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Introduction
Laos, situated at the heart of the Indochinese Peninsula, is a nation often
characterized by its timeless rural landscapes, tranquil rhythms, and intimately scaled
towns. Yet, beneath the verdant mountains and winding Mekong River lies a dynamic
story of urban evolution. The cities of Laos, while fewer and smaller than in
neighboring countries, have quietly but profoundly shaped the nation’s history,
culture, and identity. This book, "Cities of Laos," is a comprehensive exploration of
these urban centers—their pasts, their transformations, and their enduring appeal for
visitors and residents alike.

Unlike much of Southeast Asia, Laos developed its cities more modestly, often as
administrative, religious, or trading hubs along vital waterways. Each city tells a
distinctive story woven from regal beginnings, colonial influences, wars, periods of
isolation, and, now, the steady hum of modernization. The silent presence of Buddhist
stupas, the echoes of French boulevards, vibrant markets, and the gentle pace of life
all reflect the unique qualities of urban Laos.

Today, the country’s cities are experiencing a period of remarkable change. Driven by
renewed economic growth, increased connectivity, and growing interest from
international visitors, once-sleepy towns are adopting new roles. Vientiane, the capital,
is expanding as an economic and diplomatic center. Luang Prabang continues to
captivate as a spiritual haven and historic gem. In the south, cities like Savannakhet
and Pakse find themselves at the crossroads of commerce and culture. Meanwhile,
smaller towns, once footnotes on the tourist map, are revealing themselves as
treasures for the curious, offering adventure, heritage, and genuine hospitality.

For visitors, the appeal of Laos’s cities is both in what has changed and what endures.
Modernization brings new comforts, connectivity, and opportunities, but the spirit of
these places remains rooted in Buddhist tradition, community ties, and a profound
respect for nature. Markets brim with local flavors, temple rituals still mark the passing
days, and even the busiest streets move to a gentle, unhurried pace. Laos’s urban
centers are not only launching pads for rural exploration but destinations filled with
their own wonders—cultural festivals, colonial relics, hidden temples, and the warm
smiles of their inhabitants.

This book is designed both as a historical journey and a practical guide. Each chapter
delves into a city’s origins, its role within Laos’s story, and what modern travelers can
discover along its streets and rivers. We move from grand capitals to remote outposts,
exploring architecture, food, festivals, and the ever-shifting relationship between
people and place.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Above all, "Cities of Laos" invites you to look beyond the guidebook’s highlights and to
immerse yourself in the charm and character that make Laotian cities unique. Whether
you’re strolling under shady frangipani trees in Luang Prabang, crossing the French
bridges of Thakhek, or sipping coffee on a Pakse riverbank, you are part of an
unfolding story—a journey through the living, breathing heart of Laos itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: Vientiane: The Capital and Its
Evolution
Vientiane, the capital and largest city of Laos, is an intriguing paradox. While it proudly
holds the title of the nation's administrative, economic, and cultural hub, it defies the
frenetic pace often associated with capital cities across Southeast Asia. Instead,
Vientiane embraces a languid charm, earning it the affectionate moniker of the
region's most laid-back capital. This unique atmosphere, a blend of traditional Lao
serenity and subtle urban development, is a defining characteristic that sets Vientiane
apart.

The story of Vientiane as a capital begins in 1563. King Setthathirath, fearing the
escalating threat of Burmese invasions to the north, made the strategic decision to
relocate the capital of the Lane Xang kingdom from Luang Prabang to Vientiane. This
move, around the mid-16th century, cemented Vientiane’s role as the political heart of
Laos, a position it has largely maintained ever since, despite numerous historical
upheavals. The city’s location on a plain northeast of the Mekong River offered a more
defensible position and better access for trade, factors that undoubtedly played into
the king’s reasoning.

Today, Vientiane is home to a substantial urban population, hovering around 948,487
to 1,003,004 people. This makes it a significant urban center, though its sprawling
nature and relatively low-rise architecture often make it feel less densely populated
than its numbers suggest. The city’s geography is a gentle mix of flat plains and
rolling hills, with the Mekong River serving as its most prominent natural feature. This
mighty river has always been crucial to Vientiane’s existence, providing not only a
vital artery for transportation and trade but also fertile lands for agriculture and a
source of sustenance through fishing.

