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Rhino Head Pond
Illustrations by Anekpong Ittijan

This story was told by Mr. Buali Suwannakhot on 21 November 
2014. Mr. Buali was 98 years old and living in Muang Khan, 
Tha Sa’ad Sub-district, Seka District in Bungkan Province. It 
is about the history of his village. Mr. Buali’s parents migrated 
from the town of Attapue in the south, because the life there 
had been very hard. His mother’s name was Pong. His father 
was probably ethnic So. Travelling on a boat, Mr. Buali’s parents 
entered the mouth of the Songkhram 
River at Tha U Thaen and sailed 
upstream. They then found a pond 
at the present-day Hua Haed Chiang 
Khrue Village. Mr. Buali’s family settled 
down and started to make salt.

A long time ago, before villagers built 
a community, a rhinoceros had lived 
in a forest near the Songkhram River. 
The rhino rested on the riverbank, 
drank water, and licked salt. One day 
a king, who ruled the area, came 
and saw the rhino resting near the 
riverbank. The king took out a gun 
and shot the rhino. The rhino died. 
The bullet went through and reached 
the riverbank. The stream there was 
then named Huay Luk Puen, or Bullet 
Stream.
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The king shared the rhino meat and skin with his people. While they were 
sharing, a big storm came. The rain fell on the meat. It then turned into 
a red stone. Many years later, villagers living in the area saw water inside 
the stone. They wondered if the water was clean. They took the water out 
and boiled it. The water turned into salt. So, the villagers decided to use it 
for cooking and also for making pla daek, or fermented fish.5 They started 
trading salt for other things, and did this for many years. Some villagers 
said that part of the rhino meat and its head fell into a pond and never 
went bad. So, the villagers used the water to produce salt. In any case, 
salt production in the area developed. Many people moved in. The area 
expanded, and so did the salt industry.
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Many more years passed. A spirit named Thaw Si Thon Kham Daeng, or 
Jao Pho Kham Daeng, lived in the area. Actually, Jao Pho Kham Daeng 
lived there before the rhino. When many people came to produce salt at a 
salt pond, Jao Pho Kham Daeng became annoyed. He decided not to give 
them any salt. He also caused them trouble so that they could no longer 
stay healthy. The salt makers were in trouble and went to ask a fortune 
teller for advice. The fortune teller told them to build a shelter for Jao Pho 
Kham Daeng, and appoint a man to contact him and serve him pork. The 
fortune teller also advised that they make salt in the evening. Peace came 
to the area.
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The area became famous for salt. More and more people came to produce 
salt for trade. At first, they wove small baskets to carry salt. Later, they 
wove big baskets that held 12 kilograms of salt.6 Salt production in the 
area attracted many traders. The area expanded and Tha Leung Puey 
became a center for salt production. At first, villagers living near-by moved 
to settle down in Tha Lueng Puey, and it expanded further. New people, 
including migrating traders, came to stay. Many houses were built in Tha 
Sa’ad, which was near a big tree along the riverbank. The population 
increased. A temple was built and a market opened. The area was then 
named Tha Sa’ad Village. Many people gathered for trading and the village 
gradually grew. Many monks came to live, too.
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Salt traders came to buy salt in big boats. Each boat was 25 to 40 meters 
long, five to ten meters wide, and two to three meters deep. They bought 
salt here and sold it in other places. Around 20 crew members were in 
each boat. They purchased around six to ten tons of salt. One boat went 
as far as to the mouth of the river at Saiburi. Five to seven small boats also 
came. Some say that ten to 20 boats came to buy two to three tons of 
salt. In addition, many smaller boats came to trade salt along the river. Salt 
traders sometime travelled as far as to Mukdahan, Khemrath, Nong Khai, 
Vientiane, Luang Prabang and Champasak. Some traders transported salt 
by cart on land.

