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Executive Summary 

 
The Hin Nam No National Protected Area (NPA) is an 820 km2 karst site in central Laos 
which is best known to speleologists for the Xe Bang Fai river cave. However, little is known 
about the occurrence, extent or significance of other caves in this remote and rugged 
landscape. An expedition to explore and document the caves of Hin Nam No NPA was 
conducted in early 2016, focusing on two target areas. The expedition team, comprised of 7 
international cavers, Lao government officials and local village guides, surveyed over 8 km 
of passage in 8 caves and 3 cliff shelters during 12 days in the field.  
 
A number of significant discoveries were made. Tham Nguen cave was surveyed and 
connected to the Xe Bang Fai cave, extending the Xe Bang Fai cave system to 16 km in 
length. Exploration and survey of Tham Nguen Mai and Tham Pha Pong caves suggest that 
these caves, along with Tham Nguen and the Grotte des Nuages comprise an ancient 
underground route of the Xe Bang Fai river. Further studies of the cave geomorphology are 
warranted to confirm this hypothesis.   
 
Tham Nam Ock cave was found to contain sandstone boulders which indicate that the cave 
was formed near a contact with adjacent or overlying sandstone strata, and as such is 
potentially important for understanding the geological history of the area. 
 
Two other caves were found to contain human artifacts of archeological or historical interest. 
Remains of log coffins were found in Tham Long cave near Ban Nongping, which deserve 
protection and archeological investigation. Tham Pha Hom cave near Ban Dou was found to 
contain artifacts from human occupation during the second Indochina war, which deserve 
protection, documentation and study.  
 
The findings of the expedition contribute to the understanding and appreciation of the 

various heritage values of Hin Nam No caves and their need for preservation and protection. 

In addition, the information, cave maps and photographs resulting from this project can serve 

as a basis for management of the caves in terms of conservation of their heritage values, as 

well as the future use of some of the caves as tourism destinations. 
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Introduction 

Objective: To explore and document the caves of Hin Nam No National Protected Area. The 

information and knowledge obtained from this study will contribute to proving Outstanding 

Universal Value of Hin Nam No NPA in terms of its geological heritage (World Heritage 

Criteria viii). In addition, the outputs from this project can serve as a basis for management 

of the caves in terms of conservation of their geological heritage, as well as the future use of 

some of the caves as tourism destinations. 

Background: The Hin Nam No National Protected Area (HNN-NPA) covers 82,000 ha of 

mainly limestone landscape in Boualapha District, Khammouane Province, in central Laos 

where the Central Indochina Limestone meets the Annamite Mountain Chain. The German 

Government supported Hin Nam No Project assists the HNN-NPA authorities in developing 

a co-management system, where local communities share responsibilities for and share 

benefit from sustainable management of the biodiversity and geological resources in the 

NPA. 

The Department of Forest Resource Management of the Ministry of Natural Resources and 

Environment has submitted a proposal to UNESCO to put Hin Nam No National Protected 

Area on the tentative list as the first Natural World Heritage Site for Lao PDR. The 

nomination as a World Heritage Site will contribute to the sustainable financing for Hin Nam 

No NPA which is an important component of the Hin Nam No project. 

The proof for Outstanding Universal Value of Hin Nam No NPA is a key requirement to 

become a natural World Heritage Site.  To be able to prove the Outstanding Universal Value 

of Hin Nam No NPA certain knowledge gaps need to be addressed. One knowledge gap, to 

be addressed by this consultancy, concerns the documentation of the unexplored caves of 

Hin Nam No NPA, and how their geological features may contribute to Outstanding 

Universal Value under World Heritage Criterion viii: “Be outstanding examples representing 

major stages of Earth’s history, including the record of life, significant ongoing geological 

processes in the development of landforms, or significant geomorphic or physiographic 

features”. A description of the caves is generally a part of the World Heritage Nomination 

documentation for any karst site, even if the caves or cave resources are not the basis of the 

Outstanding Universal Value.    

In addition, the results of cave exploration and survey are important sources of information 

for park managers as they help to complete part of the hydrogeological picture of the area. 

