawn of October 14, 1954, a Philippine Air
Force plane departed Nichols Air Base in Manila with the ﬁrst
batch of volunteers – seven doctors and three nurses. The hastened recruitment donation had raised only 17,000 pesos out of
a needed 150,000 pesos to sustain a clinic for three months.
People were dying, no time to delay for more funds. Said Arellano, “We have nothing but hope. If we don’t start now, we will
never start.”
The call for volunteers elicited responses that encouraged him. One came from a Jaycee chapter in the southern
province of Cotobato. Dr. Antonio Velasco, a dentist, wrote Arellano : “Dear Oscar, our service is the only thing we can oﬀer as
yet as we have not yet recovered from the ravages of the rats,
although it is quite safe to say we may expect to get 70% of the
rice this harvest season which is about to begin. I have some instruments with me and a few medicines that I can bring along in
case my services are needed…”
When Fr. Bernad started work on this history, Arellano
had requested that his own role in OB be underplayed and that
due credit be given to the many others who were involved, such
as Velasco, who ultimately went to Vietnam.
“While this request cannot be literally complied with, it
is impossible to ﬂy in the face of the facts, the request is valid:
for OB was a movement that involved literally thousands of persons and organizations in the Philippines and abroad,” Fr.
Bernad said. So he did what he could, listing more than a thousand names of individuals that appear in the text and footnotes,
and many more in the appendices. Plus 80 pages of photographs. A monumental work of scholarship and history. Bernad
passed away in March 2009 in the Philippines. A sequel “Filipinos In Laos” (2015) picks up his narrative from 1957 to 1960.
It is available from Amazon.
Arellano did give credit where he deemed it was fully
due. In his 1966 address, he said:
“I would like to take this occasion to pay tribute to the
Jaycees of the United States and the vital role they played in this
project Because of their action, Operation Brotherhood continued to operate beyond two years, and is existing today in Laos.
“The U.S. Jaycees presented this program to their National Council held in Washington in November 1954 where it
was unanimously accepted. A group of U.S. Jaycees introduced
us to Vice President Nixon who asked how he could help. We answered ‘All we can oﬀer are our minds and our experience and,
if need be, our lives. But can your government help your citizens
in helping launch this people-to-people program?’ His answer
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was an emphatic ‘Yes’. Today our eﬀorts in Laos are formally
recognized in a contract with U.S.A.I.D. through the Royal Lao
Government on a partnership basis, as an independent national
voluntary agency.”
To see another measure of the man, perhaps we can
turn to some of his remarks spoken during his last years with OB
Laos.
“During these 18 years, you have served people irrespective of
race, color, creed and political persuasions and for this there
must be pride in all of us. We served those whom we call our enemies as well as those whom we call friends. For every one that
was chosen to volunteer, 20 were screened. You were chosen
because it was felt you had it in you to be able to give and share
what you want to know with the Lao. There was in you the burning desire to learn, share and to impart.”
-- Meeting with OB Vientiane, 1974
“Not many people understand OB because they think it is a medical eﬀort. They think it is an agricultural eﬀort. They think it is a
social eﬀort. What they do not realize is that OB is a training for
leadership. What they do not seem to realize is that someday,
from the ranks of all of you and the Lao who are as much a part
of OB, leadership will arise. OB is an experience by which each
and everyone of us will realize how important everyone of us is,
how all of us are useless unless we share what we know and
learn from others what there is so much to learn.”
--1964, occasion not known
“We have to develop the learning of skills by which a family will
know how to take care of someone who is sick. In the ﬁeld
teams, this is easy. A watcher must be trained. They are going to
be there for 10 days so they must be made to feel utilizable.
They must be taught the meaning of disease. They must be
taught how diseases can be stopped. They must be taught what
food to grow, what diet to eat. All things must be learned by
doing.
-- June 19, 1974, Vientiane
“Last night I was watching the sunset in Luang Prabang and I
was thinking what His Majesty told me in our interview in the
morning. He had said earlier that he has personally observed
your work in diﬀerent areas. OB he said is the type of assistance
we welcome and which we would like to have more because it is
the kind of help that does not cause our country to lose honor.
We wish that we could have more of this kind of help. We met
again after all these years and I guess we are both older now and
not as young as we were once. I could not help but think that
both of us were walking towards the sunset. This is the ultimate
goal of all of us -- to walk towards the sunset.”
—July 19, 1974, Vientiane