Villagers worked hard in the daytime and relaxed in the nighttime. About 
three hundred worked to produce salt at Hua Haed Pond. Women also 
came to work. They wove baskets to contain salt. There was no electricity. 
So when a woman wanted to see a man’s face, she would use fire. The 
villagers earned about 10,000 Baht (330 USD) trading salt, and paid about 
800 Baht (25 USD) per year to hire workers. Workers stayed at Hua Haed 
Pond from around November or December to prepare firewood, and 
then produced salt from around February to April the next year. They then 
packed the salt, and waited until the flood season in August, when they 
could transport the salt along the river for trading.7
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The Efficacy of Fear - Forest Spirits
This story is composed of interviews with several informants in Rasi Salai 
District in Sisaket Province. In Thailand and Laos, it is believed that spirits 
reside on any land or forest. A small shrine is always set up in the grounds 
of a house to honor the spirit of the land. In Northeast Thailand, many 
villages also have a forest, known as a don phutha (ancestral forest), which 
is revered as sacred ground. The two forests of Don Phudin and Don 
Phudaen, introduced here, lie alongside the Mun River, a tributary of the 
Mekong. It is believed that the spirits of the people, known as Chao Pho, 
who were once the royal family of Laos, live in and protect these forests.

The majority of the population inhabiting these and similar forests, which 
are held in great awe by the people, are mainly ethnic Lao, who are to be 
found throughout Northeastern Thailand as well as in the central and 
southern areas of Laos. These people help to keep the forests in good 
condition, even in fast-developing Northeastern Thailand. In order to 
improve their lives, the people are always making use of the forest, and 
appear to believe that they can control the spirits by performing religious 
rites (for example, when building a house on the land or when clearing 
the forest to make a field). In Don Phudin and Don Phudaen, however, 
there are taboos that strongly inhibit the use of natural resources. From 
listening to the villagers’ stories, it was possible to understand their feelings 
of reverence toward the forest and their desire to protect it, which also 
provides them with the spiritual support they need in their efforts to prevent 
rampant development by companies.
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A story about cutting down trees in Don Phudin

Until several years ago I was very self-centered. As there were good trees 
in Don Phudin, I went with my friend to cut some of them down to make 
a stairway for my house. As we were coming out of the forest, my friend 
said, “There is a person in white clothes following us.” However, I could 
not see the person and asked angrily, “What are you afraid of?” When we 
reached the house, I suddenly collapsed with a fever. I went to see the 
doctor, but was told that I was not sick. My stomach ached. I had diarrhea 
and an especially bad fever. I then decided to consult Naan Thiam (a woman 
possessed by one of the Chao Pho).

“You stole wood from Don Phudin, did you not? The Chao Pho are furious. 
You will die if you do not apologize,” she intoned. After making an offering 
of a pig’s head and four bottles of rice wine (the number of the pig’s legs) 
I was completely cured.

Even now, lots of villagers die from such curses. Despite the fact that his 
father was a djam (an intermediary who mediates between the villagers 
and the possessed people), one man wanted to build a sturdy house, but 
died when he cut down a big tree in the forest. That was 40 or 50 years 
ago. In these cases, pleading with the spirits after the fact is of no use. 
Breaking taboos even though you do not know about them is a grave sin.
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Keeping promises

In 2013, the racing boat kept at the shrine was supposed to be repainted, 
but the paint ran out part way through the job and the village headman 
simply abandoned it. That evening, I went out to fish with a tangle net and 
was attacked by a ghost at about seven o’clock in the evening. The same 
thing happened again the next day, which I thought was strange, but asking 
around I found that the boat repainting work had not been completed. 
Since it was possible that this might result in other problems, I went around 
the village asking for donations and finished the job. If you once tell the 
Chao Pho you are going to do something, you must never fail to see it 
through to the end.
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The Mun River Tham (Cavern)

The Mekong River, its tributary the Mun River, and Mun’s tributary the Chi 
River, are linked together by underground caverns. These are known as 
the Tham Phayanaak (caverns of the naga/dragon). The cavern in this 
area is linked to the cavern in Nong Khai Province (in the northern part of 
Northeastern Thailand, near Vientiane). The Chao Pho came to this area 
by way of these caverns. Many years ago, there was trade by boats that 
came up the Mun River from the Mekong River, and so there are places 
where there is sunken treasure. People who have found gold on the riverbed 
in this area have died two or three days later if they took it home with them. 
This is not a problem if the spirits have given the gold as a gift, but if the 
gift is not accepted when it is offered, it cannot be found if the person goes 
back to look for it later.

Protecting the forest

A company dredging sand for construction started work on the Mun River 
right in front of the village. The company received permission from the village
headman, but the villagers were not informed about it until later. Fishing 
was affected, and the coming and going of the trucks carrying the sand 
out caused a large number of cracks to appear in the village roads. The 
road in front of the kindergarten was also damaged, and the trucks were 
not permitted to pass that way. The company then built a separate road 
which passed through the forest, and the damage to the village ceased.