Because of the paramount importance of catchment management in karst areas, the most 

important tool for their management is a hydrogeological map (Williams, 2008). Every World 

Heritage property with karst of Outstanding Universal Value should have a hydrogeological 

map to guide management. It may take several years to develop, but detail can be added 

progressively as the knowledge base is built up by mapping sinking streams and springs, 

and showing underground water courses by cave mapping and water tracing studies.  
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Cave Exploration, Survey and Documentation Program 
 

Field Campaign Schedule  

The field campaign was conducted during the period 22 February to 4 March, 2016, with the 

area along the Xe Bang Fai near Ban Nongping, and the area around Ban Dou as the two 

target areas. 

 

Figure 1. Overview map of Hin Nam No showing the locations of caves surveyed in 2016. 

The schedule and activities for the field campaign are outlined below: 

Ban Nongping Area: 

22.02.2016 Kayak through or walk over the Xe Bang Fai cave to the upstream camp 

23.02.2016 Explore and survey Tham Nguen and Tham Nguen Mai caves 

24.02.2016 Explore and survey Tham Nguen and Tham Nguen Mai caves 

25.02.2016 Explore and survey Tham Pha Pong cave and Pha Pong shelter 

26.02.2016 Explore and survey Tham Nguen and Tham Nguen Mai caves 

27.02.2016  Kayak through or walk over the Xe Bang Fai cave to Ban Nongping 

28.02.2016 Explore and survey Tham Long cave 

 

Ban Dou Area: 

29.02.2016 Travel from Ban Nongping to the Ban Dou area 

01.03.2016 Explore and survey Tham Pha Hom cave 

02.03.2016 Explore and survey Tham Nam Ock, Tham Nok Aen and Tham Pak Tham 

caves 

03.03.2016 Explore and survey Tham Nam Ock cave 

04.03.2016 Explore and survey Tham Pha Hom cave and Pha Kout shelters 
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Cave Survey Team 

The cave survey field team was comprised of international cave experts, Hin Nam No 

Project staff, and local villagers. The international cave experts were: 

 Terry Bolger, cave exploration and survey, liaison with HNN project (Australia/Laos) 

 Jean-Michel Osterman, cave exploration and survey (France) 

 Bernard Lips, cave exploration and survey (France) 

 Stephane Maifret, cave exploration and survey (France) 

 Alexis Augustin, cave exploration and survey (France)  

 Helmut Steiner, cave biology (Germany) 

 Josiane Lips, cave biology (France) 

The Hin Nam No Project team members were Mr Joy, Mr Bounlong, Mr Tithavanh and Mr 

Souphanith. Marc Gross, Mirjam de Koning and Jens Bath joined the team on 4 March to 

see and participate in the project first hand. 

The villager support team from Ban Nongping included four villagers: Mr Songka, Mr Ak, Mr 

Gon and Mr Sak, who served as local guides and supported the Xe Bang Fai upstream 

camp. Another group of up to 14 villagers helped to carry supplies and equipment to and 

from the upstream camp. 

Two teams were formed to conduct the cave exploration and survey, working in the same or 
different caves depending on the day. The cave survey was done using the specialized Disto 
X2 survey instrument, or laser distance meter, compass and clinometer. The survey 
instruments were used to measure distance, direction, and elevation change from each 
survey station to the next, and to measure the passage dimensions (distance to walls, ceiling 
and floor). This information was recorded and used to draw a detailed sketch of the cave 
passages and their features. After the field campaign, the cave survey data was processed 
and the cave maps were drawn using specialized cave survey and mapping software 
(VisualTopo).  

 

Cave Descriptions and Maps  

The expedition team explored and surveyed over 8 km of passage in 8 caves and 3 cliff 

shelters in the two target areas, as detailed below. 

Ban Nongping Area 

Four caves and one cliff shelter were explored and mapped in the Ban Nongping area, 

giving a total of 5035 m of cave surveyed, according to the table below, and the cave 

descriptions and maps following. 
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Cave Length (m) 

Tham Nguen 1532 

Tham Nguen Mai 2189 

Tham Pha Pong 937 

Heup Pha Pong 124 

Tham Long 253 

          Total 5035 

 

 

Figure 2. Map showing locations of caves surveyed in the Ban Nongping area. 

Tham Nguen 

Access: N 17.37106  E 105.89356  274 m 

The cave is located southeast of the Xe Bang Fai sink. It is accessed along the left bank of 

the river about 500 m upstream of the sink, then up a side drainage to the base of a cliff 

face. The cave is difficult to locate without a guide. The cave has two large entrances. The 

coordinates given above are for the first entrance, which is easier to access. The second 

entrance is located several hundred meters to the northwest. From the Xe Bang Fai sink it 

takes approximately 1 hour 30 minutes to walk to the cave. 

