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Text by Rachel Love

Lovely, Lazy, 

luang prabang
luAng prABAng, the royAl cApitAl of 
the fAirytAle kingdom of lAos, is An 
enchAntingly quiet town, dozing in 
Ancient splendour on the confluence 
of the mAjestic mekong And nAm khAn 
rivers. rachel love gets on her bike in 
this BeAutiful AsiAn destinAtion, gives 
alms and swims with the elephants. 
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at dawn, the monks pad barefoot through 
the streets, while pious townsfolk place balls 
of sticky rice in their begging bowls. After 
getting up at 5am to witness this, I explored 
the temple architecture and the markets, I 
took a cruise on the river, and later I climbed 
the grand stairway to the top of the Phousi, 
a sacred rock hill that rises up abruptly in 
the middle of town. At the summit rests Wat 
Chomis, a little temple that looks directly 
down upon the elegant Royal Palace and out 
over the mountains in all directions. 

The food of Luang Prabang is simple, 
honest and earthy, relying much on the use 
of vegetables, herbs, game from the jungle, 
and fish from the Mekong. In the evenings, 
numerous vendors line the streets peddling 
the flavours of the province – bright-red 
curries, grilled river-fish, homemade pork 
and herb sausages, “salads” of local vegetables, 
and steaming pots of rice, while charming 
cafes additionally serve an extensive selection 
of teas, coffees, Beer Lao, croissants, pies, 
cookies, and cakes. French cuisine is 
abundant, and the French bread stick can 
often be seen in the shopping baskets of locals 
heading home from the market. 

There’s plenty to do in the area. The town’s 
many travel agencies and tour companies 
display blackboards offering anything from 
one-day river excursions to six-day jungle 
treks in the national park. You can visit ethnic 
minorities, mighty waterfalls, weaving and 
shaman villages, trek to the old opium fields, 
scale peaks, or go white water kayaking. 

With only four days in Luang Prabang, I didn’t 
have a lot of time. Nevertheless, I was lured 
by an attraction of mammoth proportions. 
Instead of booking an organised tour, I 
borrowed a bicycle from my hotel – a lady-
about-town number with a basket on the front 
and no gears – and cycled 15 kilometres to a 
hidden valley, which is home to the Elephant 
Village. Here, the Luang Prabang Elephant 
Project supports elephants and humans to 
achieve a better life through tourism. The 
elephants have been freed from brutal logging 
work and provided with a comfortable 
retirement and a healthier future. By the time 
I got there, the tourists had all left for the day, 
so with just the mahouts for company, and 
one young guide who took photos with my 
camera, I was borne into the river by one of 
the gentle giant beasts and we bathed together 
alongside her friends. This time it was the 
milky-brown waters of the Nam Khan, but 
just like both the rivers that run through 
Luang Prabang, my engaging experience 
created memories that will always flow. FRV

This tiny city, which has been an 
UNESCO World Heritage site since 
1995, neither teems with excitement 

nor seethes with intrigue. Life flows slowly 
here, like the lazy, muddy Mekong. Most 
of the locals are asleep by 10pm; they are 
a gentle, humble people who accept the 
mysteries of life without necessarily needing 
to understand them.  

According to legend, the Buddha smiled 
when he rested here during his travels, 
prophesying that one day it would be the 
site of a rich and powerful capital city. And 
indeed, it became the royal capital of the Lan 
Xang Kingdom until King Phothisarat moved 
the administrative seat to Vientiane in 1545. 
For centuries the Luang Prabang Province 
was isolated from the rest of Southeast Asia 
by the mountainous territory, and it was 
only as recently as 1989 that Laos opened 
up to tourism. Today, Luang Prabang is one 
of the richest and most visited provinces in 
the country, attracting an increasing number 
of visitors with its mix of gleaming temple 
roofs, crumbling French colonial architecture, 
stunning scenery and multi-ethnic 
inhabitants. It’s one of those rare destinations 
where you feel that this is the genuine article; 
even the hardest of hearts would have a 
struggle not to warm to the place. 

I visited Luang Prabang in June this year, on 
my own. It’s an easy place to go solo, and 
it’s small, so just about everywhere can be 
reached on foot or by bicycle. Every morning 

Above: The mighty 
Mekong. A flower 
filled restaurant & 

guesthouse,
and riding an 

elephant in the 
natural beauty of a 

jungle valley.

Left: A quiet street, 
typical architecture 

and the Mekong 
River in the 

background.

Getting there: Direct flights to Luang Prabang from 
Bangkok, Chiangmai, Hanoi, Siem Reap, Udon Thani, 

and Vientiane with Lao Airlines, or flights from 
Kuala Lumpur to Vientiane with Air Asia.


