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“A PERIOD OF CONFUSION AND WILD INTRIGUE”

 
The most momentous event in the history of the Chakri dynasty since the 1932 revolution that 
stripped the monarchy of absolute power unfolded quite unexpectedly shortly before dusk 
on Sunday, September 19, 2010, in the middle of a Bangkok traffic intersection surrounded 
by luxury malls and five star hotels and haunted by restless spirits. It was over within a few 
minutes, and many Thais remain unaware that it ever happened at all.
 
It was four years to the day since royalist generals had seized power in a coup that snuffed out 
the precious embers of political progress so many Thais had risked their lives for in the Black 
May battles of 1992, and four months to the day since the military had crushed another mass 
pro-democracy rally in downtown Bangkok, storming the fortified encampment occupied 
by thousands of Red Shirt protesters who had blockaded the Ratchaprasong intersection for 
weeks to demand new elections.
 
If Ratchadamnoen represents the heart of old Bangkok, Ratchaprasong is the symbolic centre 
of the modern capital. As Benedict Anderson wrote in Withdrawal Symptoms:
 

As late as 1960, Bangkok could still be described as the “Venice of the East”, a 
somnolent old-style royal harbour-city dominated by canals, temples and palaces. 
Fifteen years later, many of the canals had been filled in to form roads and many 
of the temples had fallen into decay. The whole centre of gravity of the capital had 
moved eastwards, away from the royal compounds and Chinese ghettoes by the Chao 
Phraya river to a new cosmopolitan zone dominated visually and politically by vast 
office buildings, banks, hotels and shopping plazas.
 

Ratchaprasong is a hectic traffic junction about two and a half miles east of the old royal 
quarter. On the northwest corner is the vast Central World Plaza shopping, cinema and ten-
pin bowling megaplex, which boasts of being among the biggest malls in the world. On 
the northeast side are two more giant malls: Gaysorn Plaza, which lays claim to the title of 
Bangkok’s most upscale designer shopping destination, and the strangely shaped hulk of 
the Big C superstore. Just to the north of this consumer paradise is the Klong Saen Saab, the 
canal of ten thousand mosquito stings, one of Bangkok’s remaining working waterways that 
cuts a fetid path through the city all the way from the Chao Phraya river in the west to the 
eastern suburbs and beyond; it is the fastest way to get from the old Bangkok to the new. Two 
more huge buildings dominate the south side of the Ratchaprasong intersection: the police 
hospital on the southwest corner, and on the southeast the 380 room Grand Hyatt Erawan 
hotel, a 22-storey tower rising from greying faux-neoclassical columns. In its shadow, on 
the corner of the junction, is the Erawan shrine, dedicated to the Hindu creation god Brahma 
and built in 1956 to appease the bad karma unleashed by construction work in the area. 
At the centre of the shrine, a four-faced gilded statue of Brahma sits inside a spirit house; 
the enclosure is draped with hundreds of flower garlands left as offerings. Peddlers on the 
sidewalk hawk small birds in wooden cages, offering visitors to the shrine a conveniently 
easy way to do a good deed and gain some merit by paying to release them. Overhead, the 
two lines of the mass transit Skytrain system converge in a brutalist concrete thicket, blocking 
out the sun.
 
The violent struggle that convulsed the Thai capital in April and May 2010 began in the old 
quarter, already haunted by the uncounted ghosts of the dead from past political violence. 
The killing started on the evening of April 10 after Thai soldiers launched an operation to 
clear Red Shirt protesters occupying the Phan Fa bridge, scene of so many past battles in 
Thailand’s bloody political history. The commander of the operation was assassinated in 
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a targeted grenade attack at the Khok Wua intersection. Shocked soldiers beat a panicked 
retreat, firing live ammunition indiscriminately at mostly unarmed protesters and bystanders. 
At least 20 civilians and five soldiers were killed that evening, and afterwards the focal point 
of the protests shifted eastwards, to the commercial heart of new Bangkok. The Red Shirts 
abandoned the Phan Fa bridge but consolidated their grip on the Ratchaprasong intersection, 
which they occupied for 46 days, turning it into a sprawling urban village of makeshift 
tents housing food stalls, dormitories, shops and clinics, surrounded by barricades made 
from tyres and sharpened bamboo poles. Bangkok has long had a massive Lao population 
from Thailand’s impoverished northeastern Isaan region: they are the underclass who work 
in the suburban factories and sweatshops, drive the buses and tuktuks and motorbikes and 
taxicabs, clean corporate offices and affluent homes, and service the sexual appetite of tens 
of thousands of customers in the massage parlours and sex bars of the capital’s industrialized 
prostitution industry. Bangkok’s more affluent residents used their services every day, but 
never paid them much attention, until suddenly they took control of two square miles of prime 
real estate in the middle of the modern city. 
 