History: The cave has long been known by the local villages, especially as the upper Xe 

Bang Fai valley was once inhabited, although no trace of occupation has been observed 

near the cave. The cave first became known to the Hin Nam No Project and speleologists 
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when the villagers guided Terry Bolger to the cave in January 2015, during the Tham Xe 

Bang Fai Survey Project.  

Description: The first entrance is a 60m wide gallery cluttered with breakdown blocks to the 

bottom of the slope. The gallery continues its large size, decorated with stalagmites, 

flowstone and cave pearls, and connecting to a second, large entrance after several hundred 

meters. A noteworthy fill of clay sediment about three meters thick is present in this passage, 

cut by a V-shape trough with a pebble and rock floor. The seasonally active stream flow first 

drains towards the second entrance before turning and flowing away from it.  

The meandering trough in the clay fill continues in a gallery of diminishing size, until the fill 

must be bypassed by climbing over a short clay diversion. Beyond the diversion a small 

chamber with a pool of water is encountered. This pool was a closed sump during the 

January 2015 reconnaissance exploration, but was found to be open and blowing air during 

our February 2016 survey. After a short, low-airspace duck-under, the gallery opens up and 

continues out of the pool and up a slope. Near the top of the slope it opens into a large 

chamber, recognized as being the eastern part of the Grotte des Nuages area of the Xe 

Bang Fai cave system. A tagged survey station from the 2015 Tham Xe Bang Fai survey 

was located, and our survey was tied into it (the tie-in station is labelled ‘P41’ by the 2015 

survey, and ’16.SM.1.26’ by the 2016 survey). The connection of the two caves extends the 

total length of the Xe Bang Fai cave system to ~16 km. 

From the first entrance, there are two smaller side galleries off to the left side of the large 

main gallery. The first side gallery is entered by a rope descent from the main gallery. At the 

bottom of this descent the passage sumps in both directions. A complex progression 

requiring a bolt climb of 7 m leads to a continuation of the gallery and two small entrances at 

the base of the cliff, between the first entrance of Tham Nguen and the entrance of Tham 

Nguen Mai. The gallery ends at an upstream sump which corresponds, according to our 

survey, with a downstream sump in Tham Nguen Mai. A distance of 22 m, through the sump, 

is all that is lacking to physically and cartographically connect Tham Nguen and Tham 

Nguen Mai. As it is almost certainly connected hydrologically, making this connection would 

extend the length of the Xe Bang Fai cave system to over 18 km. 

The second side gallery can be entered at several points by dropping down a few meters 

below the main gallery into a small gallery. This gallery is undulating, with pebbles and sand 

alternating with areas of bare rock and occasional pools of water. The gallery continues to 

the west for about 180 m before becoming impenetrable at a muddy, wet sump. Back near 

the beginning of this gallery a junction leads to an extension of the side gallery, heading east 

for about 80 m before ending at a sump.   

Speleogenesis: It appears that Tham Nguen is part of an ancient underground route of the 

Xe Bang Fai river. The downstream end of Tham Nguen connects to the Grotte des Nuages, 

which in turn connects to the active river passage of the Xe Bang Fai cave. Our surveys 

show that the upstream end of Tham Nguen lies only about 20 m from the downstream end 

of Tham Nguen Mai.    
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Tham Nguen Mai 

Access: N 17.36926  E 105.82471  230 m 

The cave is located southeast of the Xe Bang Fai sink. It is accessed along the left bank of 

the river about 500 m upstream of the sink, then up a side drainage to a cliff face. The cave 

is difficult to locate without a guide. The entrance is near the two entrances of Tham Nguen, 

which are along the cliff to the east. From the Xe Bang Fai sink it takes approximately 1 hour 

30 minutes to walk to the cave.  

History: The cave has long been known by the local villages, especially as the upper Xe 

Bang Fai valley was once inhabited, although no trace of occupation has been observed 

near the cave. The cave was mentioned to Terry Bolger by the villagers in January 2015 

when they guided him to Tham Nguen, but there was not sufficient time to visit it on that day.  

