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History of Khmu Ethnic Group

The background of Khmu ethnic group is as the same as the other tribal groups that have the same speaking language which is identified in the linguistic type of Mone — Khmae. This ethnic group was
originally from the ancient Red Indian. They first moved to inhabit in Indo China Zone (Laos — The land of million elephants) at the end of the 4th century. Soon after, there were some other tribes moved
into the area more and more. Some of those Khmu people moved to live in Oudomxay province and the leader was “Mr. Taka Sila. He ruled the region during that time and Khmu people had more power
than the other tribes. Khmu is said to be the first brother of the others. Later, the king Phayaxay entered and fought for the land. And he finally won at the end and he took his people to live in Chom Ong —
Chom Ka zone.

Name: There are many different Khmu clans in the province such as Khmu Rok, Khmu Khrong, Khmu Lue, Khmu Ou, Khmu Khuaen, Khmu Mae and Khmu Am. The speaking language is similar,
but there are only some dissimilar words or phrases in verbal communication. For instance, “I don’t know” — they say “Cut Nerng, Per Nerng, Am Nerng” and still many more. The meaning of the word
“Khmu” is Human.

Language: They have their own speaking language, but no linguistic writing pattern in the past. In the year 1980, a Khmu novelist had studied and researched for years on how the Khmu linguistic
writing pattern could be created and used. As a result, the linguistic writing pattern was completely done by using some alphabets from the Lao and Latin language.

Belief, tradition, culture and social life of Khmu ethic group: They have been respecting their own ancestors for centuries. A family altar is set and placed on the interior wall of the house. There are
some key spirits or natural powers that they will always call for help when having problems such as sipirt (Ghost) of the house, spirit (Ghost) of the parents and spirit (Ghost) of the grandparents, spirit
(Ghost) of the village, spirit (ghost) of the river, spirit (Ghost) of the forest, spirit (Ghost) of the heaven . The spirits mentioned are their sacred ancestors of all time. The ghost that most of the Khmu people
are afraid of the most is vampire (it’s called in Lao language “Pi Pop” and in Khmu is “Raoy Keun”. The majority of the Khmu people are animists and some of them are now stepping into Buddhism as
well.

The son has to follow the “surname/family name” of the father for the rest of his life. The daughter has to move out to her husband’s house after marriage. In case of she is the only daughter of the
family her husband has to move in to her house, but it’s up to an agreement of both sides. It’s believed that many wild animals and plants are refered or belong to their own race, so they have to respect and
worship the ones that they are belong to such as tiger, owston’s palm civet, Son Rok bird, Tang lor bird and Phak Kood “curly” vegetable. They will not kill and eat the animals and vegetables that belong
to their race or clan at all.

House: People from outside or visitors are not allowed to enter the house as well as bedrooms without permission. Generally, there are 2 rooms — a bedroom and dinning room. There is also a kitchen
outside the house for daily cooking. One important thing is people are not allowed to sleep by sided sleeping position against the door (It means only a dead person will be put or placed like that). Moreover,
it’s not allowed to take any animals and green leaves into the house at all (You can only do that only when a special spiritual ceremony is held).

Khmu New Year festival“Boon Tep Neum or Boon Kler” is held in February of every year. The main purpose of the occasion is to release all the bad things away with the old year and welcome for
the upcoming New Year. And this is the most enjoyable time for all Khmu people. Traditional alcohol and animals like chicken, pig, cattle and buffalo will be killed and served during the New Year festival
celebration. After the festival celebration completed, old houses will be rebuilt and reconstructed or is as the best time to build a new house.

Literature: Khmu’s literature fulls of abundance, they have their own traditional dancing and singing called “Term and Jerm” as well as various bamboo instruments such as flute, drum, mouth organ,
gourd pipe and others. The most famous Khmu traditional dancing of all time is “Term Ai”. Khmu people always enjoy the bamboo water tube dancing called “Yoon Ting”.

Birth: Khmu women always give birth at home and some experienced women are in charge of that for assistance. After giving a new born child for only a week, they will start going back to work and
will not stay longer.

Death: The funeral does not take long like the other ethnic groups, it sometimes spend only one or two days for a funeral. The corps will be covered by a bamboo mat properly and the corps is buried
in the forest near the village. All family members have to stay at home for 10 days and also arrange a Baci ceremony at the same time in order to drive bad things and wicked problems away.

Khmu people have been living with nature for more than thousand years and they are fit enough for the climate change. Their lives are attached with the nature at all times. For instance, when they hear the
thunder from the sky above they believe that this is to remind them to do good things stead of bad things. Singing from animals like birds and insects means the next planting — farming season is coming
soon and to remind them to get ready for it.

Economy: The main crops for generating daily cash income and family consumption are sticky rice, corn, maize, natural resources and vegetables. Moreover, animal rising is also a cash income gener-
ating activity that helps them to carry on each year. Most of the animals that they raise are chicken, duck, goose, dog, pig, cow, cattle, buffalo and goat. They harvest and collect some natural resources like
bamboo shoot, cardamom, galangal, wild vegetable and others that can be sold in order to retail to local traders or nearby markets. Most of the Khmu men like to make handicraft products such as basketry
and blacksmith.

Khmu is considered as the oldest ethnic group in Oudomxay province and the population is inceasing more than the other groups. The traditional costumes are disappeared little by little at the moment.
According to what we have found in present time, some moves of beliefs and cultural practice have changed due to the current social change and development. Let’s say something about illness, before they
treated themselves naturally with traditional herbs and never go to the hospital for treatment. But now they turn to go to the hospital more and more instead of using traditional herbal treatment as before.
Some Khmu people who live in town have turned themselves into different religions, but for those who live in remote area are still the same.



