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for that is the trade with Japan and China could only be carried on through
the Siamese because thase countries refused to trade with people who were
of Christian faith.

The kings of Siam considered that trade within their kingdom was
theirs by right and welcomed all foreigners, regard less of nationality and
faith, to come and trade in the country.

Thus Ayudhya, at the height of her prosperity, was said to have no
less than 40 nationalities settling down in the capital. The kings even went
so far as to employ foreigners in all their important posts.

There arose great rivalry which was the occasion of frequent battles
between the €nglish and the Dutch, the Portuguese and the Spaniards.

It went even against the interests of all European traders themselves who
also wanted to have opportunities of trading on their own and thus enriching
themselves.

The French on the otherhand were interested in missionary work and then
later in territorial expansion.

They had an eye on overpowering Siam when they sent a friendly
mission to King Narai in 1685. King Narai then sent the famous mission in
return to King Louise 14th at Versailles in 168606.

Unfortunately Ayudhya fell to war with the Burmese in 1767 and was
totally destroyed.

After the fall of Ayudhya, Siam rose to her glory again in the reign of
King Mongkut during the so called Rattanakosin €ra.

In 1851, when King Mongkut mounted the throne of Siam, the €uropean
powers had taken possession of large parts of Asia, and they were preparing to
increase their holdings still further. He was one of the very few Asian leaders
who could match the empire builders in skill. While other rulers were either
fighting hopeless battles or giving in to the conguerors, he kept his country
free.

While others sought to withdraw into safety by shutting out western
influences, he recognized, as the Japanese were to recognize a few years later,
that the only way for an Asian country to survive was to absorb there influences
and modernize itself. He had seen what happened when China tried to shut
out the west: almost alone among his countrymen he realized that the Chinese

were really beaten in the Opium Wars; he did not believe their propaganda that



they were granting treaty rights to the British only as a gracious compromise.
The Siamese must not follow their example; they would have to break with the
conservative isolationism of the recent past, admit foreign trade and foreign
ideas, revamp their old institutions. Their future rulers would have to learn the
intricacies of western thought and science, diplomacy and statecraft.

He had a sense of urgency. What western nations had taken centuries
to do, Siam must accomplish in decades. He transformed the country’s whole
outlook. Establishing diplomatic relations with €ngland, France and America he
opened the land to a life-giving flow of foreign commerce. He opened men’s minds
to new ideas. He set up printing presses, built roads and canals, and issued
the first modern currency to take care of the requirements of his country’s
expanded trade. He reformed the administration, installed foreign advisers in
government departments, called in European officers to improve the army and
organize a police force. He reaffirmed the freedom of religion and encouraged
the Christian missionaries in their educational and medical work. He improved
the condition of the slaves. He insisted that the law should treat all ranks of
men impartially.

His reforms constitute one of the strangest revolutions in history. They
were not at all dictated by popular opinion, for there was no such thing at
the time. Nor were their concessions extorted from a monarch by a group of
young liberals ....,.... for he himself was both the monarch and the leader of the
liberals.

The spectacle of an absolute monarch voluntarily taking such bold steps
in the direction of modern democracy at a time when his subjects had never
even dreamed of the idea is a paradox that bewilders a westerner’s imagination.
Yet it is a spectacle that fits well with the best traditions of Buddhism: he was
neither the first nor the last Siamese ruler to prove himself more progressive
than his subjects.

Thus the reign of King Mongkut was one of the most remarkable epochs
in Siamese history. In a short period of only 17 years, when the country was
feeling the pressure of Western expansionism for the first time, a series of
treaties were signed with, among others, Britain (1855), France (1856), and
the USA (1856). These ended the crown monopoly on trade and opened the
country to western commerce.

On the demise of King Mongkut, his son Prince Chulalongkorn succeeded
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to the throne of Siam.

He was a mere boy of 15 in feeble health. This was not an auspicious
climate for any new ruler. The only factor in the boy’s favor was the invaluable
training he had received form his father. Chulalongkorn was the beneficiary of
a superb and balanced education that combined both classical Thai and
modern Western elements. He had also enjoyed a valuable apprenticeship at his
father’s side.

The King ascended the throne in 1868 and reigned for 42 years until
his death in 1910. During that time he became one of the world’s best-known
monarchs, celebrated in literature and drama. Thais remember and revere him
as a paragon of learning, accomplishment and dynamism, the man who more
than any brought their ancient nation into the modern world.

During these 2 reigns, most of Asia were colonized by Britain and france
leaving Siam at stake in the middle.

