
 

 
 
 
 
VII. “THE NATION’S RESPECT AND ADORATION”
 
 

Your constant compass if you would avoid shipwreck must be utter goodness and 
integrity of character.
 

King Bhumibol received this advice in early 1950. He was aboard the diesel liner Selandia 
with his 17-year-old fiancée Sirikit, on his way to Thailand. It was a long journey, via the 
Suez Canal, Aden, Colombo, Penang, Port Swettenham, Malacca and Singapore. The last 
time he had been aboard the Selandia was as a boy 11 years before, on his way back to 
Switzerland, with his protective and assertive mother Sangwan and his brother, King Ananda. 
Now Ananda was dead, and Sangwan was unwell and could not make the trip. The young 
Thai king had plenty of time to think about what lay head of him, and to feel afraid.
 
A letter of encouragement from Francis Sayre, son-in-law of former U.S. President Woodrow 
Wilson and a foreign policy advisor to King Prajadhipok, arrived for him during the journey. 
Sayre – who had been awarded the title Phraya Kanlayana Maitri for his services to Siam – 
told Rama IX to be strong:
 

Do not let yourself become discouraged. The Thai people… yearn to have back in 
their midst their king and leader. They will be loyal and true to you…
 
Follow the pathway which your father always followed, the pathway of selfless 
service for his country and its people. Your ideals like his must be kept untarnished 
and shining…
 
Nothing else will so surely win your people’s hearts and strengthen your reign. 

 
Bhumibol admitted he was daunted by the great challenge ahead of him. Being king of Siam 
was a huge responsibility and a great burden, and sometimes he was full of doubt:
 

You know Siam much better than I do. I shall try not to get discouraged, although 
sometimes I nearly got discouraged even in Switzerland. But I know I must hold on 
[to] what I think is the right thing to do, and I can assure you I shall try my best.
 

Meanwhile, international media mocked his apparent reluctance to go home:
 

Three times … the young (22) King had been rumored on the way home from the 
villa in Lausanne, Switzerland to which he went two months after his brother's 
death. Three times something (a Siamese coup, an automobile accident or a mere 
change of plans) had interfered. Meanwhile, as the King spent his days going to 
school, organizing a swing band, tinkering with his cameras and driving his cars from 
Switzerland to Paris, royal duties piled up in Bangkok.

 
Last week gangling, spectacled Phumiphon was on the Red Sea in the steamship 
Selandia, with his pretty fiancée, 17-year-old Siamese Princess Sirikit Kitiyakara 
at his side. In Bangkok's downtown dance halls, where Siam's hepcats curve their 
fingers backward and dance the rumwong, the hit of the week was a song composed 
by the royal jitterbug Phumiphon himself:

 
The little bird in a lonely flight
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Thinks of itself and feels sad . . .
 

[Homing Bird, Time, March 20, 1950]
 
Rama IX had been gone from Siam for nearly four years. He had been free from the 
ponderous and suffocating rituals of the Grand Palace and away from the bloodied memories 
of the Barompiman Hall. He had enjoyed himself. 
 

As the months passed, Lek drifted back into his old identity, but life was more 
difficult without Elder Brother. To make things easier, Lek pushed aside the dark 
memories of Bangkok…
 
Back in the snug privacy of the only real home he’d had, Lek could go out and do as 
he pleased, see anyone, speak freely. He relaxed back into the reassuring certainties 
of familiar western classrooms. In Bangkok, he’d had to cope with an elite whose 
names were hard to remember and kept changing so that he would think he was 
dealing with several different personages until they turned out to be one and the 
same. It had been equally hard to get a grip on places, institutions and beliefs: the 
names were slippery and the gods switched faces and purposes. Here at university, 
everything was concrete: information stayed the same from one lesson to another. 
[Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]

 
But after he crashed his Fiat 500 Topolino into a truck outside Lausanne in October 1948 
and was blinded in his right eye, he stopped attending classes. The longer he stayed away 
from Thailand, the worse his reputation became among the international media. He was often 
portrayed as spoiled and slightly strange:
 

When his brother died, it was felt that the new king should switch his educational 
emphasis from architecture, which he was then studying, to law. Dutifully 
Phumiphon attended a law course at Lausanne University, but because of his auto 
accident studying gave him such a headache that he has not been back since. Since 
then, however, he has shown his regard for the law by the pleasant little ceremony 
with which he greets each new day: awakened by one of his twin aides, he takes from 
him a law book along with his coffee and croissants. Occasionally the king looks at 
the book. Other times he uses it as a prop for his pillow and lies back to contemplate 
the ceiling. In these restful moments his thoughts generally wander to music, more 
specifically to Johann Sebastian Bach. Back, the king has declared, “is the daddy of 
us all.”
 
After a suitable period of such reflection the king (so each of his Lausanne days has 
usually gone) rises and proceeds to his gadget-cluttered study. Here he smilingly 
confronts a piano (with organ attachment), desk, movie screen, movie projector, film-
editing machinery, radios, wire recorders and models of ships of the Siamese navy. 
Amid this disarray King Phumiphon attends to the mail from Bangkok. Mostly the 
mail is light, a fill-in on the local situation from his uncle, Prince Regent Rangsit of 
Chainad, or a few bills to be paid. Then the king lunches with his mother and spends 
the afternoon out taking pictures if the weather is good, indoors working over his 
musical scores if it rains. Evenings he spends chatting with his mother, reading the 
Bangkok magazines and technical books on photography or, occasionally, touring the 
local nightspots. About once a week a group of boys come in for their jam session. 
[John Stanton, Young King With a Horn, Life, February 20, 1950]

 
Music was the best therapy for Bhumibol, according to William Stevenson:
 

Jazz was the only activity which had saved his sanity in Siam… Now, jazz connected 
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him with the Elder Brother of the old carefree days. How baffling those brief 
months in Bangkok all seemed. He had to go back. But what did he have to offer? 
[Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

Bhumibol’s grief about the past and worries over the future were compounded by concern for 
his mother Sangwan. She was devastated by Ananda’s death:

 
The Princess Mother suffered mental depression of a kind that would destroy a 
lesser person. Added to the trauma of seeing her son die was a palace environment 
from which cruel gossip was relayed to the ordinary people for whom she had real 
respect. It was being said that she thought her first son was weak; that she wanted 
to be founder of a strong new line of kings; that she had attended to the preparation 
of Nan’s body inhumanely with cool detachment. The truth was that her simple 
Buddhist faith taught her death was only a door we all had to pass through. She tried 
not to search for some mistake she might have made leading to the tragedy, and 
concentrated on practicalities. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

Back in Siam, duties and problems awaited. Forces of communism and capitalism were in 
conflict across Indochina. Thailand was already being seen as a crucial battleground:
 

Siam wants its King back. Siamese diplomats complain that a big backlog of kingly 
business has jammed up during the monarch’s prolonged absence…
 
More important are the political fires blazing all around Siam. Siam, as Asia goes 
these days, outwardly seems snug and insular, with that oddly idyllic quality that 
led British soldiers during the last war to dub in “Toyland”. It is rich and not 
overcrowded. Its food production is more than enough to keep everyone well fed. 
It boasts a balanced budget, a favourable trade balance and a low price level. Its 
people, from the wealthiest noblemen to the lowliest tappers in the rubber plantations, 
are happier than in almost any Asiatic country these days. But the Communist ring 
is getting tighter around Siam and there are three million Chinese in the country, 
presumably susceptible to Communist infiltration. In such circumstances, the 
government feels that its hand may well be strengthened by the presence of the king, 
even though, of course, his constitutional ministers rule for him. Despite his long 
absence, Phumiphon is extremely popular in Siam. His songs, Love and My Heart 
and ‘Tis Sundown, are hits in Bangkok; and whenever His Majesty’s picture appears 
on a Siamese movie screen, the audience rises and applauds. [John Stanton, Young 
King With a Horn, Life, February 20, 1950]

 
Bhumibol told Stevenson that it was his concerns about the spread of communism that made 
him realize he had to return:
 

He was jerked back to… reality when he saw the caption under a newspaper 
photograph of Chairman Mao Zedong in a grey tunic at Beijing’s Gate of Heavenly 
Peace on 1st October, 1949… US President Truman said: ‘Thailand is the only 
sovereign and independent country in South East Asia… That is where we must 
make our stand against international communism and that is why it is international 
communism’s chief target.’
 
When he heard this, Lek knew he had to go back. He would cremate Ananda’s body, 
get crowned and marry Sirikit quickly, so that she could take over as queen if he were 
killed. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]

 
There was plenty of grim news from Thailand too, with troubling political developments and 
swirling intrigue about Ananda’s death. Indeed, the two could not really be separated: the 
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shooting of Rama VIII had unleashed a maelstrom of scheming that had sucked Bhumibol in 
from the start and showed no signs of abating. And it had begun to claim more lives.
 
After Rama IX’s return to Lausanne in August 1946, royalists and Democrat Party rightists 
opposed to Pridi Banomyong had continued to insinuate that he had been behind a plot to 
murder Ananda. Pridi stepped aside as prime minister on August 21,1946, exhausted by 
having to fend off intrigue and false accusations, which he estimated took up 80 percent of his 
time. He took the position of senior statesman, while another leading former member of the 
Free Thai movement, Admiral Thamrong Navaswadhi, became prime minister. 
 
On October 31, the inquiry commission presented its official report on Ananda’s death:
 

The official report… of the commission which inquired into the death of King 
Ananda Mahidol, who was found shot in his palace on June 9, ruled out the 
possibility of an accident.
 
The report said the position of the wound suggested either suicide or assassination 
but the position of the body pointed to assassination. No verdict was possible on the 
evidence submitted. Investigations are to continue.
 
The commission received the report of a medical committee of 20 who were said to 
be unanimous only on the cause of death – a bullet entering the forehead and passing 
out at the back of the skull. The muzzle had been held within five centimetres (less 
than two inches) of the forehead, it was stated. (Reuters, Siamese King’s Death 
Suicide or Assassination, November 1, 1946]

 
The initial public statements that King Ananda accidentally shot himself had been made at 
the behest of Rangsit and the royalists, who refused to countenance any public suggestion 
that Rama VIII had committed suicide. The princes, politicians and officials who gathered 
downstairs at the Barompiman Hall on June 9 to debate how to break the news to the people 
of Thailand were well aware that suicide was a far more likely than a scenario in which 
Ananda had been inspecting a Colt .45 while lying on his back in bed without his spectacles 
on, somehow pressed both the trigger and the safety catch, and shot himself in the head 
by mistake. But now that doctors had stated the obvious – the accident explanation was 
bogus – princes and Democrat Party politicians seized on this to accuse Pridi of a highly 
suspicious cover-up. It had, of course, been a cover-up, but it was a cover-up the royalists had 
demanded. 
 
However, it was a shock that forensic and medical evidence suggested that even suicide 
was highly unlikely, and that King Ananda had most probably been murdered. This made 
the political atmosphere even more feverish. The government failed to formally respond 
until November 28, when a cabinet sub-committee recommended that a whole new police 
investigation into the death should be held. As Associated Press reported:
 

The action was tantamount to the rejection of a report by an official commission 
of inquiry that concluded that the young king died as a result of either suicide or 
assassination. [Associated Press, New Study of King’s Death, November 26, 1946] 

 
The police took another seven months to set up an investigation, and by November 1947, 
more than 16 months after Rama VIII was shot dead in his bed, they had failed to make any 
apparent progress in solving the case. 
 
To many people, this lack of urgency appeared clear evidence that Pridi and the government 
had something to hide. They had falsely claimed Ananda’s death was an accident. And now 
that an independent commission, with expert medical advice, had declared it was almost 
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certainly murder, they were failing to make any real effort to investigate.
 
Three broad groups were fighting over power during this period: militarists, royalists, and 
pro-Pridi leftists. The royalists – including most senior princes and the Democrat Party – were 
determined to rebuild the power and prestige of the palace, but were having limited success 
making any headway at the polls: in elections held in July 1946, Pridi’s supporters had won 
57 seats and the Democrats only 11. The militarist clique around Phibun – which by no means 
contained all members of the military - had been disgraced by his actions during the war. 
Phibun had also repeatedly shown himself to be hostile to the palace when he had been in 
power – he wanted to elevate himself to the position of Thailand’s fascist leader, and render 
royalty obsolete. Pridi, meanwhile, had done his best to safeguard the status of the palace as 
the symbolic centre of Thailand’s constitutional monarchy, although he had no inclination 
to grovel to the royals and did not support major political power being restored to unelected 
Chakris. He had protected the palace against Phibun’s efforts to eclipse it. And now he was in 
the ascendancy and was overseeing genuine progress towards democracy. 
 