Description: The entrance is a 40m wide gallery cluttered with scree down which it travels 

unimpeded to the bottom. A noteworthy fill of clay sediment about three meters thick is 

omnipresent, cut by a trough lined with a pebble and rock floor, as in Tham Nguen.  

Two hundred meters from the entrance is a side gallery heading to the west, named the 

‘Cooking Pots Gallery’, indicated by a large calcite flow. This gallery quickly becomes small, 

and after a low, angled passage comes to a very corroded area with a small diameter (~1.5 

m) ventilated gallery, explored for about 300 m to a low, impenetrable passage. We 

encounter several pots often filled with pebbles, alternating with sand and pebble fill. There 

is a small ledge to climb early in the course, and a 3 m pit located at a beautiful white calcite 

shield, which can be avoided by passing around a low passage.  

Returning to the main gallery, it continues until a narrowing due to a large occurrence of 

calcite dripstone formations, which marks a change in the climate of the cave: while the air 

temperature was 20° C from the entrance, it became 23° C from this point further in, and we 

observed a light fog at this point. The gallery then resumes its vast dimensions with a V-

shaped filling of sediments. The gallery is still expanding with a strong south gradient, 

becoming sandy before reaching a fault that can be found in two places. The fault breccia 

fills this passage. 

Further into the gallery is an area very decorated with speleothems, including many cave 

pearls. A side passage off to the north leads to a small gallery ending in a sump, the low 

point of the cave at -34 m. The main gallery bends to the south, where the ‘Song Kha 

Chamber’ (named for the village chief who guided us to the cave) occurs, formed by means 

of a fault, and littered with boulders. Beyond this chamber the cave soon ends in an 

increasingly low gallery filled with clay.   

Speleogenesis: It appears that Tham Nguen Mai is part of an ancient underground route of 

the Xe Bang Fai river. Our surveys show that the upstream end of Tham Nguen Mai lies only 

a few hundred meters from the downstream entrance of Tham Pha Pong. The cave is an old 

emissive gallery whose strong clay filling was favored by the entrance boulders which are an 

obstacle to flow. The cavity continues its active role during the monsoon, draining from the 

bottom of the sump at a low rate, which has notched the clay filling, often creating a V-

shape, as is found in other caves in the area. 
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Near the entrance, the gallery continues to Tham Nguen (which in turn is now connected to 

the Tham Xe Bang Fai system), but it was impenetrable due to the presence of a sump at 

the time of our visit. It is about 20 m away from connecting to the small gallery parallel to the 

cliff at the southeast extreme of Tham Nguen. 

The sediment filling is mainly clay but with pebbles up to several centimeters in diameter in 

the streambed. Some areas are decorated with speleothems, draperies, shields with a very 

pure calcite in the Cooking Pots Gallery, and cave pearls in many forms (spherical, ovoid, 

spiculated, etc). The abundance of calcite dripstone a short distance beyond in the main 

gallery has created a significant narrowing that compartmentalizes the cave climatologically. 

Erosion has exposed the walls with chert protruding in some areas (see photo). At least two 

faults are observable in the cave, one near the South Fault with breccia and sand occurring 

in abundance, and the other in the Song Kha chamber. 
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Tham Pha Pong 

Access: N 17.36440  E 105.90611  226 m 

Tham Pha Pong is located on the left bank of the Xe Bang Fai about 2.5 km southeast of, 

and a 2 hour walk from, the Xe Bang Fai sink. The entrance is about 100 m from the river 

and 30 m above it.  

History: This cave was first visited by speleologists in 2007 (a French and German team), 

who referred to it as ‘Tham Pong’. They made a rough survey (unpublished) which indicated 

about 1000 m of cave passage. 

Description: The imposing entrance porch leads down a slope of clay soil to a floor 10 m 

below.  The large main gallery continues for only about 200 m before reaching the exit 

porch, even more impressive in size, to the east of the entrance. The floor of the gallery is 

almost flat, with a sediment fill of dry, thick clay, probably resulting from temporary flows 

during the wet season. Almost all of the short, main gallery receives some daylight through 

one of the entrances. The main gallery crossing leads to a beautiful doline (closed 

depression). A beautiful cliff shelter (Heup Pha Pong) is a few hundred meters across the 

doline, along the cliff to the northwest. 