It Must Be The Weather, the Lao-lao or Whatever
At its peak, sometime during the mid1960s, the Filipino community in Laos was
estimated at 900. Years before the Overseas Filipino Workers export program of
the Marcos era began in the mid-1970s,
they constituted the largest overseas
workers anywhere. Most were employed
with major foreign or aid organizations,
among them, the United States Embassy,
the United States Agency For International Development (USAID), Air America
(AAM), Continental Air Services, Inc.
(CASI), Bird & Sons, Eastern Construction
Company in Laos (ECCOIL) and Operation
Brotherhood (OB). A majority lived and
worked in the capital, Vientiane. Many
others, such as OB teams of healthcare
and community development workers,
stayed for months together in remote
provincial ﬁeld stations all over the country.
Their inﬂux started about 1957
when the U.S. government began ramping up a massive economic and military
aid program to strengthen the Vientiane
government’s capabilities. Hampered by
inadequate numbers of Lao technical personnel, it turned to these so-called TCNs
(Third Country Nationals, including Thais
and Taiwanese) to implement a multitude
of projects, from road building to training,
healthcare and education.
In a city of about 60,000 at that
time, ( not truly a city, some would say,
but more like a large rural town) these expats lacked the amenities they were used
to in their more urbanized homeland capitals. No malls, one cinema showing Thailanguage movies, one nightclub, the Vieng
Ratry (whose popular draw is a Filipino
band), a one-street (Samsenthai) shopping strip of small shops. You can motor
down to Tha Deua for a riverside lunch at
Kaye Ando; or cross the Mekong River for
a day of just strolling the Thai town of
Nong Khai, a similarly bucolic cousin of Vientiane. Yes, you can get so numbingly
bored, the Asian proverb comes to mind –
the Vietnamese plant the rice seeds, the
Thais watch them sprout, the Lao listen to
them grow. Or, you can fall in love. Which
happens all the time between and among
these Filipino groups, who in most cases
live communally.
A former OB administrator, Mart
Martell, noted the remarkable number of

marriages that have resulted. “It’s interesting how the marriages were brought
about by the propinquity in the Laos environment. Familiarity breeds contempt but
just as often familiarity breeds consent or
at least familiarity breeds attempt.” Indeed the pace of marriages was set much
earlier in OB Vietnam 1954. Former administrator Mel Granada remembers:
“We were young then. I turned
18 in Vietnam and spent most of my late
teens there. Vitoy (Naranjo), Rene
(Maglaya), Joe (Palisoc) and Mart
(Martell) were in their early 20s. Cesar
Climaco, our boss in Vietnam, who was a
devout Catholic, kept us under strict supervision, checked on our after dark affairs. The order was we could not date
any of our female companions and because Saigon was a war zone then it was
unhealthy to have any serious aﬀairs outside the premises. We fell in love with our
OB Vietnam colleagues but we had to
wait until we returned to the Philippines
to do any serious courting.”
And marriages followed – “Vitoy
with Joji Dumadaug, a nurse assigned in
Hue in Central Vietnam; Mart with Oﬃe
Leano, a nurse with our Saigon Bien Hoa;
Joe with Mely Kagahastian, a nurse with
our Tay Ninh team; Rene with Carol
Maglaya, a social worker with our southern teams in Camau, and I with Nati Mercado, a dentist with our Tay Ninh team.”
A table illustrating the proliﬁc
pairings was published in Penelope Flores’
book “Goodbye Vientiane: Untold Stories
Of Filipinos In Laos” (2005). An updated
version totaled 115 couplings over more
than a dozen years, the most between OB
members. “Thank you OB, I met my wife,”
emailed OB accountant Tony Victa who
married OB nurse Fenny Terciano. Among
the ﬁrst was the wedding in 1961 between OB doctor Orlando Alagar and
Princess Somprasong in Paksong, Champassak province, where OB had a team.
Not recorded here are the numerous marriages between OB Lao personnel –
household helpers, aides, trainees, auxiliary hospital personnel.
Not listed are loves lost or unrequited. Ah, but that’s another story, complicated and better left unrecorded.
Unspoken. Unknown.
Here are names missing on the

2005 list that were called to our attention.
Many thanks to Cecile Datu, Puring de
Jesus, Connie Frias and Joe Barcelona, Jr.
for the additional names.