This proved unacceptable to the princes and the so-called Democrat Party. They still 
harboured ambitions to restore the pre-eminence of the palace in Thai politics. They came 
to see Pridi as a greater threat than Phibun – despite all the clear evidence to the contrary 
in Siam’s recent history. And so the royalists made their pact with the devil: they sought an 
alliance with their old enemy, Phibun Songkram:
 

It was… during this period that the efforts to build up an affiliation between the 
Democrat Party, the political front of the conservatives-royalists, and the military 
clique appeared a real possibility…
 
The opposition never lacked issues with which it could effectively cudgel and 
discredit the Government… perhaps most importantly the unsolved and vexing 
mystery of King Ananda’s death. [Kobkua, Kings, Country, and Constitutions]
 

The royalists were exploiting the fact that the official inquiry into the shooting of Rama VIII 
had, as Handley says, “encouraged a belief that Pridi had engineered a cover-up to hide foul 
play and protect himself”. Phibun’s clique exploited it too:
 

Stoking the anti-Pridi fire as well were Phibun’s old army allies, who resented 
losing position and benefits to the Free Thai after the war. With Phibun’s backing, in 
March 1947 they formed a new party and began to agitate against the government. 
Surprisingly, the monarchists joined with them. The general postwar environment 
did the rest. During 1947, the economy deteriorated as rice shortages fueled high 
inflation. Corruption scandals buffeted Thamrong’s cabinet and were exploited by 
the opposition. The divisions became so tense that by May fears of civil war spread. 
Encouraged by the royalists, people began to imagine that Rama VIII’s death had cast 
a foreboding shadow across the land. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

On November 8, 1947, Phibun’s military clique overthrew the government in a military coup. 
The palace and the Democrat Party supported the move:
 

Phibun allies General Phin Choonhavan and General Kat Katsongkhram had sounded 
out not only the military leadership but also Khuang, Seni, and the palace. Through 
Kat’s son-in-law Prince Chakrabhand Phensiri and others, the coup makers were 
assured that the palace would go along. Although Phibun was plotting his own 
comeback, the princes decided Pridi was the more important foe. 
 
The coup showed just how far the palace had advanced politically since Ananda’s 
death. Phibun’s generals now saw the throne as crucial to their own legitimacy. With 
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the United States and England likely to object to the coup – Phibun was still viewed 
as a war criminal, for one thing – the generals attached themselves to the palace’s 
virtue in their justification for seizing power. While noting the people’s suffering, 
government corruption, and uncontrolled Chinese immigration, they emphasized that 
the coup was primarily a defense of royal prestige. They said the Pridi-Thamrong 
government had not respected the holy trinity of nation, religion, and king. General 
Kat explained that government corruption had demeaned the sacredness of the 
constitution signed by King Ananda, and that proof was in the appearance of vultures 
at the royal cremation ground, Sanam Luang. 
 
Vultures appeared in Ayutthaya before it fell to the Burmese, Kat reminded people, 
so the military had to intervene to rescue the kingdom. Moreover, the generals 
claimed to have conclusive evidence implicating Pridi in Ananda’s death, adding that 
he had also plotted to kill King Bhumibol to eliminate the monarchy altogether and 
replace it with a communist state…
 
Palace support for the coup was evident in how quickly the regent, Prince Rangsit, 
approved it. He gave his official acceptance in the king’s name in less than 24 hours, 
and immediately promulgated the new constitution the plotters had drafted. Some 
later accounts claimed that Rangsit had done so only at gunpoint. But the content of 
the new constitution, and Rangsit’s quick action on one particular clause, supports the 
view that the royalists had actually helped draft it, to the palace’s benefit. 
 
The preamble made the overthrow of the government sound like a pact between the 
generals and the throne. It read: “To meet this present grave situation, the majority 
of the Siamese people and members of the Siamese military forces have united in 
petitioning his majesty the king for the repeal of the present constitution and for the 
promulgation of a new constitution.” [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

Phibun and his cronies used the widespread popular belief that Pridi was hiding crucial 
evidence about Ananda’s death to legitimize their power grab. They were supported by the 
palace, and by the Pramoj brothers: ironically, the first major contribution of the Democrat 
Party to Thai politics was to join a conspiracy that crushed Thailand’s progress towards 
democracy. 
 
Troops were sent to arrest – and probably to kill – Pridi Banomyong. He fled Thailand with 
the help of the U.S. and British embassies; both countries remained grateful to him for his 
courageous wartime service running the Free Thai movement within Siam at enormous 
personal risk, and the American and British ambassadors were convinced he had nothing to 
do with Ananda’s death. He was given shelter by the British ambassador and spirited out of 
the country by boat. The deposed Prime Minister Thamrong went into hiding too.
 
The new regime declared that Pridi and his aide, naval Lieutenant Vacharachai 
Chaiyasithiwet – also on the run – were the masterminds of Rama VIII’s murder. And 
they arrested several alleged co-conspirators including Ananda’s former secretary Chaelo 
Pootomros and his two royal pages, But Pathamasarin and Chit Singhaseni:
 

The new Siamese Government today linked a secretary to the fugitive opposition 
leader, Pride Panymyong, with the assassination of King Ananda Mahidol, and said it 
had definite proof that the youthful monarch was murdered…
 
The military regime, which seized power in a bloodless coup last Sunday, said it had 
arrested seven persons, including four women scullery workers in the Royal Palace, 
as participants in the slaying of Ananda Mahidol.
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Liet. Gen. Phin Chunhawn, Deputy Supreme Commander of the Siamese army, said 
that Senior Lieut. Vajarachi Siddhivjev, a secretary to Pride Panymyong, was an 
eighth suspect in the assassination, but that he had disappeared. 
 
Those arrested were Chaliew Tradunros, secretary to the late King; palace attendants, 
Buth Talmasasarin and Chit Singhasena, and the four women…
 
“There is definite proof that his late Majesty was murdered,” General Chunhawn 
declared…
 
General Chunhawn said yesterday that several persons had been arrested in a plot 
to overthrow the new regime in a counter-revolt. He declared the plotters’ aim was 
to prevent the return of the King and to displace the constitutional monarchy with a 
republic.
 
He said members of the wartime Free Thai movement, in which Pride Panymyong 
was a leader, were involved in the plot. The plotters, General Chunhawn added, 
sought to use arms delivered to Siam by the Allies during the war. These weapons 
have remained hidden, he said. [Associated Press, Ananda Murdered, Siamese 
Declare, November 16, 1947]
 

The regime put Seni Pramoj’s brother-in-law Pinit Chongkadi, a police major-general, in 
charge of gathering evidence on Pridi’s alleged communist conspiracy to kill King Ananda. 
He travelled to London in May 1948 to enlist the help of eminent pathologist Keith Simpson, 
professor of forensic medicine in the University of London at Guy's Hospital and lecturer in 
forensic medicine at the University of Oxford. From looking at the evidence, Simpson’s view 
was that Ananda had clearly been shot dead by somebody – he had neither committed suicide 
nor shot himself in the head by accident:
 

On 13th May 1948, the Major-General came with an interpreter to see me in London. 
The question was still the same: accident, suicide, or murder?   
 
The King had been keenly interested in small firearms, and had often practiced 
shooting with Vacharachai. He had kept an American Army .45 Colt automatic in 
his bedside drawer. Could it have gone off accidentally while he was examining it? 
Would an intelligent man who knew anything about firearms inspect a pistol with the 
safety catch off and the magazine fully charged while lying in bed on his back, his 
head on the pillow and the pistol pointing at his forehead? The idea seemed wildly 
far-fetched, even apart from the fact that the King’s sight was so defective that he 
could not have examined anything without his spectacles, and at the time of his death 
these were lying on the bedroom table.   
 
The position of the body made suicide almost equally unlikely. In twenty years’ 
experience I had not seen a suicide shoot himself whilst lying flat on his back. No 
such case existed, so far as I knew. The suicide sits up or stands up to shoot himself.   
There were other strong indications against suicide. The pistol found at the King’s 
side was by his left hand, but he was right-handed. The wound, over the left eye, was 
not in one of the elective sites, nor a `contact’ discharge. The direction of fire was 
not inward towards the centre of the head. Furthermore the King had never hinted at 
suicide to anyone and had not been depressed at the time of his death.   
 
That left only murder, for which the evidence was very strong. I thought he had 
almost certainly been shot while dozing, and that unconsciousness had followed 
instantly. The muzzle of the pistol had evidently been close to but not against the 
skin, giving the King no warning or any chance to try to protect himself. ‘This is not 
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a case of suicidal discharge nor of accident, but one of deliberate killing by firearm,’ I 
concluded my report. 
 

Simpson was eventually paid for his services in a most unconventional manner:
 

I was sorry not to have been able to go to Bangkok, but I have a beautiful silver 
cigarette box with the Royal Palace engraved on it to remind me of the case. It was 
presented to me in London by Major-General Phra Phinik ‘on behalf of the King’. 
The fee for my services was paid curiously-at night, in cash, carefully counted out 
under a Cromwell Road lamp post near the Embassy – by arrangement! The reasons 
for this strange ceremony I never found out. [Simpson, Forty Years of Murder: an 
Autobiography]
 

On the afternoon of Wednesday, September 28, 1948, the King Ananda murder trial began. 
Chaleo, But and Chit were in the dock, as conspirators. The prosecution alleged that Pridi had 
masterminded the plot, and that his aide Lieutenant Vacharachai was the assassin who had 
sneaked into the Barompiman Hall to murder Rama VIII. With Pridi and Vacharachai still 
on the run, the three defendants were the best scapegoats the new regime could find to put on 
trial.
 
The trial and appeals were to drag on for more than six years. There is no doubt that the 
three accused were totally innocent and the charges against them were fabricated. The palace 
implicitly conceded this point in the late 1980s, and reverted to describing the incident as 
a “mystery”.
 
But Rama VIII’s death was not such a mystery as it has always been made out to be. As 
Somsak Jeamteerasakul has written, the circumstances of Ananda’s death recall Agatha 
Christie detective novels like Murder on the Orient Express, and Death on the Nile:
 

There was a limited space, only a limited number of people were involved and some 
have not been straight with the truth – we can think it through and explain what 
happened.

 
As multiple medical and forensic experts had made clear, all the evidence suggested that 
Ananda neither committed suicide nor shot himself through the head by mistake. He was shot 
by somebody else. 
 
But the theory that somebody got into the Grand Palace complex, then into the Barompiman 
Hall, located Ananda’s bedchamber, was fortunate enough to find the king still dozing even 
well after he usually awoke, shot him through the head, placed the king’s gun beside him to 
give the impression Rama VIII had committed suicide, and then made his escape, all without 
being seen by anyone, is simply not credible. It is absurd:
 

It is possible that someone unknown and unguessed-at entered and departed unseen 
by unfathomable means, such that not all the years since have produced any hint or 
rumour of that person or that means. All this is possible, in the amplitude of the word 
possible. But when the probability is nil, and the odds against almost infinitely great, 
mere possibility has no practical meaning. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

Ananda was almost certainly shot by somebody who lived or worked in the Barompiman 
Hall. And the only person whose movements are unclear that morning is Bhumibol 
Adulyadej. He has always claimed that around the time of his brother’s death, he was 
moving back and forth between his playroom and his bedroom, in the opposite wing of the 
Barompiman Hall from Ananda’s bedchamber. And he claims he never heard a shot – he 
heard shouting, and that prompted him to go and see what had happened, to find his brother 
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already lying dead in bed. But the royal nanny testified that she was in Bhumibol’s bedroom 
when she heard a gunshot, and raced to see what had happened: she made no mention 
of seeing Bhumibol. Moreover, there were two routes between Bhumibol’s quarters and 
Ananda’s, which meant he could have got in and out of his brother’s bedchamber without 
having been seen by the rest of those in the upper floor of the building.
 
From the start, all the speculation about the death of Rama VIII was framed in a way that 
suggested only three possibilities: he committed suicide, he shot himself in the head by 
mistake, or he was murdered by an intruder. But there is a fourth possibility, and the fact 
that it was never mentioned in official discussion of the possible scenarios is in itself very 
significant.
 
Ananda could have been killed by accident, but not by his own hand. His brother could have 
shot him by mistake. And this is the overwhelming likelihood.
 
Rayne Krueger’s meticulous investigation into Ananda’s death in The Devil’s Discus 
discusses at considerable length the possibility that Bhumibol shot his brother:
 

The accident theory has been shown to be almost worthless, but this has been on the 
assumption that Ananda was alone when he died. However, the fact that the boys 
always played with their guns together, and the less well-known fact that the high-
spirited Bhoomipol sometimes playfully pointed a gun at Ananda who sternly told 
him not to, has given rise to a far more persuasive theory, which continues to be held 
by most Westerners. It is that Bhoomipol visited the sick Ananda and while they were 
playing with the .45 he accidentally fired it. 
 
No one ever gave more authority to this idea than Bhoomipol himself, by his 
extraordinary change from gaiety throughout his seventeen years preceding Ananda’s 
death to unsmiling gravity in the following fourteen. The resilience of youth, and the 
Siamese trait of quickly forgetting disagreeable events, appeared in him to have been 
overborne by an emotion which many interpret as remorse or guilt. 
 
The evidence in the regicide case also gives ample scope for speculation. Before 
the fatal shot, the Royal Nanny and Bhoomipol were in and out of the playroom 
and Bhoomipol’s bedroom at the same time. She was in the bedroom putting away 
movie films when she heard the shot and rushed out, while Bhoomipol said he heard 
not a shot but a shout which drew him from the playroom. This difference is as 
odd as their lack of reference to each other in their respective testimonies; indeed 
Bhoomipol even said he saw no one. Moreover he said the shout drew him out to 
the front porch where, directly along the front corridor to Ananda’s study, he met 
the lady-in-waiting. If indeed the study door was for some reason left unlocked, it is 
theoretically possible for him to have gone this way to Ananda, and after the accident 
run out by the same door, unremarked by the two pages in the back corridor outside 
the dressing-room but encountering the lady-in-waiting.
 