Just below the entrance slope, a small gallery opens on the right wall. A climb and a descent 

of 5 m leads to a small chamber without continuation. As the main gallery bends to the right, 

a rather large gallery opens along the south wall, behind some massive stalagmites and a 

beautiful stalagmite column that decorates the entrance of the gallery. Exploration was 

halted at the base of a 9 m vertical climb. Through a skylight at the top of the climb we saw a 

porch opening into the cliff, but this entrance was not reached. 

Near the inner (downstream) entrance, a porch provides access to a smaller side gallery 

which goes about 400 m to the north. After 90 m of easy going through a gallery 5-10 m wide 

with a clay-lined floor is an area filled with beautiful gours. The gallery continues beyond the 

gours to a muddy area, with a slope down to a sumped pool on the left. The gallery bends to 

the right and leads to two branches which both soon end.  

Speleogenesis: It appears that Tham Pha Pong is the upstream portion of an ancient 

underground route of the Xe Bang Fai river. Our surveys show that the downstream 

entrance of Tham Pha Pong lies only a few hundred meters from the upstream end of Tham 

Nguen Mai.   

Reference: 

Collective Khammouane 2007-2008, 2008: Tham Pong, in Xé Bang Fai Report 2007-2008, p 

35. 
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Heup Pha Pong 

Access:  N 17.36481  E 105.90218         

From the inner (downstream) entrance of Tham Pha Pong, one can see a beautiful and large 

porch in the cliff on the right bank of the doline.  

Description: The porch is large in size but has no continuation. It is simply a huge rock 

shelter dug into the cliff base by a former, ancient course of the Xe Bang Fai river. The rock 

shelter is more than 120 m long, with an overhang (depth) up to 70 m in its central part, and 

a ceiling of up to 45 m above the ground level. 

A ‘path’ allows one to scale up under the ceiling at the west end along the entire wall from 

the east end and passing behind various blocks and flowstone. The whole porch is 

illuminated by daylight with a dense vegetation. 
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Tham Long 

Access: N 17.36926 E 105.82471 178 m 

The cave is close to Ban Nongping, along the road from the village to the Xe Bang Fai cave. 

The entrance is located at the base of the limestone outcrop, south of the road, about 100 

meters along the track and 300 m from the village.  

History: The cave has long been known to the villagers. Tham Long is Lao for ‘coffin cave’. 

The existence of the coffins is long known, and before the arrival of the Makong ethnic group 

in the area (the first ethnic group to have settled in the area).  

During the second Indochina war, hundreds of North Vietnamese soldiers found refuge in 

the cave (located only about 20 km from the Ho Chi Minh trail). About two hundred bodies of 

dead soldiers have also been stored there during this period.  

A legend is related to this cave: at the time when the village was called Ban Kok Mouang 

Thao, well before the establishment of Ban Nongping, the dead were placed in wooden 

sarcophagi in the cave, without any ceremony. After 3-7 days, the body came back to life. 

One day the villagers noticed that in a nearby village, deaths gave rise to ceremonies, and 

they thought it would be appropriate to do the same. So they performed a funeral ceremony 

upon the death of one of them, but the body did not come back to life. They decided to return 

to their ancestral customs, but the body remained lifeless, the magic was broken.  

Description: The cave is a broad shallow porch adorned with massive speleothem 

formations that subdivide the entrance. In the bottom of the cave, there are several small 

galleries that lead to a lower level that reaches - 8 m, then is quickly clogged with clay fill. 

These lower galleries follow joints in the limestone to rejoin the main room from under the 

major massive stalagmite. There are also solidified fills with secondarily eroded pebbles, 

currently suspended. This is a classic foot peak karst cavity. Water flows in the wet season 

allow the formation of small, still active galleries, located at a lower level as a result of the 

uplift of the area. 

Archeology: The main interesting feature of the cave is the presence of wooden coffins, such 

as those found in a number of other Southeast Asian countries: Thailand, Myanmar, 

Vietnam, Cambodia, Philippines, Borneo and southern China. In Laos, another cave 

containing log coffins with bones was discovered on the western edge of the Plain of Jars.  

In Tham Long, two log coffin lids were found whole, but highly deteriorated in a cleft that 

provides access to the lower level (probably a secondary placement). They are about 2 m 

long and 60 cm wide, are made from a dark-colored tree trunk (teak?) cut lengthwise, with 

the center hollowed out. The ends are flat and unadorned as on some of the log coffins from 

northern Thailand.  

