
Ng Shui Meng is the wife of  
Sombath Somphone. A Singaporean, 
she moved to Laos to live with her 
husband in 1986.  In Laos, Shui Meng 
worked with several organizations 
on women’s empowerment, before 
joining Unicef in 1989. Shui Meng 
retired from Unicef in 2008. 

On December 15, 2012 Sombath 
Somphone was disappeared in front 
of  a police post in Vientiane. Since that 
day, Shui Meng has devoted all of  her 
energy to seeking the safe return of  
her husband. This memoir is dedicated 
to her husband and documents 
his life and work and how he was 
disappeared. 

Shui Meng continues to live in 
Vientiane where she helps run a fair 
trade handcrafts business and a small 
organic farm as part of  Sombath’s 
enduring legacy.

Silencing of a Laotian Son: 
The Life, Work and Enforced 
Disappearance of Sombath 
Somphone is a wife’s sensitive and 
thoughtful portrayal of  a poor village 
boy’s life journey to improve the lives 
of  rural communities in Laos, and his 
subsequent enforced disappearance on 
December 15, 2012 in front of  a police 
post in Vientiane.  

The book describes how Sombath’s 
ground-breaking community and 
youth development work earned him 
widespread recognition as Laos’ leading 
development specialist. 

It also documents the Lao authority’s 
cynical denial of  state involvement 
in Sombath’s disappearance and his 
wife Shui Meng’s tireless and agonizing 
struggle to rally international support to 
secure Sombath’s safe return.
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This book .... is about Laos over the sweep of more than a half century 
of multiple traumas and changes that always seem to have left those 
who form the soul of the country to pick up the pieces. It is also 
about being caught in the middle of polarised worlds ... Sombath 
ultimately falls foul of ideologues and bullies – despite his gentleness 
and supreme cultural skills in dealing with such people and forces ... 
ultimately it is about the durability of Sombath’s ideas and practices 
based on basic humanism ....

Philip Hirsch, Emeritus Professor University of Sydney, Australia

.... In place of silence, people are joining across communities, 
countries and continents to stand with Sombath and Shui-Meng Ng, 
to demand, loudly and clearly, truth and justice. You are not alone, we 
are many, we trust in our common humanity.

International Organising Committee of the Asia Europe People’s Forum

.... The powerful figures who directed that Sombath Somphone 
be made to disappear probably thought that his disappearance 
would soon be forgotten. How wrong they were! For the past nine 
years Sombath’s disappearance has frequently come back to haunt 
authorities in the Lao PDR ... with demands for a full accounting of 
what has happened to him.

Jon Ungphakorn, Thai human rights activist, former elected member 
of the Thai Senate and Ramon Magsaysay awardee, 2005

.... Significantly this book is a very concrete manifestation of how 
the struggle of the families of the disappeared have immortalised the 
memories of their disappeared loved ones. Sombath through this 
book and the struggle of Shui Meng will always live in the memory of 
the people of Laos ... for his contributions towards the people ...

Khurram Parvez, Chairperson of 
Asian Federation Against Involuntary Disapperances

.... It is hard to read Silencing of a Laotian Son: The Life, Work and 
Enforced Disappearance of Sombath Somphone without a sense of 
growing indignation. It calls on us to remember Somphone. He took 
risks to improve the lives of others and suffered for it. 

J. Malcolm Garcia, the author of The Forced Disappearance of Sombath Somphone, 
recipient of the Studs Terkel Prize and the Sigma Delta Chi Award for journalism

Shui-Meng’s narrative ... is a tribute to the values for which Sombath 
was taken on the evening of December 15, 2012.   

Michel Goffin, European Union Head of Mission (2012–16)
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