Then there is the Princess Mother’s agitated conversation with him which Butr 
allegedly overheard when the body was being washed, “Whatever you wish to do, do 
it!” The explanation of this could be that Bhoomipol wished to confess to the Palace 
Meeting going on below. An equally incriminating interpretation can be placed on his 
cri de coeur to the Royal Physician that evening, “You can’t leave me in a situation 
like this.” 
 
Strangely, no inquiry was made at the regicide trial whether Ananda was right- or 
left-handed. He was in fact right-handed. Yet the pistol was by his left hand. Note 
also that the cabinet containing the pistol was on his left side, and the fatal wound 
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above his left eye. These facts may mean that Bhoomipol got the pistol out as he 
stood next to his brother’s bed, playfully pointed it, accidentally fired it, and after 
an instant of stupefied horror let it drop and ran out: the pistol could then have been 
where it was found. 
 
Now however unfavourable all this is to Bhoomipol, how much more so does it 
become if the theory were not one of accident but murder. The notion that he visited 
Ananda then tends to indicate sinister intent, else he would have used the dressing-
room entrance where the two pages were stationed (to his knowledge, since he had 
spoken to them there). A clear motive can be presumed, the ambition to be King. 
He had the opportunity. No one saw him at the crucial moments. He knew where 
the .45 was, and how to use it. Add to these circumstances his demeanour during 
the years following, which suggested an emotion outside ordinary grief. Add the 
alleged equivocal passage between himself and his mother. Add the unreliability of 
his testimony in that he said he never heard the shot though the Royal Nanny did, that 
he never saw anyone though he could hardly have missed seeing the Nanny if he was 
where he said he was, and that he never noticed where Ananda’s right (that is, firing) 
arm was though everyone else did. Add, finally, his conversation that night with the 
Royal Physician, when besides asking him not to leave him he spoke in favour of the 
accident theory although he should have known that the .45’s safety device, if not 
Ananda’s habitual caution, rendered the theory highly improbable. 
 
The resulting tally of suspicion is such that had Prince Bhoomipol been charged 
with regicide, and precisely the same reasoning and attitude been applied by the 
judges as they adopted in convicting the three accused, he must certainly have been 
condemned. 
 

Having set out a compelling case that by far the most likely scenario is that Bhumibol killed 
his brother, Krueger then goes on to rather casually dismiss it:
 

Strip it down and what are we left with but faint shadows and surmise. The same 
simple reason that makes the impartial observer reject the case against them must 
also acquit Bhoomipol: there is absolutely no evidential link between him and the 
shooting. 
 
Had he and Ananda been known to have quarrelled, or if Bhoomipol had ever 
expressed hatred towards Ananda, or had he been seen in the proximity of Ananda’s 
quarters just before or just after the shooting, or had the pistol been in his possession 
immediately before the shooting, or had the two pages heard him talking to Ananda 
or moving about in Ananda’s room, or had there been any suggestion by the lady-
in-waiting that Bhoomipol approached her not from the direction of his quarters but 
Ananda’s, or had the conversations with his mother and the doctor not admitted of 
other explanations – had there been by any means whatever any such link between 
Bhoomipol and the shooting, suspicion might begin to take root. But there was none.
 
Nor do the surrounding factors indicate guilt. The two boys “club” in the grounds 
of the Villa Watana was scarcely behind them: the bond of fraternal intimacy was 
especially strong, and with their mother they had been a singularly united family...
 
Nothing suggests a desire to occupy the throne. He had known from birth that it was 
not his, and he had seen enough to know that it was a very doubtful privilege. Even 
if he nevertheless wanted it at all costs, his intelligence would scarcely have let him 
choose a bright morning with people everywhere, including two pages at the very 
door. This jazz-loving, conspicuously gay youth never gave the slightest hint in his 
life or character to suggest the impulsive murderer or the possessor of a homicidal 

10
 



 

rage. And when his conduct in the hours after the shooting is examined, one gets no 
impression of a youth who had just been the perpetrator either of murder or of a most 
dreadful accident. 
 
His conduct beyond that immediate time is understandable enough. The shock of 
seeing his brother suddenly dead; and then the hours with his prostrate mother by 
Ananda’s corpse, the macabre rites culminating in the closing of the silver urn, the 
treachery which the royal family gradually became convinced lay behind Ananda‟s 
death, and the threat to his own life implicit in such treachery, were not the only 
experiences that broke upon him after the sheltered, safe and unselfconscious 
life which he had always known. To the traumatic effect of Ananda’s death was 
added the fact that he was suddenly King, Lord of Life, Protector of a nation, and 
answerable to history for his conduct. Finally, he was less delicately perceptive in 
human relations than Ananda; and this meant a harder dynamic that responded hardly 
to so convulsive an event in his young life that previously had been insulated from 
the realities of either peace or war. 
 
Bhoomipol, then, was as guiltless as rumour was false. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

Krueger is correct that no evidence that indisputably links Bhumibol to the death of his 
brother has ever been made public. No indisputable evidence in the public domain proves 
any of the possible scenarios – including that Ananda shot himself – beyond doubt. That 
is the whole reason the case is considered a mystery. If we dismiss all scenarios for lack of 
unquestionable proof, then we have to conclude that we do not know what happened and 
almost certainly will never know. But we can rank the scenarios in order of likelihood, and if 
we do this, by far the most likely explanation is that Bhumibol shot Ananda.
 
Krueger is also correct that nothing observed in Bhumibol’s behaviour in the 18 and a half 
years of his life before Ananda was killed suggested a burning desire to win the throne at 
all costs, or bitterness or hatred towards his brother. He has never been known to explode 
into homicidal rage (unlike his son Vajiralongkorn). And Krueger is also correct that even if 
Bhumibol wanted to kill Ananda, doing so in the Barompiman Hall at 9:20 in the morning 
would be a remarkably risky and ill-considered way to get rid of his brother, going against 
everything we know about Bhumibol’s careful, fastidious personality. 
 
For these reasons, it seems unlikely that Bhumibol deliberately murdered his brother. But 
Krueger’s arguments do nothing to undermine the probability that he shot Ananda by mistake.
 
Krueger then goes on to dismiss the possibility that any other possible suspect shot Ananda, 
before coming back to square one: he says the only realistic scenario is that Rama VIII 
committed suicide:
 

Yet Ananda was killed. Since none of these killed him, only one other person could 
have. Himself. 
 

He argues that the behaviour and demeanour of Bhumibol and Sangwan immediately after 
Ananda’s death reinforces the suicide theory:
 

If, then, the assassination theory has no foundation in fact or even reasonable 
supposition, and if every suspect has been shown to be innocent, the presumption of 
suicide becomes irresistible. Of course if this presumption can be rebutted, the near 
miracle of accident has to be accepted. But I do not think it can be rebutted. On the 
contrary, the greater part of all the evidence concerning Ananda’s death points not 
away from but towards suicide. 
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First of all we should look at the instant reaction of the people closest concerned, 
since in a sudden situation this often gives the clearest indication of the true nature of 
that situation. 
 
The Princess Mother has never gone on record with any explanation of Ananda’s 
death, but her actions are noteworthy. She ordered the bed linen and Ananda’s night 
clothes to be replaced as soon as the doctor had announced his verdict, and she 
asked him to wash the body. Her distraught exclamation to the doctor, “Who could 
ever have imagined such a thing happening?” lacked fear or the slightest hint of any 
thought of murder. She had a search made for a suicide note; her grief was intense 
and prolonged (today she still cannot speak about Ananda’s death) beyond what one 
would have thought possible had it been turned outward by reflection on the insanity 
or malice of the murderer. As to Prince Bhoomipol, he acted with a quiet sad calm, 
quite inconsistent with the belief that a murderer might still be lurking about. He did 
not immediately tell anyone what he years later told the court, “The senior page Chan 
warned me of danger”: on the contrary, having spent the day comforting his mother 
he that evening said to the Royal Physician, “In my opinion there is no explanation 
other than accident for my brother’s death.” The remark suggests he was clutching 
at the straw held out by the afternoon communiqué – and for the same reason that 
prompted the communiqué’s draftsmen to conceal suicide by pretending to an 
accident, which Bhoomipol’s knowledge of the .45 must have told him was highly 
unlikely; while his vastly changed bearing suggests a deeper emotion than an accident 
would have given rise to. 

 
All that needs to be said about these points is that they hold even more true if Bhumibol killed 
Ananda by mistake – a family tragedy even more unfathomably painful than suicide. 
 
Krueger finds a way around the problems posed by the position of Ananda’s body, the 
absence of cadaveric spasm, and the fact that the .45 was found near his left hand although 
he was right handed, by positing that Rama IX committed suicide while sitting up in bed, and 
holding the pistol to his forehead with both hands, so that he could pull the trigger, depress 
the safety plate, and carry the weight of the gun. The gunshot propelled him backwards, and 
he ended up flat on his back, head on the pillow, with the gun by his right side. The reason for 
the suicide, Krueger theorizes, is that Ananda was lovelorn over Marylene Ferrari, and he also 
suffered from a trait common to the inbred and “neurotic” Chakris: 
 

Many members of the family have been prone to sudden outrageous petulance in the 
face of a trifling frustration, to a strong exhibition of equally self-willed obstinacy, or 
to pronounced if fleeting moodiness. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

But to understand why Krueger reached a conclusion of suicide, after comprehensively 
marshalling evidence that leads strongly to a different verdict, it is necessary to know 
something about the background to The Devil’s Discus. Krueger wrote it on the suggestion 
of Prince Subhasvasti, brother of Prajadhipok’s wife Queen Rambhai. Subhasvasti had been 
head of the royal bodyguard and after Prajadhipok’s abdication he decamped to Britain with 
the former king’s entourage. During the war he ran the Free Thai movement in the UK, 
using the nom-de-guerre Tai Chin. He came to trust and respect Pridi as a result of their 
wartime cooperation, and grew to dislike Seni Pramoj. And he was impressed by Pridi’s 
actions following the fall of Phibun’s pro-Japan administration in 1944, such as freeing Prince 
Rangsit and other royalists from prison, and restoring Prajadhipok’s titles and decorations. He 
believed – entirely correctly – that Pridi had nothing to do with Ananda’s death. The Devil’s 
Discus was envisaged as a way of rehabilitating Pridi’s reputation in the hope that he would 
be able to return from exile and play a leading role in Thai politics once again.
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Krueger’s book, published in 1964 after extensive research and considerable assistance from 
Subhasvasti, did a very good job of demolishing the case against Pridi. But the problem 
was that an alternative explanation for Ananda’s death. And to conclude that Bhumibol was 
responsible was, of course, totally unacceptable to the royalist establishment – the book was 
supposed to enable détente between Rama IX and Pridi, not to declare full-scale war. So 
Krueger had to find a way to discard the likeliest explanation – that Bhumibol shot his brother 
– and promote the only credible alternative conclusion, suicide. 
 
Suicide certainly cannot be ruled out completely. It is also not inconceivable that Ananda 
shot himself by accident, or that a mysterious intruder crept into the Barompiman Hall totally 
unseen and assassinated Rama VIII. And it is possible that Bhumibol, acting either in a 
sudden rage or after careful plotting, murdered his brother who was widely seen as weaker 
and less suited to be king. 
 
But by far the likeliest scenario is that Bhumibol was eager to go with his brother for their 
9 a.m. jazz appointment with Prince Chakrabandhu, and was growing impatient as Ananda 
lay in bed well past that time. And so, after checking on Ananda around 9 a.m., Bhumibol 
went back 20 minutes later to wake his brother. He either took one of his own handguns with 
him, or took Ananda’s Colt .45 out of his brother’s bedside cabinet. He stepped inside the 
mosquito net around the bed, and, standing at the headboard, tried to wake his dozing brother 
with a practical joke, holding the pistol to Ananda’s forehead and pulling the trigger. Perhaps 
he didn’t realize the gun was loaded. Perhaps he thought the safety catch was on. But he was 
wrong. Bhumibol shot his brother through the brain, and suddenly, sickeningly, his whole 
world fell apart.
 
Perhaps he fled the room fast enough to avoid being seen. More likely, some or all of the 
palace stuff who rushed to the bedchamber after hearing the shot realized what had happened, 
and faced with such an unfathomable tragedy, agreed to help conceal it by concocting a story 
that King Rama VIII had killed himself by mistake. 
 
And in the unreal, dreadful hours that followed, the heartbroken Bhumibol and Sangwan 
decided the only option was to somehow carry on. The story of what really happened would 
be kept secret. However much they may have wanted to escape back to Switzerland forever 
and never come back, the overwhelming enormity of what had taken place allowed only one 
response. Bhumibol would become king, and sacrifice himself to royal duty for the rest of his 
life. It seemed the only way he could even begin to make amends for what he had done.
 
On that stricken, desolate day in the Barompiman Hall, as they performed the archaic 
ceremonial rites on Ananda’s corpse that royal tradition dictated, they were not to know 
that the toxic consequences of Rama VIII’s death would lead to so many more people being 
killed, and would blight Thailand so disastrously for the whole of Bhumibol’s reign. 
 
But any hope that the killing of King Ananda would be left unexamined and unchallenged in 
the past, seen as a terrible self-inflicted accident, while Bhumibol and Sangwan and the whole 
nation picked up the pieces and moved on, soon dissolved. There were too many questions, 
and too many doubts, and the cynical actions of some leading princes and the Pramoj brothers 
in the days that followed compounded the tragedy. Powerful and ambitious men immediately 
began trying to exploit Rama VIII’s death to serve their own agenda. 
 
The consequences were catastrophic.
 