Capili, Victor – OB accountant and
Eufrasina Limcangco, OB nurse
Cruz, Philip – OB accountant and Jesusa
Yap, OB nurse
Daulo, Leopoldo – OB agriculturist and
Catalina Mangabat, OB nurse
Gotico, Rustico – OB doctor and
Julie Ilumin, OB nurse
Labao, Enrique – OB nurse and
Araceli Isidro OB, medical tech
nologist
Liwag Antonio – OB artist and
Virginia Perlada, OB nurse
Lumigued, Diosdado – OB nurse and
Sally Ramos, OB nutritionist
Morales, Mario -- USAID accountant and
Carmen Danang (not Carmen
Domingo as listed)
Palisoc. Jose – OB doctor and
Ning Asis, OB secretary
Ramos, Jess – OB medical technologist
and Connie Ramos, OB secretary
Reyes, Rodrigo – USAID and
Lydia Reyes, teacher

Many of the marriages were solemnized at the Notre Dame Church in Vientiane, by its parish priest, Fr. Matt
Menger, the ﬁrst American missionary of
the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, a
French-based Catholic order. Posted to Vientiane in 1956, his church, together with
two others were demolished after the
Communist takeover in 1975 and all OMI
priests were expelled. Other marriages
were memorialized on paper by provincial
Lao governors one of whom was reported
to remark that there seemed to be a lot of
them going on, both Lao and Filipino.
Perhaps he was unaware that in
war zone Laos, OB forbade marriages between Filipino volunteers or else face
service termination (a policy that was rescinded later). Nonetheless, they happened, discreetly of course (see
Newsletter October 2015 “Lost Churches
United Many Lives”
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Any omissions, corrections, additions,
send an email to fuentecila@aol.com
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Dr. Orlando Alagar (right)
and Somprasong at their
wedding 1961 in Paksong,
Champassak province.

From Our Archives

Reaching Out to the Lao Diaspora

In 2002, we posted a message on a newgroup website
(www.soc.culture.laos) devoted to “chatting”, sort of like a bulletin board where overseas Lao talk about anything under the
sky. We said we were putting together a history of Filipinos in
Laos and we welcome whatever they knew, remembered, could
comment, about them. We cited Operation Brotherhood.
Here were some responses:

From : hawjlauj@hotmail.com
Date : Wednesday, August 28, 2002 11;39 am
To : fuentecila@aol.com
Subject: Re Operation Brotherhood OB

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 a blood transfusion, totally free, when 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 doctor in that little nowhere Vang
Vieng town, where my father brought me down as a dying ﬁveyear old from the mountains overlooking Kasi. But I shall always
be tied to him for as long as I live. I’m truly eternally in debt to
him. If you could ﬁnd out more about that Filipino doctor in the
hospital in Vang Vieng, around 1972-74, I’d like to contact him
and thank him for giving me life, literally.
Sincerely, Her Lao

Editors note: We sent out messages to our OB members to help
track down the blood donor. No solid results produced. Her Lao,
we ﬁgured. would be about 42 years now in 2020. The email address is still valid. We are posting this again in case this time
we’ll get a good lead.
From: noiy01@hotmail.com
Subject: Operation Brotherhood OB
Newsgrops: soc.culture.laos
Date : 2002-08-29 07:15:41 PST

I 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 neighbors and was very friendly. As a young
person in Laos, when I saw Filipinos, I saw doctors.
Noiy

From: Casalao5@san.rr.com
Subject: Operation Brotherhood OB
Newsgroups: soc.culture.laos
Date: 2002-08-28 19:12:44 PST

There was an OB hospital in Sam Neua until 1959. That place really helped us Lao hillbillies in that region a lot. Now perhaps a
good time to thank the OB folks for their good work and dedication and their playground swing.
Casalao
From: yamyyoufuyang@aol.com
Date: 9/2/2002 8:12 PM EDT

As a young boy, I used to visit my uncle who was hospitalized at
Hongmo OB near Khai Phone Keng in Vientiane. I do not remember much but they were a very nice group of people. In January
2002, when I went back home, Hongmo OB is no longer there.
From what I heard from the taxi driver, the developer is going to
put a hotel where Hongmo OB used to be located. By the way,
all these times, I didn’t know what OB stands for. Now I know.
Thanks,
YaMyyoufu Yang

Translating “Operation Brothehood” into Lao

“The brotherhood of man transcends the sovereignty of nations”
– this is the phrase, part of their “Creed” as Jaycee members call
it, that they invoked to rally support for their Vietnam relief project. When the Jaycees of Laos adopted it and the project to their
country in 1957, it became widely known as OB. One of them,
Jaycee president Tianethone Chantharasy, thought the initials
did not quite fully reﬂect what it was doing in his country. So he
recommended another slogan:

ໂຄງການສົງເຄາະເໝືອນດັ່ງພີ່ນ້ອງ

khongkarn sohngkho muanedang phinong

ໂຄງການ

ສົງເຄາະ

ເໝືອນດັ່ງ

ພີ່ນ້ອງ

Google’s English translation –“Family relief programs”. In an
email in December 2017, he explained “We have translated
Operation Brotherhood OB in Lao with the added meaning to
embrace the unique spirit, drive, determination and compassion
our countrymen and women shared during that time in Laos
1957-1975. We are grateful for your input and touched by your
generosity to our people.”