For Bangkok’s old establishment and increasingly prosperous and influential middle classes, 
it was an outrageous inversion of hierarchy, a violation of the fundamental rules that held 
their whole cosmos together. Ratchaprasong had become a zone of dangerous disorder, like 
the mass gathering of students in the grounds of Thammasat University in 1976, a very public 
challenge not only to the traditional ascendancy of the elite but also to the caste system in 
which the middle classes had carved out a privileged position. It provoked enormous anger 
among those who felt their elevated place in society was under threat. It was an assault on the 
very foundations of order and harmony, and it had to be crushed.
 
The commercial districts around Ratchaprasong and Lumphini Park became a battleground, 
as Thai troops tightened the noose around the Red Shirt encampment, skirmishing with “black 
shirt” gunmen among the protesters. On the corner of Silom and Rama IV roads, the Dusit 
Thani hotel, one of the bastions of the establishment’s social scene, was raked with gunfire 
and had two gaping craters blown in its facade by M79 grenades. More grenade attacks killed 
and wounded office workers waiting for the Skytrain to take them home. Violent political 
struggle was no longer just being fought on the old royalist establishment’s home turf – it 
had invaded the heart of modern, white-collar, consumerist Bangkok. Dozens of people were 
shot dead in the streets radiating out from Ratchaprasong during the harrowing days of mid-
May. After the military broke through the barricades of the Red Shirt encampment at dawn 
on May 19, arsonists set dozens of buildings ablaze around the city, and an inferno consumed 
much of the Central World megamall, sending a thick column of smoke into the sky above 
Ratchaprasong. Shortly afterwards, as night was falling, special forces troops positioned on 
the elevated Skytrain tracks fired volleys of high velocity bullets into the adjacent temple 
grounds of Wat Pathum Wanaram, which had been designated as a safe haven and where 
around 2,000 unarmed civilians were sheltering. Six people were killed, three of them 
volunteer medics working in a medical tent in the temple compound. 
 
By the time it was all over, 91 people had been killed in the battles of April and May 2010, 
most of them unarmed civilians, new casualties of the long struggle over how Thailand 
should be governed, joining the toll of the dead from 1973, 1976, and 1992. The spirits of 
the dead from Thailand’s decades of political conflict had captured new territory, no longer 
confined to the old battlegrounds of the royal quarter. Now Ratchaprasong was haunted too, 
and the ghosts were harder to ignore.
 
In Revolution Interrupted, Tyrell Haberkorn writes about the efforts made by the Thai state 
throughout modern history to rob the dispossessed of their voices:
 

Since the transformation from absolute to constitutional monarchy on 24 June 1932, 
governance in Thailand has depended on the silence of marginalized people… It 
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is not simply that those with power have not listened to the voices of marginalized 
people, but rather that political life in Thailand has often required and sustained their 
exclusion.

 
But as Thais are very well aware, the dead can be more powerful than the living. Those 
ignored when alive can sometimes find a voice in death, and force their way into the story. 
As Alan Klima argued in The Funeral Casino, victims of past massacres have influenced the 
course of Thailand’s political struggle long after their deaths:
 

The struggle over the representation of these deaths in various forms of public media 
has been crucial to the outcome of each of those incidents, which occurred in 1973, 
1976 and again in 1992. 
 