Pridi and his allies realized soon after Ananda’s death that Bhumibol was almost certainly 
implicated. But they genuinely wanted to help and preserve the monarchy, and this led them 
inexorably to political disaster. Their efforts to protect Bhumibol by insisting Ananda had 
shot himself by accident – as Bhumibol himself was claiming – came back to haunt them. As 

13
 



 

British academic Roger Kershaw noted in Monarchy in South East Asia:
 

The two Kings’ mother had prevailed on Prime Minister Pridi to announce that it had 
been an accident – at least in order to divert the alternative supposition that it had 
been a suicide, and save the royal family’s face. This kindly act on Pridi’s part had 
then backfired and exposed him to the rumour-mongering of his military enemies 
about a ‘Communist plot’.

 
This is why the governments of Pridi and then Thamrong showed so little enthusiasm for a 
speedy and thorough investigation of the killing of King Rama IX. They were not trying to 
protect Pridi from being exposed as the mastermind of some plot. They were trying to protect 
Bhumibol.
 
Former Prime Minister Thamrong spelled out this dilemma very clearly to U.S. ambassador 
Stanton in a conversation over tea on March 30, 1948, and cabled to Washington the 
following day:
 

Former Prime Minister Luang Thamrong Nawasawat had tea with us yesterday. He 
was looking well and he said that he had lost some weight and was happy to be out of 
politics…
 
I found Luang Thamrong disposed to discuss the political situation in his usual frank 
and forthright manner…
 
In discussing the question of the late King’s death, Thamrong said he did not know 
whether this tragic incident would ever be cleared up. He said speaking quite 
confidentially the evidence which was accumulated while he was Prime Minister 
tended to implicate the present young King, but that he would never have dared to 
hint by any official action that such was the case. He asserted that Nai Pridi had 
found himself in a similar predicament and scoffed at the idea that Pridi might be 
implicated in any way. I asked him what he thought the consequences might be if it 
should be revealed that His Majesty is in fact involved. He said he presumed that the 
present King would abdicate and thought that this development would be followed by 
a period of confusion and wild intrigue. 
 

One problem, Thamrong said, was that if Bhumibol abdicated, both of the likeliest successors 
were unsuitable:
 

He said Prince Chumphot was next in line, but because Chumphot and his wife were 
unpopular it was doubtful whether they would ever actually ascened the throne. He 
added that the next in line to Prince Chumphot was Prince Phanuphan, who he said 
was equally unpopular. He said that this question of personalities complicated the 
situation and was most unfortunate inasmuch as he felt Siam could not dispense with 
the monarchy, which represented a stabilizing influence. [RG59 892.00/3-3148]
 

The conclusion that Bhumibhol had killed Ananda was shared by many officials, both Thai 
and foreign. Very notably, Lord Mountbatten, the British royal who was Supreme Allied 
Commander for Southeast Asia from 1943 to 1946, told King George VI by letter that Rama 
VIII had been killed by his brother. He added that for the sake of the survival of the Thai 
monarchy, it was better to let the matter drop. In December 1946, as Thai royalists continued 
to accuse him of masterminding regicide, Pridi was honoured at Buckingham Palace for his 
courageous wartime service secretly running the Free Thai movement inside Thailand:
 

During the war, of course, his name could only be mentioned in whispers and the 
whole story was “top secret” – even now, the British public may be largely unaware 
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of his exploits…
 
By the end of the war he had organized sabotage and guerrilla forces comprising 
some 60,000 men and numerous passive supporters, who were in positions at all the 
strategic points in Siam and poised to strike…
 
The strain imposed on [Pridi] and the risks he ran for over three years were very 
formidable, but his own discipline and that which he inspired in his followers won 
out. He never failed us. [A Visitor from Siam, The Times, December 18, 1946]
 

But Pridi’s bravery and success during the war only made his opponents more determined to 
undermine him. Phibun and his military clique seized upon the regicide controversy to claw 
their way back to power, and to discredit Pridi. Phibun knew very well that Pridi was not 
involved: in 1938 he said so himself, privately, to Dr Ruth Bacon, the U.S. diplomat in charge 
of the Far East Desk at the State Department. According to a cable from ambassador Edwin 
Stanton on June 8, Phibun said Pridi was a “clever politician” and had “a kind heart”, and 
therefore it was very unlikely that he was implicated. Phibun’s wife made the same point even 
more clearly, telling Bacon:
 

in a rather emphatic manner that she did not believe Pridi was in anyway involved in 
the late King’s death. [RG59 892.001/6-848]

 
But in spite of this, Phibun used the issue to justify his coup. And then, with the assistance of 
Phao Sriyanond – the notoriously corrupt and criminal police chief – and the Pramoj brothers, 
a show trial of three innocent men was set up to force Pridi out of Thai politics forever.
 
But some trial witnesses failed to follow the script scapegoating Pridi. On February 26, 1949, 
Dr Nit testified at the trial. He was an old friend of Prince Mahidol and Sagwan. He had 
arrived at Ananda’s bedchamber before 10 a.m. on the morning of Rama VIII’s death and had 
observed the unfolding events and the actions of Bhumibol, his mother and their royal staff 
through much of the day. He had been one of the doctors on the medical inquiry panel. In his 
trial testimony, he told the court:
 

The Princess Mother should read the histories of younger brothers who killed older 
brothers to win the crown.
 

A few days later, Thai police loyal to Phao murdered four politicians, two of whom were on 
the defense team in the regicide trial. Ananda’s death had started to claim more lives:
 

It was disclosed… to-day that Siamese police killed three former Cabinet Ministers 
and one former member of Parliament “while they were attempting to escape”. The 
four men were killed while under escort after having been arrested on suspicion of 
plotting to overthrow the Government.
 
All four men were active in the war-time anti-Japanese resistance movement and 
supporters of the fugitive Siamese politician, Pridi Panomyong.
 
The dead men were Thongin Phuriphat, former Minister of Industry; Thongplaew 
Cholaphum, former assistant Minister of Finance; Chamlong Daoruang, former 
assistant Minister of Commerce; and Thawin Udon, a former member of the Upper 
House of Parliament. Thongin and Thawan were the lawyers defending the palace 
attendants who were accused of killing King Ananda Mahidol in June, 1946. 
[Siamese Ex-Ministers Killed by Escort, Reuters, March 4, 1949]
 

Watching these events from afar in Lausanne, Bhumibol and Sangwan must have been 
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troubled. Events set in motion by Ananda’s death were spinning out of control. Bhumibol told 
Stevenson in the 1990s that he did not yet realize Pridi and the three scapegoats on trial for 
regicide were innocent, claiming he was deceived by the Phibun clique:
 

After Lek’s car crash, Pridi sought to clear himself with a written statement which he 
gave the British and the mother of King Ananda in whose death ‘I hereby deny that I 
was in any way implicated’… Many years later, Lek said he did not believe that Pridi 
was a communist nor had anything to do with Nan’s death, but in those early years 
he was trying to pick his way through tangles of lies. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary 
King]
 

But he now had more deaths on his conscience. And the lies about June 9, 1946, were 
spawning escalating deceptions and intrigues.
 
On March 11, 1949, Britain’s Times newspaper published a lengthy article on the controversy 
over Ananda’s death:
 

The death of King Ananda Mahidol continues to be one of the world's unsolved 
mysteries. Over two and a half years after the tragedy it is puzzling to find that 
among well-informed Siamese and Europeans in Bangkok there is still no general 
agreement on what happened. The circumstances of the King's death have become so 
encrusted with misrepresentation of every kind that, even if the true story does come 
out at last, all will doubt it. It continues to be a factor of the highest importance in the 
political life of Siam. More than anything else, it was responsible for the downfall of 
Nai Pridi Phanomyong (Luang Pradit Manudharm), the war-time resistance leader…
 
Immediately after the King’s death a whispering campaign implicating Pridi and his 
followers was started by his political enemies…
 
Pridi had many enemies, including his ancient rival, the war-time dictator, Luang 
Pibil Songgram. On November 8, 1947, the latter staged a well-managed coup d’Etat 
which put the military back in the saddle. 
 
The new regime gave out that one of their main objectives was to bring the King’s 
murderers to book… Yet another committee of investigation was set up, under 
Major-General of Police Phra Pinit Jongadi. In a statement to Parliament on January 
15 of last year he declared flatly that the King had been assassinated. 
 
Under Siamese law, if the police consider that they should proceed, they submit the 
evidence to the Director General of Public Prosecutions, but the latter is under no 
obligation to agree with their views, and in English terminology he can “refuse his 
fiat”. The first Director General declined to prosecute. He resigned and was replaced. 
The trial… now habitually referred to as the “Regicide Trial” as if there was no 
longer any doubt that the King was murdered, opened on September 28 of last year…
 
Critics of the present regime say that the trial is being used for purely political 
purposes as a heaven-sent means of discrediting the opposition. Pridi, they say, was 
far too intelligent not to realize the implications for him of the King’s violent death. 
If he had really wanted to turn Siam into a republic, the time to do it would have 
been immediately after the war, when his position was extremely strong. In any case, 
the King was leaving the country in three days’ time. If Pridi and his followers had 
intended murder, they would have set about it with more skill and subtlety.
 
Whether these critics are right or wrong, the impression is now general among the 
masses, and also widely now held among the educated classes, that the King was 
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assassinated and that somehow Pridi was mixed up in it. Some people certainly know 
definitely what happened. But there are these two obscuring agencies at work, the 
evident desire of the innermost circle of the royal household to shield the monarchy 
from calumny and the delight of certain politicians in making political capital out of 
the whole affair… [A Palace Tragedy, The Times, March 11, 1949]
 

As if all this was not bad enough for Bhumibol, it had quickly become apparent that – 
unsurprisingly for everyone except the blinkered and naïve royalists – their alliance with 
Phibun had been a terrible mistake. They had chosen to ignore his past efforts to marginalize 
the palace and his jailing of leading royalists, including Prince Rangsit, because they 
considered Pridi a greater threat:
 

In order to eliminate Pridi and his hand-picked cabinet, the royalists now joined 
hands with the military wing of the People’s Party which had been estranged from 
the ruling civilian wing since the fall of Prime Minister Phibun in 1944. The result 
of the new ‘alliance’ was the overthrow of the Thamrong Nawasawat Government in 
November 1947 by the Coup Group with tacit consent and support of the royalists. 
[Kobkua, Kings, Country and Constitutions]
 

After Ananda’s death, the royalists had sought British support for a coup against Pridi’s 
government, claiming the monarchy was in danger. When they failed to win any support for 
such an outlandish plan, they chose instead to join forces with the fascist Phibun, and he was 
happy to string them along for a while and exploit their myopia.
 
The generals had sent Prince Chakrabhand to Lausanne for the formality of getting his 
approval for their coup. He obediently provided it, in a letter on November 25 ,1947:
 

Those who were involved in this operation do not desire power for their own good, 
but aim only to strengthen the new government which will administer for the 
prosperity of the nation and for the elimination of all the ills suffered presently.
 

Bhumibol could hardly have been more wrong. The royalists won some concessions early 
on – in the new constitution drafted by the coup plotters, the palace was allowed to appoint 
a permanent Supreme State Council to advise the king and act as a regency council in his 
absence; and also to nominate all 100 members of the Senate upper house of parliament. 
Anybody who claims that the palace has no interest in a political role should note that right 
from the start of Bhumibol’s reign, the royalists were trying to restore the power of the 
monarchy.  
But this was when another of the poisonous consequences of Ananda’s violent death became 
painfully clear: Phibun and Phao and their allies could use Bhumibol’s involvement in his 
brother’s death – and in lying about it afterwards – to blackmail him into following their 
bidding. It was a risky strategy and it did not give them full control – a disgruntled Bhumibol 
could, and at times did, threaten to abdicate – but it left Rama IX and his royalist allies greatly 
weakened. Just to add insult to injury, the militarists made their move to oust Democrat Party 
premier Khuang on Chakri Day – April 6, 1948:
 

The generals made veiled threats to expose Bhumibol as Ananda’s killer and replace 
him with prince Chumbhot, who was considered more pliable.
 
On the Chakri Dynasty anniversary… groups of generals met simultaneously with 
Khuang, demanding that he name Phibun prime minister. Two days later Khuang 
stepped aside, and Phibun was again the leader. It was a great… setback to the 
royalists. Khuang embarrassed Phibun by spelling out in a letter to King Bhumibol 
that he had resigned at gunpoint, and naming the generals involved. Desperate 
for approval, Phibun responded by declaring his conversion to a “constitutional 
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monarchist” since his last stint as premier. “I did not force the crown to appoint me. 
The crown graciously selects me,” he announced…
 
A year earlier that might not have saved Phibun from American and British 
opposition. But suddenly Southeast Asia was swept up by the geopolitics of the 
Cold War. By 1948, with Mao Zedong’s forces gaining strength in China and the 
Viet Minh rising in Vietnam, the United States was eyeing Thailand as a bulwark 
against communism. With its first arms deals with the Thai military arranged in 1948, 
Washington conveniently forgot about Phibun’s wartime alliance with Japan. It was 
the first sign of how the United States’ global fight against communism would help 
set the course of politics in Thailand, and the monarchy’s revival, over the next 40 
years.
 