How We Got Caught In A Political Storm

Our last days in Laos, 1974 to May 1975, were turbulent times as
a new government emerged in Vientiane. In 1974, a ceaseﬁre
agreement between the warring factions, mainly the
Communists and the rightists, stopped the shooting. The
competition for power now moved to the political arena. Having
gained several important ministerial posts, the Communists
methodically set about pushing out their non-Communist rivals 9

entirely. They mobilized disaﬀected sectors of the urban areas to
mount wave after wave of protests, demonstrations and strikes.
Municipal workers as well as private business employees, led by
students, marched into the streets, demanding better economic
beneﬁts. Other demonstration groups included samlor drivers,
taxi drivers, the Police and teachers. “Progressively and quickly,
the students became more adept at organization and political
issues began creeping into their slogans and causes,” such as
corruption and rising prices, a USAID report said. USAID Lao
employees were not spared their exhortations. Finally, shorn of
power, high ranking rightist oﬃcials ﬂed the country. The Lao
People’s Democratic Republic (PDR) was proclaimed in 1975.
Foreign nongovernmental aid agencies, including OB, were
ordered to close.

OB Lao nurses in Vang Vieng went on strike August 14,
1974, “demanding better wages” reported Xat Lao, a Lao
language newspaper based in Vientiane, “because their pay still
remains at 8,000 kip whereas their colleagues in Vientiane get
14,000 kip…The workers returned to work on August 17 when
“management agreed to accept the strikers’ terms.”
Medical workers at Mahosot hospital, the largest in the country,
also went on strike. Then came OB’s turn. “Contestation Hits
Setthathirath Nurses and Workers On Strike” said a headline in
Xat Lao, September 14, 1974. ( OB’s That Luang hospital was
renamed on August 1973 after the Lao king of the 16th century.
Here’s the rest of the story (translated from Lao into
English in the weekly Vientiane News, September 24-30, 1974,
see photo)

“
“Nurses and many hospital workers at Setthathirath
Hospital (OB) went on strike at around around 11 am September
15 and remained on strike till the next day. On September 16,
the strikers read out their communiqués over the P.A. system
and waved many banners supporting the peace treaty and its
protocols. One of these banners read: ‘We don’t want a person
with American head, Filipino face, Thai feet, Vietnamese heart
and Lao hip’.
“From their communiqués, we gathered that the main
demands of the strike were
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(1) Change the management, especially involving some Filipino
doctors and nurses, and cut down on the number of Filipinos
unnecessarily employed;
(2) The Lao side of management should also improve
themselves;
(3) Better wages for the people at the hospital, in accordance
with the following scales:
people getting 8,000 – 17,000 kip a month to get 1000 kip rise;
19,000 to 29,500 kip get 500 kip raise; 30,000 to 39,500 kip get
500 kip raise;
(4) Any Lao employee who has been more than six months
probation should be enlisted as permanent staﬀ;
(5) Strictly enforce the rule by reopening previous case of
dismissal;
(6) Every patient to receive equal rights to attention and
nutrition;
(7) Enforce proper relationship between the Lao and Filipino
members of staﬀ;

(8)
Arrange proper social security for the staﬀ.
“These demands have been handed to the Minister of
Public Health passing via the Director of USAID and the Director
of the Hospital. But it was learned that on September 16, there
was still no agreement. The strikers maintained that they would
only talk within the vicinity of the hospital where there are
members of the combined police force keeping guard. Visitors to
the patients were not admitted to the hospital building at all.”

Editor’s notes: The Vientiane News of October 1-7, 1974
reported that the strike ended after ﬁve days. The “combined
Police” refers to security personnel of the Communist and
rightist factions of the government. They proclaimed a “peace
treaty and protocols” after declaring a ceaseﬁre in 1973.

