
Profiles in Opium: Vang Pao & The Tragedy of the Hmong

Description

This post is a chapter from a much larger manuscript about the Golden Triangle which I’m currently writing and 
should be published later this year.
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General Vang Pao

In war, there are winners and losers. While the Vietnam Wars were fought by France and the United
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States from 1947-1973, another war-a secret war-was fought in the mountains of neighboring Laos at
the same time. This secret war involved the Hmong Hill Tribe of northeastern Laos and their opium. It
was a war the Hmong lost with devastating consequences.

This Profile in Opium tells the story of the Hmong of northeastern Laos who lived in and around the
high plateau called the Plain of Jars-named for the thousands of ancient and mysterious stone jars that
are scattered about the plain. Their leader during the Secret War between 1962-1975: Hmong General
Vang Pao.

The Plain of Jars
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The Plain of Jars. Photo Attribution: Carrie Kellenberger

This tragedy of the Hmong is cast on the Plain of Jars, a windswept plateau where thousands of
ancient jars are strewn across the landscape. Some jars are nine feet tall and weigh 25 tons. Others
much smaller. Some have human bones inside.
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The jars are ancient-maybe as old as 2,500 years. Archeologists can tell us nothing about who made
them. Current belief is that they were funereal urns. The Hmong believe a race of giants carved themto
hold lao lao-rice whiskey.

Today it is still dangerous to visit the Plain of Jars. The Americans dropped two million pounds of
bombs on this area of Laos between 1964-1973. Many of the bombs are unexploded and lie just under
the ground. 1

The jars mostly survived the Secret War. Not so with the Hmong.

The Hmong

Hmong women. Photo attribution: Teseum

“Every prosperous home must have opium.”
-Hmong proverb 2

The Hmong are one of many Hill Tribes of the Golden Triangle that have  grown opium since the
beginnings of the 19th Century. In fact for the Hmong, growing opium is a way of life, a cultural
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tradition, and an important economic resource. 3

The Hmong are part of a much larger ethnic group called the Meo. But don’t refer to the Hmong as
Meo-they insist on being called Hmong. They are Hmong and proud of it.  When historians refer to
“Meo opium”, they are often referring to Hmong opium.

The Hmong are from China, and today a sizeable majority still lives in southern China. 4 The Hmong
can trace their roots in China back to at least the 1st millennium B.C. 5

Hmong women in traditional dress at a market. Photo Attribution: Brian Snelson
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Around 1800, the Hmong began to migrate from southern China into Laos, Vietnam and to a lesser
extent Thailand. 6 As the 19th Century unfolded, more and more Hmong left China and migrated
southward, searching for a new homeland. The Hmong exodus from China was propelled by political
violence perpetrated against them by ethnic Chinese warlords.

Northern Vietnam and Laos received the largest influx of Hmong migrants, no doubt because of
proximity to southern China and the mountainous terrain was similar to their homeland in China. As the
Hmong migrated south into Laos and Vietnam, they migrated as refugees escaping violence.

Contemporary Demographics

In 2008, the Hmong numbered 3 million in China, 850,000 in Vietnam, 460,000 in Laos and about
150,000 in Thailand.  7 According to the 2010 U.S. Census, roughly 260,000 Hmong live in the United
States as a result of being displaced refugees after the end of the Laotian civil war in 1975.

The Hmong & Opium
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Painting: Hmong Woman in Opium Field by Cy Thao, a Hmong artist and historian.

It was in Laos that Hmong culture would be inextricably linked to producing opium. In fact, opium would
become their most important crop. 8

In Laos, the Hmong successfully carved out a homeland in the mountains and high plateau area of
northeastern Laos. During the 19th Century, they harvested their opium and sold it to Muslim caravan
traders who in turn sold it to French Indochina’s opium monopoly. There were no laws that prohibited
the opium trade.  In fact, Laos didn’t outlaw opium until the early 1970’s. The Hmong used the opium
poppy as a cash crop.
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Opium brought in desperately needed cash to Hmong families who lived a subsistence level life.  It was
their only cash crop. From the mid-19th Century to the early 1950s,  Hmong opium was smoked in the
many dens located in Laos and Vietnam. And then in the late 50’s and 60’s, it was Hmong opium that
was smuggled to Hong Kong for refinement into heroin. By the 1970’s, Hmong opium was beingrefined
into #4 grade heroin (95-98% pure) in Laos itself.

The Hmong were the largest opium producers in Laos. 9 Not that it ever made them wealthy. But in the
1960’s, a small plot of poppy on a family farm might bring in $100-$200 (US) annually-a huge amount
in Laos where per capita yearly income at the time was only $70 (US). 10

No one knows when the Hmong first started to grow opium poppies. Did they grow it in China prior to
1800 and their migration into Indochina? In fact some scholars say the Hmong migrated south into
Laos for the specific purpose of growing opium. 11 Or did opium become a Hmong cash crop starting
only in the mid-19th century as a result of the British/Chinese opium wars that spurred domestic
demand? 12 No one is certain and the Hmong can’t say.