All of this… must have bewildered King Bhumibol. He had personally endorsed the 
1947 coup. Now he found his prerogative of signing into office the democratically 
chosen prime minister and cabinet had been wiped away in an instant by the 
ambitions of the army, and that his exhortation for moderation and selflessness fell on 
deaf ears. Whatever the constitution said, the generals did as they pleased. [Handley, 
The King Never Smiles]

 
Bhumibol was trapped by the short-sighted actions of the royalists who had allied with their 
old adversary Phibun, and by the lies that had been told about Rama VIII’s death:
 

The death of Ananda resulted in two unexpected benefits of special benefit for Field 
Marshal Phibun… The death of the King enabled the militarist clique to circulate 
rumours implicating Pridi in the event. The only witness – presumed – to the late 
King’s death had become King in his place… [Kershaw, Monarchy in South East 
Asia]
 

As Kershaw also says, this left Rama IX highly vulnerable to “blackmailing insinuation about 
his own possible role”. 
 
The royalists and the Democrats struck back with Thailand’s new constitution, promulgated 
in 1949. It was an extraordinary document. As Handley says, it was:
 

a stunning rebuttal to everything represented by 1932. It almost restored the absolute 
throne. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

The Supreme Council of State became a nine-man privy council. The king and privy council 
president would select the entire 100-member senate, and the head of the senate would 
automatically became president of parliament. The king was able to veto parliamentary 
decisions, and overruling this required a two-thirds majority of the entire parliament. He had 
the power to dismiss cabinet ministers and senior bureaucrats and military officers. 
 

The throne was elevated to a consecrated position above politics, and then given 
immense powers to direct the government…
 
As for succession, the 1924 Palace Law was again invoked. But now the charter 
added that the 1924 law could be neither repealed nor amended. And at succession, 
the privy council, not parliament, would name the heir. The king might be elected, as 
Prince Dhani said, but certainly not by anyone outside the palace.
 
This was a momentous document. Such a range and depth of royal power was highly 
uncommon among constitutional monarchies. In its whole it implied that parliament 
was an innately troublesome and dangerous thing. The 1949 constitution attempted to 
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codify in modern terms the absolute power of the past. It presumed that, by his pure 
blood, a Chakri king was necessarily wise and good and, guided by the “Constitution 
of the Dhammasat”, was fully and uniquely deserving of power. [Handley, The King 
Never Smiles]

 
Kobkua describes the 1949 constitution as “the triumph of the royalist version of the 
constitutional monarchy”:
 

One of the most celebrated articles of the 1949 Constitution was the political power 
of the monarch to appoint members of the Senate/Upper House without having to 
consult or heed the Premier’s advice or objection. This direct royal participation in 
politics made the monarch something of a political force to be reckoned with and no 
longer a politically inactive and neutral head of state who could be easily side-tracked 
at the wish of the political masters. [Kobkua, Kings, Country and Constitutions] 
 

But it was a totally hollow triumph, and a grave miscalculation. The royalists had incensed 
the ruling military clique as well as progressive members of the establishment who wanted 
genuine democracy:
 

When it was released, the final draft created an uproar among the generals, Pridi 
supporters, and many in the public at large. It was attacked as contrary to the spirit of 
the 1932 revolution, and Prince Dhani and Prince Upalisarn were accused of planning 
to form a royalist political party. In response, Dhani claimed that there was no need 
for such a plan because in fact “all the political parties now support the throne”, while 
other royalists branded the critics as republicans and communists. [Handley, The 
King Never Smiles]

 
Phibun and his clique were certain to try to wrench power back from the royalists. The 
only question was when they would make their move. They knew that the suspicions about 
Ananda’s death made Bhumibol very vulnerable. By overplaying their hand to such an extent, 
the royalists virtually guaranteed that Rama IX would come under attack:
 

The leaders of the junta entertained great fear as to their political future if and when a 
mature King returned to reign personally over his Kingdom. [Kobkua, Kings, Country 
and Constitutions]
 

Just as Bhumibol was arriving back in Siam, another major international news article was 
published about the unanswered questions surrounding the killing of his brother: 
 

How Thailand’s King Ananda Mahidol met his death remains today one of the 
baffling mysteries of the century. Nearly four years after the slim, shy, twenty-year-
old monarch was found in his palace bedroom here with a bullet through his head, the 
mystery seems further from solution than ever.
 
For the last eighteen months the trial of three men charged with complicity in the 
murder has been under way. The evidence against them has not been convincing. 
Many persons who have been following the case indeed doubt that the King was 
assassinated. They believe death could have been an accident or suicide.
 
One certainty is that the tragedy has become so inextricably entangled by now in the 
net of Thai political rivalries and intrigue that no satisfactory explanation is likely 
ever to be found for it. There is still deep interest in the case testimony at the casual 
and often-recessed trial, but people here shrug off the possibility of ever learning the 
truth…
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Unbiased observers can see little reason why Pridi should have wanted the King 
killed particularly in light of the fact that he had Ananda’s brother, Phumiphon 
Aduldet, proclaimed the successor immediately.
 
Some persons advance the theory that Pridi’s rivals had the murder committed to 
discredit him. Some say a rival branch of the royal family was responsible. Even the 
possibility that Phumiphon was involved has been investigated. The royal brothers 
had become fond of guns before Ananda’s death and had amused themselves with 
pistols. [Tillman Durdin, Thai King’s Death Remains Mystery, New York Times, 
April 1, 1950]
 

All this was weighing on the mind of King Rama IX as he arrived back in Siam, a country 
still deeply alien to him. He never even knew the old Siam, and now, Thailand was 
transformed:
 

For good & ill, Siam was changing, yet it remained outside the main patterns of 
transition through which its neighbors were passing. Unique in many ways, Siam 
was most important in the fact that it had escaped any serious contact with Western 
imperialism. India had been unified by imperialism and its cultures had been left 
more or less intact under a veneer of Westernization; its rulers in independence were 
trying to bring old & new together. Burma's ancient way of life had been all but 
destroyed by Western rule; now the Westerners had left Burma and it was wallowing 
in chaos. To Siam's east lay Indo-China, where the Westerners refused to leave and 
where the Communists had been able to take advantage of a confusion second only to 
Burma's. To Siam's north lay China, the most tragic example of the contact between 
East & West. South and East of Siam were Indonesia and the Philippines, the most 
hopeful cases of what could happen after imperialism's exit. West and south of Siam 
was Malaya, where imperialism still had an uneasy grip. 
 
Siam's virtues and defects were still largely its own, not a bastard product of two 
civilizations. Phumiphon's never-never land was a land of what-might-have-been, a 
jewel of (almost) unblemished Easternism shining on the junk heap of the wrecked 
empires. Like a jewel, Siam was temptingly easy to pick up. The Communist 
imperialists who had taken China might turn Siam's way any time. [John Stanton, 
Garden of Smiles, Time, April 3, 1950]

 
As Life magazine foresaw, Bhumibol’s return would change him forever. He was stepping 
into a totally different world:
 

For the pomp-starved Siamese, the Arrival, the Coronation and the Cremation will be 
great events. But for young King Phumiphon they will signal the beginning of a new 
and strange life in Bangkok, where neither the saddest laments of the saxophone nor 
the lustiest blast on the trumpet can summon to the palace the lost delights of sweet 
Lausanne.
 

Besides Francis Sayre’s advice, that to avoid shipwreck his constant compass must be utter 
goodness and integrity of character, Bhumibol was also given words of wisdom by Sirikit’s 
father, Prince Nakkhat, who was aboard the Selandia to chaperone her. Many years later 
Bhumibol told William Stevenson that during the voyage, Nakkhat had told him that royal 
ritual was of immense importance, because “Siam’s monarchy served a different purpose to 
anything in Europe”. The prince added a warning too:
 

When the legends die, all collapses. Angkor Wat was the centre of a great empire and 
now it’s overrun by monkeys.
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- - - - -
 

Bhumibol’s legend started to die on September 19, 2006. 
 
From that day onwards, something both inevitable and unthinkable has been happening in 
Thailand: like sleepers waking from a dream, ordinary Thais are starting to shake off the 
enchantment of monarchist myths, and see their country in a new light. 
 
This process of profoundly rethinking everything Thais had learned to believe has become 
known as ตาสว่าง – phonetically, taa sawang; literally, a brightening of the eyes; the closest 
English-language equivalents are seeing the light, having one’s eyes opened. 
 
As Bhumibol sinks into senescence in Siriraj, the fables holding Thailand’s traditional 
order together are disintegrating and dissolving. Siam is going through a fundamental and 
irreversible transformation.
 
For Thailand’s monarchist establishment it has been a shocking and shattering blow, an 
assault on their ascendancy from a totally unexpected direction. Determined to protect the 
power of the palace after painstakingly rebuilding royal prestige and influence during the 
early years of Bhumibol’s reign, they had vigilantly patrolled Thailand’s political landscape 
for decades, alert for evidence of any emerging threat that had to be crushed. Any attack, they 
assumed, would come in the form of a radical leader or ideology stirring up the masses and 
undermining popular reverence for Rama IX. The royalists failed to realize they had become 
their own worst enemy: arrogant, divisive, sclerotic and increasingly divorced from reality.
 
When they supported a coup by staunchly monarchist generals to undermine the most popular 
prime minister in Thai history, then as Pravit says, they opened a Pandora’s box. 
 
It has long been a cliché of foreign news reporting on Thailand that the Siamese don’t 
care about coups. On the day that 150 of absolute monarchy ended in 1932, this is how the 
Bangkok Daily Mail reported the popular reaction in its afternoon edition:

 
Bangkok awoke this morning to find that the greatest political sensation in its 150 
years of existence had taken place quietly and without forewarning in the early hours 
before dawn… Except for scattering crowds in the neighbourhood of the Throne Hall 
and the Grand Palace, there was not the slightest sign of excitement… Police were 
on duty as usual. Courts functioned. Mail collections and deliveries were as usual… 
There was no hysteria, no bad feeling anywhere.
 

Time magazine summed up the popular reaction after Phibun’s 1947 power grab like this:
 

From Bangkok a TIME correspondent cabled typical man-in-the-street comment: “It 
is our lot to cooperate always with a coup.”

 
In 1951, when leading generals mounted a re-coup against their own government (already the 
eighth putsch since 1932), Time reported:
 

The dancing feet in Bangkok's perennially gay nightspots had scarcely missed a beat 
when the government radio announced that “due to present world tension and the 
Communist infiltration in parliamentary circles, the Army, Navy, Air Force, police 
and patriotic Siamese had found it necessary to stage a military coup d'etat.” Most of 
Bangkok merely sighed and carried on. It had been a revolution by news broadcast…
 
The only victim was Siamese democracy itself, never a vigorous adversary.
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It was still the same story in 1991 when Suchinda and his clique seized power in coup number 
17, according to the New York Times:
 

The Thai Army is mostly off the streets now, which are themselves back to their 
usual state of steamy, tropical gridlock.
 
Most Thais seem entirely unconcerned about the military coup on Saturday and the 
continued detention of their first directly elected Prime Minster since 1976, Chatichai 
Choonhavan…
 
In most ways, business, too, is back to normal, after considerable efforts by military 
leaders to assure bankers and foreign investors that Thailand's commitment to free 
enterprise will not change. Even the jittery Thai stock exchange, which lost more than 
57 points on Monday, regained nearly 42 points today, to close at 776.14.
 
Gen. Suchinda Kraprayoon, the army Chief of Staff and deputy leader of the junta, 
had joked that if the stock market fell on Monday, “I'll buy some shares myself.” If he 
did so, he made some money today.

 
The reason, it is usually implied, is that the “cheerful, childlike citizens” of “slumbrous, 
easy-going Siam” don’t really understand or care how they are governed. In fact, the main 
reason most Thais rarely reacted to coups with much outrage or interest was because Thai 
politics had long been a game played by the elites for the elites. And coups were just part of 
that game. Ordinary people never had genuine political influence, and their hopes and needs 
were routinely ignored. They never had a stake in government, they were always excluded 
and marginalized. So when a group of corrupt generals grabbed power from a group of 
corrupt politicians every few years, in the dismal merry-go-round of Thai politics, it was hard 
for most people to get worked up about it. Whoever was in power, it would make minimal 
difference to their lives.
 
Two things have changed that forever: technology and Thaksin Shinawatra. Even in remote 
villages, Thais now have access to information from a variety of sources. As James Stent 
argued in an exceptionally insightful analysis of Thailand in 2010:
 

Times have changed. As Bill Klausner has written extensively, the confined worlds 
of rural Thai villages that he knew in the 1950s, where spirits and officials were to 
be appeased and a traditional subsistence way of life was passed on from generation 
to generation with little change, has radically changed. Now villagers are plugged 
into the rest of the world via television, mobile phones, pick-up trucks, and family 
members spending time working at wage earning jobs in Bangkok. As many taxi 
drivers, all hailing from countryside villages in the Northeast of Thailand, have 
told me, “We really aren’t as stupid as the city people think we are. We used to be 
stupid, but no longer.” They have concluded that the institutions of government were 
all being mobilized against them, to protect the interests of the establishment (now 
called the amat in Thai): the army which launched the coup against Thaksin, and 
which sat by idly in 2008 while the yellow shirts occupied the international airport 
and took over government house, but later sent the troops in to suppress the red shirt 
demonstrations in 2010; the new constitution, more or less foisted on the country 
under the period of military control in 2007 and designed to change the political 
game to favor the amat; the court decisions in the political sphere that always seem 
to favor the amat and take little account of the interests of the common man; and the 
back-room dealing conducted by the military that in December of 2008 brought the 
Democrats into power in unlikely coalition with one of Thailand’s more unsavory 
politicians, Newin; and, as the vicious attacks on Privy Councilor Prem indicate, even 
elements of the palace have come under suspicion of partiality. [Stent, Thoughts on 
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Thailand’s Turmoil]
 
Thaksin’s great achievement was that he was able connect with many of Thailand’s ordinary 
people, and implemented policies that they felt genuinely improved their lives. Many 
valid criticisms can be made of Thaksin, and many valid questions can be asked about his 
commitment to genuine and sustainable democracy, but one thing is beyond doubt: millions 
of Thais strongly believe he made their lives better, and have faith that he will continue to 
make his lives better. And they have resoundingly voted for parties linked to Thaksin in every 
election that Thailand has had since 2000. And that is how democracy works.
 