Vientiane’s climate is distinctly tropical monsoon, characterized by clear wet and dry
seasons. The dry season, stretching from November to April, offers pleasant, cooler
temperatures, making it a popular time for visitors. December, for instance, is the
coolest month, with average lows dipping to around 17.2°C. However, as the dry
season progresses into March and April, temperatures begin to climb, reaching their
peak in April and May, when highs can soar to approximately 34.4°C. The rainy season
then ushers in from May to October, bringing with it lush greenery and a refreshing
change in the landscape.

Beyond its physical attributes, Vientiane’s cultural heritage is a rich tapestry woven
from two dominant threads: profound Buddhist traditions and the indelible imprint of
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French colonial rule. These influences are visible everywhere, from the glittering spires
of ancient temples to the grand, faded facades of government buildings lining the
Mekong. The city’s skyline is punctuated by significant cultural landmarks that speak
volumes about its past and present.

Among the most iconic is Pha That Luang, a magnificent golden stupa that stands as
the national symbol of Laos. Its gleaming tiers and majestic presence are a powerful
representation of Lao Buddhism and national pride. Another essential spiritual site is
Wat Sisaket, renowned for its cloister wall housing thousands of tiny Buddha statues,
some dating back centuries. The sheer volume and serene expressions of these
figures create a deeply moving and contemplative atmosphere for visitors and
devotees alike.

For a glimpse into a different chapter of Vientiane’s history, the Patuxai Monument
offers a striking architectural contrast. Often referred to as the "Laotian Arc de
Triomphe," this victory arch provides panoramic views of the city from its upper levels
and serves as a poignant reminder of Laos's struggle for independence. The Lao
National Museum further chronicles the nation's journey, from prehistoric times
through the revolutionary era, offering a comprehensive overview of its rich and often
complex history.

The French colonial era left an undeniable architectural legacy, particularly evident in
the elegant governmental structures and charming old shop-houses that line the
riverfront and central districts. These buildings, with their distinctive shutters and
balconies, evoke a bygone era, adding a unique European flair to the otherwise
Southeast Asian urban fabric. This blend of architectural styles contributes
significantly to Vientiane's distinct aesthetic.

Vientiane's culinary scene is as diverse as its cultural influences. It’s a delightful fusion
of traditional Laotian flavors—think sticky rice, aromatic herbs, and spicy som
tum—with the sophisticated notes of French cuisine, the comforting familiarity of
Chinese dishes, and the vibrant spices of Thai cooking. From bustling street food stalls
offering grilled meats and noodle soups to elegant riverside restaurants serving
exquisite French-Lao fusion, the city caters to every palate and budget. Exploring
Vientiane's food landscape is a journey in itself, a testament to its position as a
melting pot of regional and international influences.

Economically, Vientiane plays a pivotal role in Laos's national development. It acts as
a magnet for foreign investment and serves as a major commercial and transportation
hub, driving much of the country's economic growth. Key industries within the capital
include brewing, lumber processing, and the manufacture of textiles, cigarettes, and
various consumer goods. The surrounding region also contributes significantly to the
economy, with agriculture, particularly rice cultivation, remaining a crucial sector.
Furthermore, the presence of gold deposits in nearby provinces highlights the city's
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connection to the country's mining sector, adding another layer to its economic
portfolio.

The infrastructure supporting this economic activity is continuously evolving. The
urban area of Vientiane is crisscrossed by approximately 792 kilometers of roads, with
about 35% of these being paved. This road network is vital for internal movement and
connecting the city to other parts of the country and neighboring nations.

However, Vientiane, like many burgeoning capitals in developing countries, faces the
challenge of rapid and sometimes uncontrolled urbanization. Rural-urban migration,
driven by the promise of better opportunities, can lead to urban sprawl and place
considerable strain on existing infrastructure and resources. To counteract these
pressures, the Lao government has proactively implemented comprehensive urban
development policies and planning guidelines. These initiatives prioritize effective land
management and actively encourage collaboration between local communities and
the private sector in various development projects.

Looking to the future, Vientiane Capital has a master plan for urban development that
extends to the year 2030. This ambitious plan envisions a multi-core urban structure,
meticulously designating zones for historical preservation, economic activity, service
provision, and conservation. The aim is to ensure that Vientiane's growth is
sustainable, organized, and respectful of its unique heritage, while simultaneously
accommodating the demands of a modern capital. This strategic planning underscores
a commitment to balancing progress with the preservation of the city's laid-back
charm and rich cultural legacy, ensuring that Vientiane remains both a vibrant capital
and a welcoming gateway to Laos.
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