But what is certain, is that the Hmong migrated to the mountains and high plateaus of Laos where the
climate and soil for poppy cultivation is excellent. And from that point forward Hmong culture and
opium were forever linked.

Poppies to Opium: Hmong Farming
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Hmong Village in Laos. White arrow points to a typical farm field. Photo attribution: Luang Prabang Holiday Travel.

Opium poppies grow best at elevations between 1,000-1,500 meters. Vang Pao’s Hmong lived in the
general region of the Plain of Jars which varies between 1,100-1,300 meters. Opium is a winter crop
and needs cool temperatures and sporadic rain. (Too much rain washes away the seeds that are
broadcast on the ground.) The climate and rainfall of the Plain of Jars fits the opium bill perfectly.
Opium loves lots of lime in the soil. The mountain slopes of this area are rich in lime.

A Hmong village could be as small as just a few rickety bamboo shacks in the mountains. These small
settlements were only accessible by trail. No roads. A short distance from a village are the Hmong
fields that usually lie on mountain slopes. The Hmong are slash and burn farmers. In the Spring, the
men clear a new plot, usually a hectare or less, and then set fire to it to burn away the undergrowth.
The ash fertilizes the soil.

The Hmong also grow corn and rice during the summer months. Opium poppy is a winter crop. Corn
and rice deplete the soil and so the Hmong must slash and burn a new field after only 3-4 years to
grow rice or corn. But opium can grow on a plot far longer, up to 10 years, before the soil is depleted. 13
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Most Hmong use some of the opium they produce. 14 And like all over the Golden Triangle, the Hmong
smoke their opium in long pipes. Opium is used to treat fever, diarrhea, cough or any respiratory
problem, arthritis, and of course pain.

Poppy cultivation and opium collection is women’s work. Men clear the field and burn it. But it’s the
women who plant, weed and tend the crop. It’s the women who lance the poppy bulb to collect the
oozing opium. This will become an important fact as Hmong men suffered terrible casualties during the
Secret War, yet the poppy fields continued to bloom until about 1970 when production fell off.

Hmong Opium & Operation X: The Quid pro quo

After WWII, the French attempted to re-establish their colonial state of French Indochina after the
Japanese Imperial Army had been vanquished. Communist forces in Vietnam-the Viet Minh-and in
Laos-the Pathet Lao-went to war against French occupation. The Hmong of Laos and Vietnam found
themselves in the middle of a war of independence even though they had little national identity to
either country. They were Hmong, not Laotian!

In Laos, the problem for the French was that their Royal Laotian Army was a rather cowardly force and
not much interested in fighting against the Pathet Lao who were supported by the North Vietnamese
Army. The French needed tough guerrilla fighters who knew the countryside and would attack Pathet
Lao and Viet Minh positions. The French recruited the Hmong in Laos as their Hill Tribe army to not
only directly fight the communists but also to provide intelligence on communist troop movements and
strength.

But not all the Hmong sided with the French. Some sided with the Pathet Lao. The Hmong in Laos
were never a unified group. There were Red, Green, and Striped Hmong who spoke different dialects. 
15 There were 18 different Hmong clans, all showing different allegiances through their clan
headsman. 16

Fearless, bold, resourceful and anti-communist, the Hmong of Xieng Khuang Province and the area
around the Plain of Jars fit the bill for the French. But there was a quid pro quo that cemented the
French/Hmong military relationship-opium. The French would purchase the Hmong opium crop and in
return the Hmong would fight on the French side. The French would then sell the opium in Saigon and
use the profits to buy arms to supply the Hmong. 17 A win-win situation.

But it was now a post-WWII world, and attitudes about the opium trade had changed drastically from
before WWII. World powers now condemned the recreational use of drugs and the old colonial opium
monopolies. France was no longer free to openly exploit opium as they did in their colonial days.
Therefore the French purchase of Hmong opium was now done secretly and it was called Operation X. 
18

Operation X-money & guns for Hmong opium-lasted from 1946-1954.

Enter the Americans
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Northern Laos

In 1954, the Viet Minh, led by Ho Chi Minh, defeated the French at Diem Bien Phu in northern Vietnam
just across the Laotian border which ended French involvement in Southeast Asia. In 1955, the United
Nations divided Vietnam into two countries-north and south, and Laos became officially an
independent, neutral nation. No country was permitted to send troops or give military aid to Laos. 19

In 1960, sleepy, backward Laos was the most troubling country in the world for the United States.  The
U.S. would not stand idly by while the communists took control of Indochina. Laos was the most
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