Near the cleft containing the log coffins we noticed notches in the ground indicating a 

development of the cave, possibly for the development of media for coffins. It is known from 

other sites that the log coffins are often placed on a wooden support structure to elevate 

them. We can also distinguish a regular coffins hole dug in the lower part one end, which 

can be used to maintain it. Many decomposed remains of coffins are visible on the ground in 

the lower galleries of the cave. 
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At other sites the log coffins have been carbon-14 dated to about 1700 years BP (Thailand), 

or 1200 years BP (Vietnam), corresponding to the Iron Age period. However, coffins at other 

sites (e.g. Cambodia) have been dated to only 400 years BP. The culture(s) attached to this 

funerary practice, however, remains a mystery. 

Prospects: The development of the site and the protection of the archaeological heritage 

deserves to be taken quickly, to increase tourism interest in the area. The cave is also a 

good place to see the Giant Huntsman Spider (Heteropoda maxima), for which there is some 

tourism interest. 

Another coffin cave also named Tham Long, in the Ban Dou area, could not be visited for 

lack of time.  
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Ban Dou Area 

Four caves and two cliff shelters were explored and mapped in the Ban Dou area, giving a 

total of 3326 m of cave surveyed, according to the table below, and the cave descriptions 

and maps following. 

Cave Length (m) 

Tham Nam Ock 1151 

Tham Nok Aen 694 

Tham Pak Tham 202 

Tham Pha Hom 1126 

Heup Pha Koud (1,2) 153 

          Total 3326 

 

 

Figure 3. Map showing locations of caves surveyed in the Ban Dou area. 
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Tham Nam Ock 

Access: N 17.59003  E 105.83535  247 m 

From the village of Ban Thongxam, which can be accessed by road, the cave can be 

reached by walking along a good path for 1 hour 40 minutes upstream along the Houay Hok 

stream. It is desirable to be guided to the cave by the villagers of Ban Thongxam. 

 

History: The cave was long known to the Salang ethnic (indigenous) group that used to live 

in the upper Houay Hok valley until they were resettled a number of years ago. The cave is 

also described in a tourism brochure for Hin Nam No NPA. Our visit was the first by 

speleologists to the cave, and no cartographic survey of the cave had been made prior to 

our visit.  

Description: The cave is the ‘spring’ or resurgence of the Houay Hok stream, and is the most 

upstream of the three caves excavated by the stream. The entrance looks like a wide porch, 

and soon after the entry there is a side gallery on the right wall, above the base level, with 

abundant speleothems. This gallery heads south for about 80 m before it ends. Near the 

entrance, large sandstone boulders (up to 1 m in diameter) are found cemented into calcite 

flowstone hanging 4 m above the floor, indicating that the gallery was formerly filled in with 

sediments, which have subsequently been re-excavated. 

The main gallery continues upstream with a wide, oval shape with pools of water, such that 

the route taken should be chosen to avoid swimming. After about 400 m, there is a small, 

inactive tributary, slightly elevated on the right bank that heads toward the northwest for 

nearly 250 m before it becomes impenetrable. Continuing upstream, the main gallery 

continues for another 300 meters before coming to a boulder area that marks the end of 

progression. 

This underground stream appears to be fed by a noticeable sink on the topographical map a 

few hundred meters upstream from our survey end point, unrecognized because of a lack of 

time. The abundant fill of sandstone boulders indicates that the cave was formed near a 

contact with adjacent or overlying sandstone strata, and as such is potentially important for 

understanding the geological history of the area. The stream flow rate on the day of our visit 

was estimated to be 150 l/s. 
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Tham Nok Aen 

Access: N 17.57091  E 105.84433  203 m 

From the village of Ban Thongxam, it takes 1 hour 30 minutes to the entrance of the cave by 

easy walking along the Houay Hok. It is desirable to be guided by the villagers of Ban 

Thongxam. 

 

History: The cave is described in a tourism brochure for Hin Nam No NPA. Our visit was the 

first by speleologists to the cave, and no cartographic survey of the cave had been made 

prior to our visit. The cave was occupied by North Vietnamese soldiers during the war.  