While €ngland was nibbling off the castern and Southern fringes of the
kingdom, France, in order to come up with €nglish influence, jumped by leaps
and bounds towards the Menam form the cast. Even then the €nglish would
keep out lest France should retort that €ngland was doing the same thing. Thus
both advanced their progress towards the middle, and the two giants came to
touch in the North at Muang Singh, or Chieng Kheng. It was there that the one
tried to stop the other from advancing so as to prejudice each other’s interest.

Thus opened the new episode of the clash of interest of the great Powers,

By the early 1880s, as France slowly put the humiliation of its defeat by
Prussia behind it, the voices of the enthusiasts for colonial expansion were
growing stronger, and among them were advocates of a renewed effort to
establish steam navigation on the Mekong above Indo-China. The ultimate goal
was the same as that which had been pursued by Garnier ...,... the hope of
finding a way to access the fabled riches of China. The political imperative was
the presumed need to pre-empt a British advance from their bases in Burma
towards the Mekong and so into southwestern China.

Hence in 1893 the French seized the whole of what is now Laos. Feeling
of the €nglish ran high, but they did nothing to stop French expansion. They
were not ready to spread their power which was so thinly scattered over a
wide area already, from India to Burma and Malaya. Once the French were still

far away from their Indian and Burmese frontiers they could still afford to wait.



However the €nglish sympathy, at least from private individuals, was by this
time on the side of Siam.

That same year the French gunboats in defiance of treaty and, it was
said, without orders from the French Government, forced their way up the
Menam......... Two ultimatums had been presented by France, and in each case
compliance was made by Siam. Under the first Siam recognized the rights
asserted by Cambodia and Annam (in the name of the French Republic) to the
territory on the left bank of the Mekhong (with all the islands in the river);
promised to evacuate all ports on that territory within a month; agreed to give
satisfaction for all acts of aggression on French subjects, including pecuniary
indemnities and punishment of the guilty persons; undertook to pay 3,000,000
francs on various counts as damages. Under the second ultimatum france was
given the right to occupy for a time the port of Chantabun, while no Siamese
were to come within twenty - five kilometers of the Mekhong, nor any Siamese
armed vessel to navigate the Tonle-Sap Lake; and Siam further undertook to
negotiate a Treaty of Commerce with France. All these points were conceded
by the helpless Siamese.

Three years later Britain and France came to an understanding that
they would both respect the integrity of Siam at least in the Menam and Bang
Pakong Rivers Valleys in 1896. Thus both gained credit in the eyes of Siam
of guaranteeing her independence. This credit was more on the €nglish side
for being less aggressive. On the other hand €ngland did not wish France to
interfere in the Malay Peninsula, as Deloncle and de Lesseps already indicated
an interest of cutting a canal across the isthmus of Kra, which would ruin the
economic interest of €nglish colonies in Malaya. This led €ngland to make Siam
promise her never to allow anybody to come and interfere, invest, seize land,
or even employ for any purpose in any place south of Bang Tapan, and if there
should be any force compelling her to give this advantage, €ngland would come
in and help.

Why was King Chulalongkorn so intent on reform? One obvious reason
was to shore up his insecure throne. But also lurking in the King’s mind was
an external threat.

European ambitions in the region were becoming overt and aggressive
in the late 19th century. The colonial expansions of Britain, France and other

powers were in full steam. A way had to be found to resist €uropean
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imperialism, in both political and commercial terms. To confront the colonial
powers openly would have courted disaster; to shut off his kingdom from the
outside world and oppose foreign concepts and thinking would also have led to
catastrophe.

king Chulalongkorn decided on a third option, constructive engagement
with the colonial powers. He did this by opening up the country to the West
through skillful diplomacy, yielding concessions without giving up sovereignty.
The Kking was also buying time to consolidate his powen through
a modernization drive.

The miraculous preservation of Siam’s independence and sovereignty,
in contrast to the experience of other Asian countries, was due in large
measure to the King’s reforms, diplomatic skills and ability to consolidate
central authority. Theses were the qualities that endeared him to his subjects.

King Chulalongkorn was indeed a symbol of an enlightened age in Siamese
history. Through his leadership and vision, a traditional Southeast Asian Kingdom
was transformed into a modern nation.

The chief aim of this book is to provide a readable historical account based
on contemporary sources. In order to draw the reader into actual reports from
International Press at the time. To rely upon interpretations by original first
- hand accounts.

In particular | have consciously avoided to react upon standardized
nationalistic myths about what happened in Siam, preferring to make my own
judgment after immersing in the available documents of the time.This book
may thus be regarded as a fresh, admittedly personal look at old sources

material.
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