A man named Thaksin burst on the scene. And Thailand has never been the same 
since. From being a country of ideological homogeneity, in the space of a few years 
it became a country deeply divided. Thaksin astutely recognized that the majority of 
voters were resident in the countryside, and that they had, over the preceding decades 
of steady economic development, become a sleeping but nonetheless restless giant 
that was just waiting to be awakened. Once awakened, that rural electorate has not 
returned to sleep…
 
His motivations seem to me to have been a complex mixture of genuine interest in 
promoting the good of the nation with greed for power and wealth for himself.  I 
see him in shades of gray – neither the messiah that his rural followers take him 
for even today, nor the devil incarnate that the Bangkok elite see him as being. But 
whatever his true nature, he did implement several good policies… [Stent, Thoughts 
on Thailand’s Turmoil]
 

Perhaps Thaksin’s greatest and most valuable achievement is that the whole of Thai society 
is now fully engaged in politics. The poor are no longer content to be shut out and ignored. 
They have found their voice and they will not be silenced. And that is an extremely positive 
and beneficial development as Thailand matures in the 21st century.
 

Politics, which [used to be] a game played between different factions of the power 
elite of society, has now become a mass preoccupation which the average man on 
the street treats with deadly seriousness. The majority of the population has been 
politically awakened by Thaksin, has been made aware that the outcome of elections 
and other aspects of government impact their lives directly, and has come to believe 
that it is not without ability to influence the outcome of those elections. But equally, 
rural voters believe that the military coup that overthrew Thaksin in September of 
2006, the two court decisions that successively brought down the Samak government 
in 2008 (for accepting payment for an appearance on a cooking show on television), 
and the Somchai government later in the same year (his People’s Power Party, 
successor to the banned Thai Rak Thai Party was banned for electoral violations), and 
the cobbling together of a new government under the Democrats, led by Abhisit, in 
December of 2008, all effectively denied them their political rights, and cancelled out 
their votes. In an earlier era, they would probably have simply accepted that this was 
the way the world worked in a hierarchical society, and that there was nothing they 
could do about it. [Stent, Thoughts on Thailand’s Turmoil]
 

Now they know Thailand does not have to be this way. As citizens of a modern country 
that is – supposedly – a democracy, they are entitled to basic rights. And they are entitled to 
demand those rights, and to oppose those who seek to deny them their rights. Sadly, a great 
many members of Thailand’s middle and upper classes still seek to deny their fellow Thais 
their basic democratic and legal rights:
 

Thousands of Thais, mostly drawn from the elite and middle classes, were willing 
to devote their time and money to the illegal occupation of Government House and 

23
 

http://www.zenjournalist.com/2010/06/thoughts-on-thailand%E2%80%99s-turmoil-by-james-stent/
http://www.zenjournalist.com/2010/06/thoughts-on-thailand%E2%80%99s-turmoil-by-james-stent/
http://www.zenjournalist.com/2010/06/thoughts-on-thailand%E2%80%99s-turmoil-by-james-stent/
http://www.zenjournalist.com/2010/06/thoughts-on-thailand%E2%80%99s-turmoil-by-james-stent/


 

Bangkok’s two international airports. They felt that they “know better” what is good 
for the country, and that therefore an illegal coup and illegal take-over of public 
property were justified in the cause of preventing Thaksin and his supporters or 
nominees from ruling the country. When I suggested to some of these people that 
they were attempting through force to repudiate the results of a properly elected and 
constituted government, they would retort, “But, Jim, those voters are uneducated,” 
implying that one cannot leave decisions on who should run the country up to 
uneducated farmers. Of course, being uneducated does not equate to being stupid, 
nor does it mean that one is not capable of recognizing where one’s interests lie; 
moreover, if the majority of the country is uneducated, it makes one wonder what the 
government of the country had been doing over the previous half century if, in the 
course of economic development, it had neglected to direct sufficient resources to 
properly educate the majority of the country’s citizens. When pressed, these yellow 
shirt supporters would finally say to me, “Well, if democracy means that the majority 
of the people elect the government, then I am not in favor of that sort of democracy in 
Thailand.” [Stent, Thoughts on Thailand’s Turmoil]
 

This has naturally caused immense social conflict and political polarization in Thailand. But 
it did not have to lead to a massive collapse in support for the monarchy. In the early years of 
the 21st century, Thailand’s rural and urban poor overwhelmingly regarded the king as their 
protector, a monarch who genuinely cared about them, in contrast to the corrupt politicians 
and bureaucrats they blamed for making their lives miserable. Many of them genuinely loved 
Rama IX, as the compassionate and benevolent father of their nation. 
 
The extraordinary, impassioned essay Why I Don’t Love the King, by exiled labour activist 
Junya Yimprasert is the best personal account written so far about the process of taa sawang, 
losing faith in Thailand’s royal myths. She describes how adoration of Bhumibol and Sirikit 
was ingrained in the village where she grew up, 60 miles outside Bangkok.
 

Old pictures of the young and beautiful King and Queen, and of the prince and 
princesses, were always on the empty wall of our family’s house. No matter how 
many times we had to build or rebuild our home, these pictures were always with us, 
and always returned to the highest spot of the wall. They were still there on the empty 
wall when I last visited my home, colours faded and stained at the corners by rain 
drops.  
 
As soon as I could open my eyes I saw the picture of the King, as soon as I could 
understand a few words I was told that we must love the King and Queen because 
they are our King and Queen.  
 
We were made to believe they are the greatest of all Kings and Queens, and in those 
days TV was saturated with programmes about royal projects and charities to prove 
it. No one in my family had ever met the King, but we all loved the King because 
everyone said he is a good King.  
 
When I was very small we used to go to the neighbours to watch TV. My 
grandmother and mother were addicted to the regular 8 pm news about the Royal 
Family. Making sure they watched the royal news was part of their code of practice 
for being a proper citizen. When the Government said light a candle for the King they 
did so without question, and they really did love the handsome King and the beautiful 
Queen, the young prince and the princesses, and never stopped commenting on how 
graceful they looked…
 
I remember when my Grandma bought pictures of the King and the Queen, each in a 
flaming, gold-painted frame, and hung them with great pride in the high spot of her 
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house. And I remember how my Mum was downhearted because we couldn’t afford 
to buy our own.  
 
This is how I loved my village and how we ‘loved’ the King and Queen, long before I 
was able to think about the meaning of love.

 
As recently as 2006, the celebration of 60 years of Bhumibol’s reign had seemed to prove 
beyond doubt that popular devotion to Rama IX was rock solid:
 

The multi-day gala offered dramatic and often times moving evidence of the nation's 
respect and adoration for its monarch… 
 
While the Thai people's respect and reverence for the 78 year old monarch is often 
cited, the weekend's celebration was a rare occasion to see – and feel – the depths of 
this sentiment in person. [06BANGKOK3538]

 
As Thailand’s urban and rural poor started to feel more politically empowered, it never 
occurred to them that this would lead them into conflict with the monarchy. On the contrary, 
most of them were profoundly grateful to King Bhumibol. They believed he had guided 
Thailand to real democracy, just as he had always promised that he would. And they believed 
that if anyone tried to take their newfound rights away from them, Rama IX would step in to 
prevent that. They thought he was on their side.
 
The social pressures and political conflicts that have flared over the last couple of decades 
were a natural result of Thailand’s development: the country’s poor, better-educated and 
better-informed than ever before in their country’s history, wanted their aspirations to be 
recognized and respected by their government. They learned that they were entitled to the 
same democratic rights as every other Thai: democracy does not discriminate between the 
rich and the poor. But many Thais who had long enjoyed privileged access to power resented 
having to share it and were offended at the idea that people less wealthy than themselves 
would be able to outvote them. Thais are often told by their leaders that their country is 
unique and there is nothing to learn from the world beyond its borders, but in fact this kind of 
class conflict as a nation matures is entirely standard. But one thing that is very unusual about 
Thailand is that it has a monarchy with considerable political power and ambition, even in the 
21st century. What Benedict Anderson wrote in 1977 still holds true today:
 

‘Royalism’ in the sense of an active quest for real power in the political system by the 
royal family… persists in a curiously antique form in contemporary Siam. [Anderson, 
Studies of the Thai State: The State of Thai Studies]
 

Supporters of the palace have always claimed that it gives Thailand something very rare and 
valuable: a universally revered and unifying monarch who can help the country handle the 
social stresses and strains of development and modernization without suffering a breakdown 
into violent conflict and political polarization. The father of the nation, according to the 
legend, would work tirelessly with unmatched wisdom and compassion to guide his people 
safely along the difficult but necessary road towards democracy. 
 
Many Thais believed that it was true, until the 2006 coup showed them it had always been 
a lie. When the military seized power and made a mockery of democracy, and the middle 
and upper classes applauded this, millions of ordinary Thais were shocked and bewildered to 
see that the palace not only did nothing to stop this, but worse, appeared to actively support 
it. The palace was not above politics, playing a unifying and peacemaking role. It had very 
blatantly taken sides.
 

It remains unclear whether Thailand's King encouraged or provided approval 
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in advance for the September 19 coup d'etat by the Council for Democratic 
Reform Under the Monarchy (CDRM). However, the CDRM is publicly linked 
to the monarchy to a greater extent than previous coup plotters, and the CDRM's 
September 19 royal audience sent a clear public signal of Palace endorsement. Palace 
endorsement likely contributed to public support for the coup…
 
On the night of September 19, soon after the CDRM seized control of the media, 
word spread that CDRM leaders would have an audience with King Bhumibol 
Adulyadej. The audience took place at Chittralada Villa from 12:19 a.m. until 1:24 
a.m. the same night, according to an Embassy contact at the Palace.  The willingness 
of the King to receive the CDRM representatives so quickly sent a clear public signal 
of royal endorsement of the coup…
 
The CDRM's public claims that it acted to maintain peace and order, and to 
protect the King against acts of lese majeste, were not unexpected or atypical. 
The CDRM's inclusion of reference to the monarchy in the coup-plotters’ group 
name, however, appears unprecedented in Thai history. (A literal translation of the 
Thai version is: “Council for Reforming Governance in the Democratic System 
having His Majesty the King as Head of State.”) Also unprecedented is an alleged 
Royal Command, published online by the Prime Minister's Office, in which the 
King “appoints General Sonthi  as leader of the (CDRM), and demands... all 
government  officials follow the orders of General Sonthi.”
 
Given the widespread public understanding, especially in Bangkok, that Thaksin 
was increasingly engaged in confrontation with members of the Privy Council (if 
not with the King himself), most Thais view the CDRM as acting on behalf of the 
King's interests. Almost universal Thai reverence for the King has likely contributed 
significantly to popular acceptance of the coup.
 
The now-terminated 1997 Constitution provided no basis for military intervention in 
politics.  The monarchy appears to be the sole institution capable of legitimizing the 
September 19 coup in the eyes of the Thai people. By its actions to date, the Palace 
seems to be playing that role. [06BANGKOK5836]

 
As David Streckfuss says:
 

The 2006 coup was different than the previous 18 ones punctuating Thai history. This 
coup and its aftermath laid bare the peculiar anatomy of the Thai body political for 
closer examination; it exposed fissures which previously obscured a clearer view of 
this peculiar social, cultural and political landscape. [Streckfuss, Truth on Trial in 
Thailand]
 

This was what started many ordinary Thais on a journey of questioning and rethinking their 
assumptions, and it led them over time to a conclusion they had never imagined.
 

- - - - -
 

Bhumibol knows how it feels to be contemptuously disempowered by a military coup. He 
was humiliated and marginalized by a coterie of generals on November 30, 1951, in the so-
called “silent coup”, while he was aboard the Danish liner Meonia on his way to Bangkok. 
 
Rama IX was with his wife Sirikit and their baby daughter Ubolrat. Finally, he was returning 
to Thailand for good. His ten-week visit in 1950 had been a huge success:
 

He was received with all the fanfare and glory of a beloved, long-absent king. To 
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astrologers, the heavens proved the great event: three days before Bhumibol arrived, 
hail fell on Bangkok for the first time since 1933. Every facet of his visit was 
designed to accentuate the monarchy’s greatness. Before his arrival, the government 
spent weeks searching for a white elephant to present him. The day of his arrival was 
declared a holiday, and arrangements were made for a squadron of jets from a nearby 
American aircraft carrier to fly over Bangkok in his honour. 
 
On arrival he was presented with the Golden Sword of the Realm, the symbol of his 
sovereignty. Each branch of the armed services awarded him its top rank, and the 
national mint struck new coins with his image. As he came ashore, airplanes dropped 
bunches of flowers and lucky puffed rice over the city. [Handley, The King Never 
Smiles]
 

On March 27, 1950, Bhumibol raised the nine-tiered royal umbrella over Ananda’s funeral 
pyre, the beginning of several days of cremation rites. On March 30, he symbolically lit the 
pyre, and returned late in the evening for the real cremation. By morning the next day, the 
dessicated remains of Rama VIII had been reduced to ashes.
 
