               YOGA AND MEDITATION IN LAOS 

                            by Pamela Western

There were nine of us on the Yoga in Laos Retreat including Sheldon Leon, our yoga teacher.

We stayed in individual thatched bungalows at the Zen Nam Khan Boutique Resort near the ancient royal capital of Luang Prabang. My rooms were spacious with Asian-style decor and dark polished timber floors. There was a four poster bed, lounge and kitchen areas, and a huge private outdoor shower overlooking the rainforest.

This was a very democratic group and we organized our timetable to suit ourselves and settled on having breakfasts at 7.30 – fresh fruit, rolls, coffee, with choices such as omelettes, pancakes, baked bananas or sticky rice made to order and prepared by the excellent French Canadian chef.

We followed this every day with an hour of meditation on one of the quiet verandahs. At that hour it was still cool and we came wrapped in our cardigans, pashminas and socks. I had not done much meditation but under Sheldon’s guidance, it was easy. I was aware of the sounds of birds and the river splashing on rocks below as I allowed thoughts to come and go. A great sense of peace and a lightness of spirit grew over the next ten days.


During the break before our yoga session, we would shed layers of clothes. I found myself looking forward to this time when I would make a cup of tea and sit on my balcony in the morning sun, watching the mist dispersing on the distant mountains and admiring the butterflies. 

Many of us were there because we had experienced Sheldon’s yoga classes at Byron Bay. He is a unique teacher, infinitely encouraging and with great generosity of spirit. 

He was meticulous in helping us to make tiny corrections in our postures, explaining what each asana or posture aims to achieve – opening up the heart or the kidneys, loosening the neck, tightening the inner thighs, even promising us great bikini bums! After an hour and a half of challenging but never tough yoga, we were ready for a dip in the pool, then lunch. Most meals were included in our package and were a choice of sumptuous Lao fusion cuisine with vegetarian options.
On most afternoons activities were offered: boat rides, a tea ceremony, Lao cooking classes, trekking, a Japanese Bath House massage and traditional Lao ballet performances. But the indisputable highlight for most of us was riding on the backs of elephants as we waded sedately through the Khan River, a tributary of the Mekong.
At the delightfully named “Ock Pop Tok” textile workshop, we chose the vegetable colours and dyed our own silk scarves. Whilst keeping a protective eye on our rainbow of scarves drying on the line, we then had a beautiful lunch. (We literally dyed and went to heaven here!) 
 Luang Prabang, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is the home to many sumptuous gilded temples, the mighty Mekong River and the famous Night Markets. Beautiful, handcrafted bedspreads, handbags, toys and jewellery are unbelievably cheap and no one hassles you or pressures you to buy. Instead there is gentle bargaining and respect on both sides. I was more than happy to part with my money and charmed to see store holders touching unsold goods with the cash to bring more luck and sales.
Marthe Bassene a French colonist wrote in 1909: “Oh! What a delightful paradise of idleness this country protects, by the fierce barrier of the stream, against progress and ambition for which it has no need! Will Luang Prabang be, in our century of exact sciences, of quick profits, of victory by money, the refuge of the last dreamers, the last lovers, the last troubadours?” 

I shudder to think what Madame Bassene would think of our 21st century world. And I want to keep Laos a secret for that reason, except for you dreamers and lovers and troubadours out there of course. But I suggest you try to see this paradise of idleness soon before the inevitable ‘victory by money’.

Our yoga retreat group was diverse, all ages, from all over Australia and all solo travelers. On this trip I had loads of time to myself to rest and read. However the nature of the retreat encouraged great support within the group. Several months later we all maintain close contact and feel we were truly blessed by our experience in gentle Laos.
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