After a while, however, the damage began to occur again. I looked at the 
documents and realized that it was not clear how far the company was 
permitted to carry out its operations. After I started to look into the matter, 
I began to receive death threats from people related to the company. I then 
consulted with a villager I knew well, and we decided to get the company 
to leave the village area. That was nine years ago.
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At first, we had no idea how to go about doing this, but we blocked the road 
to stop the transport of sand out of the village. This turned into a huge 
commotion, with even the provincial governor turning up to mediate, though 
no agreement was reached and the blockade continued. The company 
was dredging sand out of the Mun River in several places without knowing 
where the boundaries of the permitted area were. Even the province said 
that they did not have firm knowledge of the area (i.e., in square kilometers) 
for operations of the company. In the end, after blockading the road for a 
week, the villagers’ demands were met. The villagers were absolutely terrified 
that erosion of the riverbank caused by the dredging would result in trees 
collapsing in the forest. The owner of the company had been paying his 
respects to the Chao Pho shrine by making annual offerings of a pig’s head, 
rice wine and other goods. At the same time, though, he was destroying 
the environment, and that was unacceptable. The villagers were angry about 
the possibility of becoming ill from the sand dust and about the impact on 
the forest from the dredging. Before blocking the road, we consulted the 
Chao Pho and prayed that none of the villagers would be arrested.
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The relationship of the villagers with the forest

Because they protect us, I feel no need to run away from the Chao Pho 
even if they punish us. When villagers set out on a long trip and when they 
return they go and pray at the shrine. We also pray at the shrines twice a 
year, on a Wednesday or Thursday at the end of the rainy season, going 
first to the Don Phudaen shrine. The other time is during May of the lunar 
calendar. The forest is protected by thaep (angels). We cannot see them, 
but they can see us. There are also lots of medicinal herbs in the forest.

In the past, to prevent people from cutting down trees and stealing the 
timber, we would tie a thief up at the edge of the forest and ask the Chao 
Pho to come and break the person’s legs. Once, when I brought wood 
home myself, unwittingly forgetting to ask for permission, I dropped the 
timber on my legs and could not walk. I remembered that I had not asked 
for permission and apologized to the Chao Pho. I was then able to walk 
home on what should have been my broken legs. My legs healed in about 
a week.

If an outsider who does not know about the taboos cuts down trees, the 
villagers will be punished. This is a reproach from the Chao Pho for not 
protecting the forest properly. The villagers are therefore very watchful to 
see that nothing like that happens.
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PART III
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Notes

1. Alternative spellings are Khmu, Kammu, Khmou, Khamou and Khơmu 
(Simana and Preisig 2006: 79).

2. This story was told at Chom Leng Noy Village, Pakbeng District in 
Oudomxay Province on 25 July 2010.

3. The deer appearing in this story is a muntjac, a small species known 
as fahn in Lao, or puai in Kmhmu’.

4. Part of the story is omitted.

5. Mr. Mun Khimpraset, or Grandpa Lung, 68 years old, at Tan Diew Village 
in Tha Sa’ad Sub-district told a very similar story. In Grandpa Lung’s 
version, however, it was a hunter, and not a king, who killed the rhino. 
The hunter then used salt to cook the rhino meat. Villagers at Hua Haed 
Village, or Rhino Head Village, were given the rhino head. Onions from 
Nong Mua Miang Village were added to cook larb haed, or minced rhino 
meat. While cooking, salt from the rhino fell on the ground. The villagers 
took the soil, boiled it, and dried it to produce salt.

6. According to Grandpa Lung, the salt price in the past was around three 
to 30 US cents per basket at Hua Haed. It rose to 60 US cents in the 
market at the mouth of the Songkhram River.

7. The information in this paragraph came from Grandpa Lung’s story. 
He himself used to hire four workers every year to produce salt. He then 
traded it mostly at the mouth of the Sayaburi River in Ton Kian Village, 
Tha Khaek and That Phanom on the Lao side. After a road had been 
built, he also used a truck to trade salt. He earned about 5,000 Baht 
(160 USD) for a truckload of salt. Before, the salt was put into a basket, 
but now it is stored in a metal container.
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Fieldwork Sites Map

1  Kmhmu’ in Northern and Central Laos

2  Siphandon in Southern Laos

3  Akha in Northern Thailand

4  Thai So and Isan in Northeastern Thailand

5  Bunong in Northeastern Cambodia
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