According to Stevenson, the level-headed Bhumibol had initially been dubious about 
the archaic cremation ceremonies, but Prince Rangsit convinced him of their value in 
demonstrating the greatness of royalty to ordinary Thai people:
 

Lek had to have explained to him the reason for the elaborate rituals Uncle Rangsit 
had prepared. The Regent quoted from Siamese State Ceremonies: ‘The more public 
and stately parts of the Royal Cremation have most value in maintaining the respect 
of the masses [who] have an innate love and respect for all forms of royal pageantry, 
and it is the magnificence of the state procession, and the splendour of the Urn 
enthroned upon the catafulque that impresses them…
 
The people believed the rising flames lifted a dead king to an invisible throne 
among the gods. The long delay before this Spiritual Coronation had made people 
apprehensive. It was essential to make it the celebratory occasion it was meant to be. 
It summoned up beliefs grounded in the early magic of an agrarian society. The living 
king wondered grimly if Nan’s spirit would go anywhere until the King’s Death Case 
was properly closed…
 
Little Brother Lek saw what Uncle Rangsit meant about using this magic to keep an 
upper hand. The ebullience of the crowds was intoxicating. The new king walked in 
intense heat behind his brother’s body in the procession on foot to the pyre. Western 
diplomats complained of the ordeal, but Lek’s first impulse when Elder Brother 
died had been to give him a ‘decent burial’, and he had to go through with it. At the 
auspicious hour calculated by the Royal Astrologers, Lek lit the first candle. Flames 
leapt high. The Gongs of Victory beat a tattoo to signify the dead king’s ascension. 
The gold mask of a god, covering Nan’s face, vanished forever.
 
That night, hundreds of thousands of Siamese stayed with the ashes. Lek, 
unrecognized in open shirt and loose trousers, came back secretly to look at the 
glowing embers. Food vendors gave spicy sweetmeats to poor children, and he 
thought of his own mother when she had been a child with no money. He had made 
a vow before and he made it again: he would make kingship serve these people. But 
how was he to do this without… becoming a slave to superstition? [Stevenson, The 
Revolutionary King. For all those who, like me, not only have never been impressed 
by the splendour of an Urn enthroned upon a catafulque but don’t even have the 
slightest idea what a catafulque is, a definition is here.]
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More ceremonies followed: Bhumibol’s wedding to Sirikit on April 28 and his coronation on 
May 4-5. Stevenson says the rationalist Rama IX was still deeply ambivalent about traditional 
rituals and that at his coronation he felt “trapped in an exhibition of the supernatural”. But for 
the sake of his supposedly rather primitive people, he had to get on with it, otherwise they 
might fall victim to the dangerous lure of communism:
 

He could see long years stretching ahead when he would have to do this for hours, 
days, weeks and months…
 
He sent his mind back to schooldays when he might have laughed with Elder Brother 
at all this. The situation wasn’t really funny. If he forgot these rituals, Siam would 
go the way of China, its dynasty ending with the abandonment of ceremony, disorder 
creating fiefdoms run by a score of warlords, until finally Mao had imposed absolute 
power…
 

Heaven forbid that Thailand would become a collection of fiefdoms run by warlords. And 
so, Stevenson says, “Lek rationalised the use of superstitious ritual”. He quotes Rama IX as 
telling him:
 

I thought, well, the Whisk of the Yak’s Tail originally grew out of people’s 
imaginations. The Sceptre was the thunderbolt of Indra and sprang from minds 
poetic. Our Golden Tablet of Style and Title derived from a creative act of ancient 
times. I had to restore the old to invent the new. You become a king. The people 
respond differently. The nobles approach and want to get closer. You take advice 
but the decisions are yours and you are terribly alone. Everything has changed. 
[Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

Bhumibol wanted more than reverence. He wanted a political role. Stevenson writes that 
Rama IX “was not willing to be a salaried ornament” – in other words, he did not accept 
merely being a constitutional monarch. This was evident too in the title he gave himself when 
he signed the marriage register for his wedding to Sirikit:
 

He rejected the dozen official pages of portentous titles…. He simply signed the 
marriage register: “Ruler of the nation.” [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

Claiming such a role for himself was hardly the act of a simple, humble man: after 1932 the 
king’s job was supposed to be to reign but not to rule. But the 1949 constitution had given 
Bhumibol a vast range of powers. And the junta was deeply unhappy about that. 
 
On June 6, 1950, Bhumibol and Sirikit returned to Switzerland. It saved them having to be 
in Thailand for the anniversary of Ananda’s death. They remained away for the anniversary 
the following year too. Then in August 1951, Sirikit’s father announced the couple would 
at last be making Thailand their permanent home. Rama IX would no longer be an absentee 
monarch:
 

King Phumiphon Aduldet of Thailand expects to return to his homeland in October to 
take up his duties as constitutional monarch of that outpost of prosperity and stability 
in the midst of a troubled southeast Asia.
 
This was stated on behalf of the king today by Prince Nakkhatra Mangala, his cousin 
and more recently his father-in-law who, as a member of the Privy Council, has been 
living with the King outside Lausanne.
 
The Prince was careful to say that the King was above politics and played a 
constitutional role not unlike that of the British monarch.
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In an area where the push of communism has perhaps been stronger than anywhere 
else in the world, the young King would soon be able to assure the continuity of 
rule that his dynasty has given Thailand through nine generations. He has nearly 
recovered from the automobile accident Oct. 5, 1948 in which he suffered a brain 
concussion…
 
Unlike some former kings and would-be kings of Thailand, King Phumiphon lived 
quietly in a modest, almost obscure villa in an unfashionable suburb of Lausanne. For 
the period of his cure, except for his participation in his own coronation and marriage 
ceremonies last winter he has been kept free of all cares and responsibilities of his 
office. [Michael Hoffman, King of Thailand will Return Home, New York Times, 
August 27, 1951] 

 
In fact, it was December 2 before Bhumibol and Sirikit made it back to Thailand, and when 
they arrived in Bangkok, transferred from the Leonia to the Thai naval sloop Meklong for 
the final stage of the journey down the Chao Phraya river, it was as an emasculated monarch. 
The “silent coup” of November 30 was designed to strip him of his powers and influence 
when it was already too late for him to turn around and flee back to Lausanne. As U.S. charge 
d’affaires William Turner wrote in a cable to Washington the same day:
 

Coup [was] apparently motivated by desire [of] 1947 Coup Party [to] curtail power of 
King… First reports suggest Democrat pro-Royalists will lose what little power they 
have. [RG59 792.00/11-3051]
 

It was the beginning of a new battle between the monarchy and the military:
 

To the royalists, both the coup and the manner in which it was launched implicitly 
implied an affront to the young King who returned to take up permanent residence in 
his kingdom. Prince Dhani, President of the Supreme Council of State, was ‘bitterly 
ashamed’ of the Silent Coup...
 
As a result of the Silent Coup, King Bhumibol began his personal reign amidst a 
most intense political struggle. At stake was the question whether the Throne would 
reverse its position to that of a non-entity, being dependent totally depending on 
the executive and Parliament even for its personal requirements, as it had been 
compelled to be after the abdication of King Prajadhipok. Or would it be independent 
in its non-political attributes from the scrutiny and control of the two branches of 
the government? Since the King was of age and was forced to assume the kingly 
responsibility thrust upon him the moment he reached Bangkok, it was left to the 
young and inexperienced King to resolve the political crisis with the ruling clique, to 
the best advantage of the Throne. [Kobkua, Kings, Country and Constitutions]
 

The main concern of the United States was ensuring Thailand remained steadfast in the 
fight against communism. A cable on December 10, 1951, from William Lacy, director 
of the Office of Philippine and South-east Asian affairs at the State Department dealt with 
the problem of whether to recognize the new government by saying the issue did not arise 
because Bhumibol remained king. Lacy claimed the Thais needed authoritarian government, 
and that the junta would be effective in combating the communists:
 

The question of recognition of the recent constitutional and governmental changes in 
Thailand was not raised because King Phumiphon continued without interruption as 
Chief of State. If he had not sanctioned those changes and had been forced to abdicate 
then of course the question would have been raised. Those forces which brought 
about the changes were also those who have been in charge of the government  
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since 1947 without interruption. Furthermore, they are the very elements which 
have identified themselves in purpose with the free nations of the world opposing 
Communism…
 
As far as Thailand is concerned, the Government has always been authoritarian 
whether under the absolute monarchy or during the constitutional regime which 
began on June 24, 1932… Even though Thailand has developed a certain amount of 
democratic equipment during the past twenty years, it has not yet learned to use it in a 
democratic way and apparently prefers a more authoritarian form of government.
 
It is expected that very shortly the Thai Government will take a stronger and 
public stand against Communism and will enact anti-Communist legislation while 
reaffirming its intention to fight with the free world against the Communists. [RG59 
792.02/12-551]
 

For the time being, Bhumibol would get no help from the country of his birth. 
 
The Revolutionary King gives the impression that the lives of Bhumibol, Sirikit and Ubolrat 
were in danger as he returned to Bangkok just after the coup, with Phibun’s clique planning to 
do him harm. This is, of course, exaggrated. Stevenson describes the last evening aboard the 
Meonia:
 

An Associated Press report, relayed from the ship’s wireless room, confirmed 
that Marshal Phibun had pulled off another theatrical coup and again asserted his 
predominance. He would ‘curtail royal influence… The king must issue a royal 
decree and sign a new constitution.’ Lek bristled at the word must.
 
He remained on deck most of the final night. He was to transfer to the sloop at dawn. 
He would leave Sirkit and the baby on board the neutral Danish vessel for safety… 
Lek had an infant daughter and a teenage queen whose future now depended on the 
ship’s Danish captain, and on how the king got through the next few hours.
 
Lek watched the dancing fireflies of passing fishing boats. Bigger ships had to wait 
outside the river with its treacherously twisting coastline of solid reddish mud. The 
coast closed in upon the river like a giant crab’s claws. Military claws awaited him. 
He thought back to when he had arrived here with Nan so long ago. He almost shared 
A. E. Housman’s envy of ‘the lads that will die in their glory and never be old’. Elder 
Brother had died with his illusions intact. Today, feeling his presence, Little Brother 
wondered how Nan would adjust his idealism to the ominous information stitched 
together during this last voyage. 
 
Lek knew that Marshal Pibul’s henchmen were emboldened by the anti-communist 
jitters gripping their US backers. General MacArthur had proposed to bomb China’s 
industrial centres and lay a ‘belt of radiation’ along the China-Korea border. 
President Truman fired him but was branded ‘soft on communism’ for it. Lek was 
being asked to choose between the crocodile and the whale. If he went openly against 
Phibul, he risked American hostility. If he knuckled under, there would be a violent 
uprising against military rule undiluted by the presence of a king whose hands were 
tied by restrictions never before imposed on any previously reigning monarch. 
[Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

Stevenson says Bhumibol told him that he could feel his dead brother’s ghost as he made the 
journey up the Chao Phraya to meet Phibun:
 

My brother was behind me.
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Fortified by Ananda’s presence as his sloop made its way along the river, Bhumibol 
approached the Grand Palace, where Rama VIII had died five years before:
 

An unsmiling young king returned from Europe today to this picturesque capital that 
still was politically jittery over Thursday’s bloodless governmental coup.
 
The 24-year-old Phumiphon Aduldet, who at his spectacular coronation in May, 
1950, took the traditional dynastic name of Rama IX, brought with him from 
Switzerland his beautiful queen and their baby daughter.
 
Clad in naval uniform, the bespectacled king was not seen to smile once during the 
arrival ceremonies at the royal landing, the requisite visit to the temples and a two-
and-one-half-mile drive past more than 100,000 adoring subjects…
 
Stepping ashore on the specially-elevated royal landing stage, he was greeted by 
Premier P. Pibulsonggram and ceremonially-dressed government officials and foreign 
diplomats. [Milton Marmor, The King Returns to a Troubled Country, Associated 
Press, December 2, 1951]

 
Stevenson’s account portrays the young Bhumibol as masterfully turning the situation around:
 

Army loudspeakers greeted him with the propaganda music of Pibul in place of Lek’s 
own cheerful songs, played the year before. The king took comfort in reminders of 
a more distant past that were revealed with each bend of the river: the Temple of 
Dawn, the immense Reclining Buddha, and all the gold structures that pointed their 
spires defiantly at fighter-bombers circling ominously above. Waiting on the same 
old Grand Palace river-landing stood a bodyguard of brawny men in dress uniform 
with gold-and-black helmets, arrow- and bullet-proof leather flaps enclosing neck 
and sides of faces innocent of any cunning… They flanked older men whose ornate 
uniforms sparkled in the sun, outshining the skinny boylike figure in the linen suit.
 
‘I wish I could spank that spoiled brat,’ said Air Chief Marshal Phoen Roanapalart, 
commander-in-chief of the Royal Thai Airforce. The king had kept them waiting. The 
words were reported later by a King’s Man, Luang Prasert maître.
 
‘Of course I kept them waiting,’ the king confessed later. ‘In one hundred degrees of 
heat, their backbones were melting.’
 
