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BACKGROUND ON LAO S

The recurring trouble in Laos coupled with recent enlarged American involvements in
South Viet-Nam and Thailand, have probably found most Americans with an inadequate back-
ground to comprehend developments . The following is an attempt to outline the more sig-
nificant developments, and is done at the risk of oversimplification .

The area involved (excepting Thailand) was familiarly known as French Indo-China .
It was originally five states . Daring World War II, Cochinchina, Annam and Tonkin Were
combined into Viet-Nam . Since 1954 this has been two states, North and South Viet-Nam .

For centuries this area consisted of a series of small states which were independen t
at times, end at other times under the domination of Imperial China . As early as 1615 ,
French Roman Catholic missionaries entered the area, but it was not until 1862--67 tha t
France made definite inroads in the area . The old Viet-Nam yielded three Southern
Provinces to France in the face of superior French arms, and France established a pro-
tectorate over Cambodia . In 1883, France took North Viet-Nam end in 1893 took control
over Laos .

Nationalism lagged in the area due to the divergent local interests of the people
of varied historical backgrounds and loyalties . However, during World War I, numerou s
Indo-Chincse went to France to aid the Allied effort where they came in contact with
Western ideas . nationalism received impetus . Ho Chi Minh emerged as the outstanding
native leader, and he uneuccozfully demended self-determination for Indo-China a t
Versailles . In 1925 he Joined the French Communist Party, subsequently went to Moscow ,
and in 1930 ergenizsd a Ccmiminist Party in Indo-China which agitated for independence .
Following the fall of Pra nee r.p :n occupied Indo-China and discovered that Ho Chi Minh
had already organized the Viet-Nmm Independence League or Viet Minh .

From 1940 to March 9, 1945, the Japanese occupied Indo-China but left the Frenc h
in nominal control . During this period the Nationalists received sympathy from the
Japanese who were talking of Asia for the Asiatics, and suppression from the French .
In March, 1945, Japan interned French troops and admieistretors, and its puppet, Bao Dal. ,
declared the independence of Viet-Nam, with Cambodia and. Laos following suit . Inasmuch
as most public offices had been filled by the French for more than sixty years, an admin-
istrative vacuum was the result .

Moreover, whatever unity existed in Indo-China at this time was the product of a
common opposition to French lethargy, cynicism, and poor administration . The masses were
uninfDrmed and without hope while the native elites were individualistic, divided in ley-
elty, struggling among themselves for power, frustrated and dissatisfied with French
treatment, and with little administrative experience .

General de Gaulle had announced that a quasi-independent Indo-China would live i n
the French Union at the conclusion of World War II . At Potsdam in 1945 it was decided
that the Chinese would accept the Japanese surrender in the North and the British in the
South, pending a French return . But as quickly as Japan toppled, Viet Nam declared agai n
its independence, and Bee Dai abdicated his throne in favor of a "republic" under th e
leadership of Ho Chi Minh .

Subsequently the French mere to encounter little resistance to their return to Cam-
bodia and Laos, but mild fighting broke out quickly in Viet-Nam, with each side blaming
the other . Claude Buss says "French unwillingness to make concessions to rationalism
was a glaring mistake ." War intensified, fueled by the Communist victory in China.

In 1949, France enticed Boo Dai to set up a rival Viet-Nan government in Saigon an d
recognized Cambodia, Laos, and Viet-Nam as independent states in the French Union. From
1946 on, civil war raged in the North . The Korean war of 1950 resulted in much U . S .
economic and military aid to France µnd Bao Dai, aid which continued until the Frenc h
defeat at Dien Bien Phu in "ley of 1954 . In 1950 Ho received recognition from the Sovie t
bloc . Between 1946 and 1954, Prance s pent $4 billion and the U .S . $2 billion on the wa r
in Indo-China, and in March and April of 1954, some highly placed U.S . military and ci-
vilian leaders openly advocated direct military intervention on behalf of France .

The French defeat led to the first Geneva Conference . This resulted in the partitio n
of Viet-Nam, supposedly on a temporary basis with nationwide elections to follow in 1956 .
These elections never came off. The Communists consolidated their control in North Viet _
Nam, and South Viet-Nam faced an uncertain future, by now led by Ngo Dinh Diem who was
encouraged and assisted by the ' U .3 . France gave complete independence to Cambodia, Laos ,
and Viet-Nam .

The U.S . participated in. the Geneva Conference of 1954, but did not sign the result-
ing agreements . Laos could maintain limited military relations with France, but with n o
oth r power . She was not to accept - by terms of this same Geneva agreement - any mili-
tary supplies or personnel from other powers nor was she to enter into any military alli-
ances until a political settlement was reached . The political settlement was to include
the integration of all factions into a neutral buffer state .