 

Description: The cave is accessed from the upstream entrance, where there is a large 

gallery about 30 m in diameter.  From the upstream entrance the other end of the tunnel can 

be seen about 150 meters away, filled with water that covers the width of the gallery, with 

some deep pools. A sandy, parallel gallery lies just to the west and is slightly elevated and 

was dry at the time of our visit. From this parallel gallery a side gallery leads up a slope to 

another, higher entrance (+27 m), and there are several other ‘fossil’ galleries with boulders.  

The downstream end of this tunnel cave is a wide collapsed porch, cluttered with large 

blocks. The water continues to the east of the cavity in a short canyon-shaped tunnel before 

emerging into the open air. Also in the east, the river has dug small galleries which are 

clogged quickly. 

The stream flow rate was estimated to be 20 l/s on the day of our visit.  
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Tham Pak Tham 

Access: N 17.56761  E 105.84184  210 m 

From the village of Ban Thongxam, the cave is reached in 1 hour of easy walking (about 3 

km) across the rice paddies and along the Houay Hok stream which emerges from the cave. 

This tunnel cave is the shortest of the 3 caves along the Houay Hok. 

 

History: A first description and map of the cave was reported by Mouret and Brouquisse 

(1996) in a confidential publication. A brief description of the cave is given in the "Nature 

Trails in Hin Nam No" tourism brochure for Hin Nam No NPA. 

 

Description: A significant boulder at the downstream entrance porch has created a dam that 

retains the water level in the downstream part of the cave, forcing one to swim through deep 

water for more than half of the course of the main stream gallery. Halfway along, on the west 

wall is a steeply ascending gallery provides access to a second, high entrance (climbing is 

necessary). Continuing upstream, a waterfall [rapids?] is reached, beyond which one can 

walk up a sloping path punctuated by several basins. The gallery takes on a canyon-like 

shape to the upstream entrance a few meters away. This third entrance area is littered with 

rock breakdown. 

Reference: 

Mouret C., Brouquisse F., Vacquié J.F., Benoit P., Ferron C., Foucart H., Lordon J., 1996: 

The underground karst in the upper valley of the Nam Ngo, central Laos. Report to the Lao 

government, typed, 9 p.  
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Tham Pha Hom 

Access: N 17.52621  E 105.81706  170 m 

The cave is located in an isolated karst outcrop just south of the village of Ban Dou, and has 

multiple entrances. 

 

History: During the first visit by speleologists to the Nam Ngo valley in 1996, Brouquisse et 

al. (1996) made a brief reconnaissance of the cave without making a survey, and reported 

that "a few hundred meters may exist in the piton" (Mouret et al, 1996). With nearby villages 

and the accessibility of this cave with multiple entrances, the cave has been important for 

human activities, at least in the recent past, as evidenced by the many graffiti marks made at 

the entrances. Our survey of the cave allowed us to find traces of a prolonged occupation 

during the second Indochina war. The Ho Chi Minh trail passed only a few kilometers from 

here. 

Description: From the four entrances that open on the northeast side of the outcrop, near the 

village of Ban Dou, the cave is a labyrinthine area of anastomosing galleries, with a clearly 

discernable airflow. One of southern galleries leads to a very crumbly area with multiple 

ways on, one of which leads to entrance 5, located above the main entrance galleries (+ 21 

m). There are higher level galleries with keyhole sections, and chert (layers or nodules?) in 

the bedrock. 

Returning to the crumbly room, there is a narrow streambed filled with clay sediments that is 

currently accessible, but that will soon be impenetrable. Following the airflow leads to a 

narrow passageway with sediment fill amid breakdown blocks and a small gallery which 

soon becomes a very comfortable gallery. The gallery leads directly to the entrance 6, with 

entrance 7 located upslope and to the west (+18 m). Near these entrances we find multiple 

anastomoses. Several galleries lead to areas containing evidence of human occupation of 

the cave during the war, such as bamboo cots, a kitchen area with a fireplace and utensils, 

baskets, mattresses made from palm fronds, etc. 

Karstification: The cave was formed in a limestone outcrop by fluctuations in the base level, 

with ancient floors to + 20 m above the present base level, and stream down-cutting by uplift 

of the massif. It contains forms of down-cutting in an embedded system, but mostly 

paragenetic galleries at current levels. The karst outcrop is also strongly tectonized as 

indicated by the connecting galleries between the two sets of entrances.  
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