A Missionary’s First Convert

He was summoned to Vientiane by his Bishop in a telegram:
“Please proceed to Nam Bac as soon as possible. OB Hospital
personnel request English speaking priest.”Fr. Matt Menger
arrived in Laos in 1961, the ﬁrst American missionary of the
French order Oblates of Mary Immaculate. Newly ordained, It
was his ﬁrst foreign assignment.
“There are two ways you can get to Nam Bac, mon
pere”, the Bishop briefed him. “You can go by jeep to Luang
Prabang, some 250 miles from here, and then take a horse, or if
you prefer, walk the last hundred miles. This will take you a
week.”
Let Fr. Menger tell us the rest of his story, related in his
1970 memoir “In The Valley of the Mekong.”
“I groaned inwardly, but when on to ask, “And what is
the other way Bishop?
“Well if you can ﬁnd a plane and a pilot, you can ﬂy.”
The remainder of the day was spent searching for a plane. By
noon, I had found Pierre, a veteran French pilot who knew the
route and was willing to take the risk.’
(From the airstrip, he began to walk towards Nam Bac,
a remote village in Luang Prabang province inhabited by some
2,800 Lao and tribal minorities where an OB team started work
in a government dispensary in September 1957).
“A group of villagers, oﬀ in the distance, was heading

our way. Suddenly I noticed a young boy racing ahead of the

small OB Hospital. The six-man medical team, all Filipinos were

group. When he reached me, he said excitedly “Khoun Pha!

doing a tremendous job under diﬃcult circumstances. Word was

toward the village, he panted out a story of an old man who was

Hospital in order to give the Filipino team a three-day retreat.”

Khoun Pha! (Reverend Father!) Hurry!” As I trotted alongside

dying and had asked to talk to a Catholic priest. The dying man
was a former Buddhist monk!

“I spent an hour with the old man. It was obvious that

he knew a lot about Catholicism. As a boy in the area of Dien

Bien Phu, he has learned about the Catholic religion from a

friend. His sincerity impressed me. As I leaned
over to check his pulse, his gnarled hand

sent from Vientiane asking me to make a side trip to the OB

(On the way, he spent the night in the notorious “The

Bungalow” at the edge of the Plains airstrip where French

soldiers of fortune would stay).

“It looked like a replica of Lily Mae’s Tavern of the Wild

West days back in the States.The residents were very obliging.
They would ﬂy anything for you: passengers to

Vientiane, opium and gold to Phnom Penh and

grasped my Oblate cruciﬁx, pulling my face

Saigon. Although they called themselves a

burning eyes, he pleaded with me to babtize

consisted of dropping large containers of opium at

close to his. While I knelt, inches away from his
him. So on the shaved head of the former

Buddhist monk, I poured the saving waters of

Christ’s babtism.

“Kneeling at the side of ther monk’s

‘passenger airline’, practically all their business

prearranged drop zones hacked out of th jungle just
outside Saigon or Phnom Penh, or even in the Gulf
of Siam where the containers would be ﬁshed

aboard waiting junks. The Bungalow provided its

cot, I heard him gasping for air. Suddenly the

residents with all the comforts of home — gold for

was on his way to heaven. All during the long

“The OB team in Ban Ban received me warmly

rasping sound stopped. My ﬁrst convert in Laos

money, opium for dreams, booze for pleasure.

bouncy ﬂight from Vientiane,I kept wondering why the Bishop

in typical Filipino fashion. We converted a corner of their small

six people. Now I understand.

served as an altar. As I lay in bed that nght in the clean antiseptic

was sending me all the way to Nam Bac to preach a mission to
“Credo in unum Deum. The rich voices of the six

Filipinos soared in unison as we celebrated High Mass. Their

voices were ﬁlled with happiness and gratitude. My visit in Nam

Bac and the three-day retreat that I preached for them marked

living room into a temporary chapel. A folding surgical table

atmosphere of the OB Clinic, I couldn’t help comparing it to my
previous night in the PDJ Bungalow.

(Opened in June 1957, the OB station closed in

September 1960 when the insurgent Pathet Lao captured it from

the ﬁrst time their hospital in the hills had been visited by a

Lao government forces.

hut which served as their dispensary,ward and pharmacy was

USA on August 19, 2017. He has described his 13-year mission in

priest since their arrival two years ago. The one room bamboo

Fr. Menger passed away, aged 88 in San Antonio, Texas,

crowded with four nurses and two doctors of the Operation

Laos among the “happiest time of his life.)”

village. Children squeezed in. Even a few dogs attended that

Photo: Fr. Matt Menger OMI in the 1960s

Brotherhood team, plus some 30 men and women from the
morning.”

(Another request for a spiritual retreat came from

another OB team in Xieng Khouang province near the Plain of
Jars PDJ. Fr. Menger remembers):

“In Ban Ban two days long walk from Khang Si was a
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