In 1957, Prince Souvanna Phouma reached a partial settlement of various issues . The
American Ambassador, J . Graham Parsons, is reported to have said, "I struggled for sixtee n
months to prevent a coalition government . "

In May, 1958, elections were won by the Pathet Lao (Pro-communists) and fellow-travel-
ing neutralists . Souvanna Phouma resigned as Prime Minister in July, intending to form a
new cabinet without the Pathet Lao . He was unsuccessful and was succeeded by pro-American
Phou Svanikone, under whose aegis U .S . aid and influence grew . Civil war broke out wit h
the Pathet Lao winning gains in their old strongholds .

In April, 1960, rigged elections left the Pathet Lao and neutralists with no seats i n
the legislature . Resort to arms was the alternative open to the political opposition .
Capt . Kong Le staged a coup which returned Souvanna Phouma to power with the King's sanc-
tion. The U .S. tried to get him into an anti-Communist combine with Gen Phoumi Nosova n
and Prince Bhoun Cum . In November, right wing forces aided by the U .S . staged an uprising
with limited success, whereupon Souvanna Phouma sought Soviet aid . By December there wer e
two governments, BhoanOum t s and Souvanna's, with King Le subsequently joining the Pathet Lao .

When the Kennedy administration took office, there were three possibilities : intro-
duction of U .S . troops, abandonment of Laos, or work for a coalition government . It chos e
the latter, ^nd this concept of a neutralist government was the one thing upon which Kennet'
and Khrushchev agreed at Vienna (according to Averill Harriman) .

In Laos there were now three factions, the Pro Western under Bhoun Oum and Nosovan ,
the Neutralists under Souvanna, and the Pro-Communists under Prince Souphanouvong . The
latter staged an offensive in March, 1961, which resulted in reverses for the Royal Laotian
Army in Central and Northern Laos . In the Spring, Russia recognized Souvanna as the lega l
Premier, and Souvanna criticized the U .S . for its involvement and demanded the withdrawa l

of all foreigners .

In March and April, a SEATO Conference was held . Thailand urged immediate t' .3 . mili-
tary intervention in Laos . France and Britain urged a neutralist regime . On April 25 ,
Britain reached an agreement with Russia looking for a cease fire, and calling on India t o
reconvene the International Control Commission for Laos . On May 3d the Cease Fire began
and on May 16, although the 14-nation Geneva Conference had bogged down, the three Laotia n
Princes agreed to form a provisional government under King Seven Vathma who selecte d

Souvanna Phouma to head the coalition .

The U .S . official policy was to encourage Bhoun Own, beaten on the battlefield, t o

enter the coalition . It has been suggested that U .S . military and CIA people worked agains t

official policy . In any event, Bhoun Oum dragged his feet with it being reported (C3M 3/31 )

that Gen Phoumi Nosovan blocked formation of the coalition, possibly on the advice of hi s

uncle, Sarit Thanavait, Premier of Thailand . The U .S . sought to force Bhoun Oum into th e

coalition by withholding a $3 million monthly subsidy . However, it continued military aid

and advice . The withholding of funds was an apparent acknowledgment that the Western-

oriented right-wing faction was unpopular, and that an independent government would need a

wider base to survive .
In early May it was revealed (C3M editorial, 5/5) that Soviet consent for a neutral

Laos had been won when the pro-Western faction was rapidly losing control of the country ,
end when the U .S . threatened to intervene . But now the de:ljy in carrying forward. the

agreements lay on the American side .

	

And more disconcerting, while the de .lay continues
month after month, American military officers are continuing the build-up of the pro -
Western forces . . . training Meo tribesmen as guerillas operating up north behind the - -

Communist-held and neutralist-held areas . "
Three days later (CSM, 5/8) it was reported that while the Pathet Lao attack On Nam Th a

was a clear violation of the cease fire, a prior Royal Laotian build-up in the area wa s

provocative and so described by Souvanna Phouma who warned of a possible pro-Communis t

counter attack .

Some observers feel that a frustrated Royal Laotian Army hoped by its action to pro-
voke American military intervention . As we now know, this Army was beaten again, and the ,

U .S . stuck by its policy of working for a coalition government even though the Pathet La o

forces, supplied from the Soviet bloc, had less need for compromise . An almost immediat e

U .S . show of force followed, made palatable by prior treaty commitments to Thailand . I t

may have contributed to the Soviet reaffirmation of the desirability of a coalition govern-
ment . By May 16, the Pathet Lao had ceased military activity, Souvanna Phouma had agree d
to return from France, and Bhoun Oum had given up demands that the ministries of defens e
and interior should be in the hands of rightists rather than neutralists . The concluding
note is supplied by the Christian Science Monitor in an editorial on May 15 : "The policy
makers of the United States cannot expect Asians to fight efficiently if the government s
for which they are fighting are unpopular .

"The United States is now supporting four unpopular governments in Southeast Asia, al l
threatened by an advancing Communist tide . They are Laos, Viet-Nam, Thailand, and Cam-
bodia . . .

"The lesson of Laos is that political power overrides military power . . . "
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