The new draft constitution, rolled into a sacred gold tube, was held out by Marshal 
Pibul…
 
The king removed his dark glasses. The one good eye glittered in a face rigid as a 
mask. He took the scroll. Pibul’s men were seasoned intriguers but they shifted foot 
to foot in the long silence that followed…
 
‘The king cleverly plays the witless fool,’ reported Reuter’s man, Denys Corley-
Smith…
 
The wind off the river blew the king’s jacket hard against his spine, damp with sweat. 
He looked around him and then gave an aide the gold tube with the new constitution 
still rolled up inside it, and told Pibul, ‘I shall consider it.’
 
Marshal Pibul and has crew knew their legitimacy was in question without the king’s 
signature… King Bhumibol said innocently that he wished to visit the major temples 
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immediately. An inner voice whispered that he must show himself to as many people 
as possible before disappearing into the Grand Palace where he could become the 
prisoner of ritual duties. He knew now how cleverly these could be piled upon him…
 
To the surprise of those who thought him frail, Lek slogged from one royal temple to 
another. Again the crowds appeared from nowhere to cheer him… Lek broke away 
from his military escorts to kneel and touch the prostrate firms of the old and infirm. 
Perhaps they were the only ones really to sense the famous Chakri temper beginning 
to boil behind the mask. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

But there was almost nothing he could do. What made the coup even more humiliating for 
Bhumibol was that according to Turner, the junta had sent Police General Phao on two 
missions to Lausanne in 1951 before Rama IX’s return to try to get the king to agree to a 
reduction in the powers the royalists had secured for him in 1949. Bhumibol had refused:
 

Gen. Phao’s two recent missions to King in Lausanne failed as King reportedly 
castigated whole govt. [RG59 792.00/11-3051]
 

Bhumibol had tried to stand up to Phao, and so the generals just did what they pleased 
anyway. 
 
The terrible consequences of Ananda’s death were becoming ever more apparent. Thailand 
was in the grip of a cabal of venal and unprincipled military and police leaders. Pridi 
Banomyong remained in exile, and his hopes of bringing democracy to Thailand were in 
tatters:
 

The King’s death profoundly affected contemporary Thai politics and politicians. 
The most outstanding victims of the fallout from the royal death were Pridi and his 
political supporters who were completely and effecrively blotted out of Thai politics. 
Though Pridi had never been formally charged with a crime connected with the 
King’s death, he was so totally discredited by the ongoing smear campaign conducted 
by the 1947 Coup Group and the trial of regicide that he had lost most of his 
popularity with the people at large. In fact until his death, Pridi found it impossible 
to return to Thailand to defend his good name. The political demise of Pridi and the 
liberals and the ideals that they represented made it that much easier for the military 
and conservatives, each in turn, to mould the country’s political system to their own 
tastes and requirements. With their anti-Pridi credentials, both were able to assume 
the role of protectors of the monarchy especially against wayward leaders in cohort 
with national enemies such as the communists. The public apprehension of leftists 
and communists had repeatedly been whipped up to serve the political objectives of 
the post-1947 ruling élite , often at the expense of democracy and individual basic 
rights, and, most ironically of all, against the best interests of the Throne itself. The 
Palace, which appeared to have gained substantial grounds, soon found its rights and 
privileges either pushed aside or strictly circumvented by the 1947 ruling clique. 
Apart from regaining certain autonomous powers over its own affairs, the Throne was 
very much powerless when it came to the affairs of the nation.  The return of King 
Bhumibol in December 1951 little affected Throne-Government relations. It was 
the Prime Minister and/or the military ruling clique who called every political shot 
regardless of the royal opinion and/or advice from the Throne.
 
It is almost futile to try to second-guess history: what would have happened had 
Ananda not met with his untimely death? … Could or would he have prevented 
the ascendancy of the military in Thai politics? What would have been the fate of 
Pridi and the liberals in this political situation? What would have been the role of 
the monarchy if Ananda could have pulled off this supposed coup? Whatever the 
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answers to these questions, there can be no denying that the young King’s untimely 
demise did change the course of Thai political history. [Kobkua, Kings, Country and 
Constitutions]
 

Bhumibol’s position was also hopelessly weakened by the fact that he could be blackmailed 
over Ananda’s death. This became clear in the struggle over the new constitution drafted 
by the junta, which stripped him of all the powers the palace had won in 1949. He tried his 
best to resist, stalling for as long as he could, and at times palace officials used the threat that 
Rama IX might abdicate unless he won concessions:
 

He could employ as a last resort the ‘abdication card’ which would plunge the county 
into the political abyss. Without his signature, the Government set up by the Silent 
Coup and the coup itself were illegal. . [Kobkua, Kings, Country and Constitutions]
 

But the militarists had a nuclear option of their own – threatening to announce that Bhumibol 
had shot his brother in the head. Things came to a head in March 1922:
 

The princes now openly threatened the king’s return to Lausanne and abdication. 
Phibun and the generals calmly retorted that they could name their own king, 
mentioning Prince Chumbhot. The showdown took place when the government asked 
for a date on which the king would promulgate the constitution. Bhumibol didn’t 
answer, and, as he returned to Hua Hin, the cabinet scheduled the morning of March 
8. When by March 7 it became clear that he wouldn’t return, the ceremony was 
canceled. The state radio announced only that the king felt promulgation should not 
be rushed.  
 
That afternoon Phao led a group of officers to Hua Hin to confront Bhumibol.  
Several hours later, they returned to Bangkok, ushering the king along with them.  
At 11 the next morning in the Ananta Samakhom throne hall, to the braying of 
conch-shell horns, Bhumibol promulgated virtually the same constitution his uncle 
Prajadhipok had signed thirty years earlier. Premier Phibun stood by to countersign.
 
It was an extraordinary event. Bhumibol had just made his first determined attempt at 
political intervention, the deployment of the powerful royal prestige he had been told 
so often was in his crown and his blood. He failed resoundingly. Precisely how the 
venomous Phao intimidated the king remains secret. The general belief is that, if he 
didn’t threaten the king’s life, he threatened to expose Bhumibol as Ananda’s killer 
and to force him off the throne. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

The new constitution stripped the monarchy of almost all of its power:
 
His Majesty… lost all the political powers enjoyed by the Throne since the 
promulgation of the 1949 Constitution… The amended 1932 Constitution that 
was promulgated in March 1952 moved back the political clock to the days of the 
constitutional monarchy whereby the King was but a personified symbol of the 
unity of the nation with no real power or influence over the affairs of the nation. 
The administration of the country was exclusively in the hands of the legislature 
and the executive. The King was again above politics. His royal functions were 
limited to those dealing with religious and official rites and ceremonies. In 1951 King 
Bhumibol definitely deemed it a political necessity to accept such a compromise, 
which, by the stroke of a pen, reduced the role of the Throne to that of a mere 
political observer. [Kobkua, Kings, Country and Constitutions]
 

King Rama IX was a constitutional monarch once again, much to his bitter annoyance. The 
generals running the country continued to treat him with barely disguised contempt. As he 
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later told Barbara Crosette of the New York Times:
 

When I'd open my mouth and suggest something, they'd say: “Your Majesty, you 
don't know anything.” So I shut my mouth. I know things, but I shut my mouth. They 
don't want me to speak, so I don't speak.

 
After that, I do some things that are within my rights and then they see that it is 
something that is all right. So they begin to understand that I am doing things not 
for my own enrichment or my own interest. It is for the whole country. [Barbara 
Crosette, King Bhumibol’s Reign, New York Times, May 21, 1989]
 

Bhumibol told Stevenson that he deliberately kept silent in order to wrongfoot the junta and 
conceal his great intelligence. In 1950, he said Rangsit had suggested that he pretend to be a 
clueless youth:
 

Pibul’s dangerous jealousy had been reawakened. Uncle Rangsit reminded Lek 
that the Emperor Claudius had played the stammering fool to conceal his growing 
wisdom. It was still the best ruse…
 

Bhumibol decided later that silence was even more effective:
 

He had settled upon silence rather than the role of the stammering fool, still with 
the purpose of concealing his growing wisdom. People read into his silences more 
than was there… The pose had a curiously intimidating effect on even the most 
cunning intriguers, at least when they were in the king’s presence. [Stevenson, The 
Revolutionary King]

 
Despite his resentment, however, Bhumibol worked with other key palace officials to try to 
build a better relationship with the junta. According to Handley, “the palace made a special 
effort to befriend Phao”, partly via Bhumibol and Sirkit’s support of the Border Patrol Police:
 

In 1953 the king presided at major police ceremonies, granting Phao and other police 
generals special ranks and decorations and conferring the promotions of senior 
officers. Bhumibol also presided over the investiture of Phao’s personal brigade of 
aswin, or knights, actually the thugs who ran Phao’s drugs and protection rackets. 
The key to this relationship became the BPP. As the CIA client for anticommunist 
operations, the BPP was better trained and armed than the regular army. Its training 
center was next to the king’s Hua Hin palace. As he used the BPP airfield, and they 
served as his local escort, a special relationship blossomed. The king frequently 
visited the camp, joining the BPP soldiers in sports and shooting. When in 1954 the 
BPP began building a rural Volunteer Defense Corps of 120,000 men across the 
country, the king became their patron, presenting flags to corps units.  
 
This special relationship was encouraged by both Phao and the CIA. Eventually, 
noted a study, the BPP “came to view themselves as holding special responsibility 
for protection of the Thai nation and the king.” This suited the palace because the 
relationship transcended Phao, and could function in Phao’s absence, or if he ever 
challenged the throne. Phao evidently relished the king’s attention, telling diplomats 
that the palace favored him while disliking Phibun. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

In February 1955, Ananda’s death claimed yet more lives. Three innocent men – But, Chit 
and Chaleo – were executed by firing squad for their alleged role in the murder of Rama VIII. 
The palace did nothing to intervene and prevent their execution, even though both Bhumibol 
and Sangwan must have been aware that the men were not guilty:
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In 1955 [Phao] did the throne perhaps the most important favor ever: he wrapped up 
the Ananda death case. It wasn’t pleasant, but it was final. 
 
The case had festered in the courts, always overhanging politics and the palace. 
Despite the almost nonexistent evidence, repeated investigations and trials remained 
focused on Pridi and Vacharachai, both still in exile, and the three men arrested in 
1947, former royal secretary Chaleo and royal pages Chit and Butr. Lower courts 
would not convict the three. It fell to Phao to keep pushing, until in October 1954 
the Supreme Court found Chit, Butr, and Chaleo guilty and sentenced them to death. 
Only the king had the power to block their execution, but for four months the palace 
remained silent. While Phibun was out of the country, on February 17, 1955, Phao 
quietly had the three executed by firing squad…
 
Princess Mother Sangwal [began] a private course in soulclearing vipassana 
meditation two days before the execution. For one month she confined herself 
to Srapathum Palace, emerging only to meet her meditation teacher Phra 
Thepsiddhimuni at Wat Mahathat. Sangwal’s sudden desire to meditate was later 
explained as a result of her suffering from insomnia, but the timing suggests that she 
sought to clear her conscience. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

The death toll was rising. And the executions did nothing to dispel the ghosts haunting Rama 
IX’s reign. Time magazine’s report on the executions made it clear that the international 
media did not buy the official story:
 

Who killed King Ananda Mahidol? For close to nine years, Siamese have asked the 
question—privately, over the tinkle of thousands of teacups; publicly, in one of the 
longest murder hearings in history. 
 
On the morning of June 9. 1946, the young King (elder brother of the present popular, 
jazz-composing King Phumiphon Adundet) was found in his bed with a bullet hole 
through his forehead and a .45 near his hand. Soon afterward, the then Premier, Pridi 
Phanomyong, announced that the King had killed himself accidentally. 
 
A year later there was a small revolution. Marshal Phibun Songgram, Pridi's ancient 
rival in the seesaw of Siamese politics, took over as Premier and charged that Pridi 
himself was responsible for the King's murder. (Pridi has since turned up in Peking, 
leading a "Free Thai" movement blessed by the Communists.) In the years that 
followed, successive courts of inquiry tried to fix the blame for the King's death on 
other guilty parties to no positive avail. 
 
Last week, in the midst of Bangkok's frenetic preconference housecleaning, the 
Phibun government did its best to remove the skeleton from Ananda's closet by 
executing three Siamese vaguely convicted of "complicity" in his murder. The three 
were the late King's pages, Busya Patamasirind, 50, and Chit Singhaseni, 44, who 
discovered the body, and the King's former secretary, Chaliew Pathumros, who had 
been fired a month before the King's death. At 5 o'clock one morning last week, 
fortified with a final bottle of orange squash apiece, the three were led into the 
execution pavilion at Bangkwang Prison. Their hands were clasped together in the 
traditional Buddhist greeting and lashed to an upright pole. In each upraised hand, 
prison guards placed a ceremonial candle, joss sticks and a garland of small, pink 
Siamese orchids. Then a dark blue curtain was dropped behind each victim and the 
executioner fired a burst from his machine gun. 
 
That morning Police Chief General Phao Srihanond had dropped by for a last chat 
with Private Secretary Chaliew, his comrade-in-arms during an anti-government coup 
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back in 1932. "Good-bye, old comrade," said the general as machine-gun slugs tore 
into his friend. After ten rounds, Chaliew was dead. It took ten more rounds before 
the prison doctor pronounced Chit dead, and 20 full rounds for Busya. But at last the 
execution was done, the closet was tidy, and only one question remained unanswered: 
Who killed King Ananda? [Orchids for the Secretary, Time, February 28, 1955]

 

36
 

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,861212,00.html