The dead have no power if they are not remembered. Thailand’s long political conflict has 
been accompanied by a parallel struggle between those trying to honour and commemorate 
the sacrifice of those who died fighting for democracy, and those seeking to scrub them from 
history and erase their place in collective memory. Rituals of remembrance have long been 
central to Thai political resistance, with the photographs of the dead displayed in public 
places, at shrines and monuments, along with offerings of candles, incense, fruit and flowers. 
They are remembered too through art, music and drama: the pretext for the 1976 massacre 
at Thammasat was a mock-hanging staged by students inside the university grounds, which 
rightists claimed was intended to represent the execution of the unpopular crown prince; in 
fact, it was a re-enactment of the lynching of two trade unionists by police in Nakhon Pathom 
a week earlier. Far from being a threat of violence against the monarchy, it was an attempt to 
keep alive the memory of those who had died for democracy. As Klima says: 
 

Such funeral protest culture has become common for suppressed and hunted people 
around the world.

 
These commemorative rituals represent scattered acts of resistance against efforts by 
Thailand’s rulers to impose their version of history that strips the dead of their power. 
 
In the official history of Thailand, those killed in political violence are marginalized or 
ignored. The narrative of 1973 has been rewritten as a fairy tale celebrating King Bhumibol’s 
decision to allow terrified students to seek shelter in the grounds of Chitralada Palace, 
pushing the sacrifice of the protesters into the background and apportioning no blame or 
responsibility for the massacre of civilians. The story of 1976 is so sensitive it is rarely told at 
all in public discourse, and the few times it does appear it has been stripped of meaning and 
significance, recast as an anarchic and barely comprehensible struggle between rival factions, 
as in the memoirs of Vasit Dejkunjorn, longtime aide to Bhumibol:
 

The political situation in Thailand at that time became shaky again… The return 
of Field Marshal Thanom stirred up another round of demonstrations. The biggest 
group gathered at Sanam Luang, led by university students. They later marched to 
Thammasat University. Meanwhile, another group formed to protest against the 
students-led group.
 
Finally, at about 2:50 a.m. on Wednesday, 6 October 1973, the counter-demonstraters 
attempted an invasion into Thammasat University. A confrontation between the two 
groups soon became a riot. Police entered the scene to take control of the situation. 
Guns were fired and many were injured or killed…
 
Two days later, on Friday, 8 October, Thailand had a new government. [Vasit, In His 
Majesty’s Footsteps]
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The victims of the massacre had completely vanished from Prime Minister Samak 
Sundaravej’s account of the 1976 violence in interviews with Al Jazeera and CNN in 
February 2008: he insisted that the only death was “one unlucky guy being beaten and burned 
at Sanam Luang” and became irate and abusive when challenged.
 
As Thongchai Winichakul wrote in a 1996 letter to students planning to commemorate the 
20th anniversary of the October 6 massacre: 
 

It’s as if it never happened, or as if its only value was to teach people how to forget.
 

In his foreword to Revolution Interrupted, he noted how the state had tried to wipe away the 
memory those killed or imprisoned after 1976:
 

In the name of reconciliation, the names and stories of these people have been swept 
under the rug. Their real lives and souls may never be recognized again, even to their 
children in some cases. Justice was also buried. For reconciliation “Thai-style” is 
the sacrifice of justice and the suspension of the rule of law that could incriminate 
the ruling elite and their networks – a group that has been in power since the mid-
1970s, despite changes of government, parliaments, and generations. Reconciliation 
Thai-style is like the father who tells his children to go to bed and get some sleep 
after brutally punishing them for disobedience. The crime was a family matter. Good 
children are not supposed to cry for being abused.

 
In the official version of Black May 1992, King Bhumibol was again cast as the hero, saving 
the day with his intervention. The military never conceded that it had fired on unarmed 
protesters. In one particularly memorable piece of sophistry, Interior Minister Air Chief 
Marshal Anan Kalinta insisted the military had not fired first, and challenged the claim the 
protesters had been unarmed: “They had sticks smashing around. They also had hands, the 
most important weapon.” And as with 1976, those who died were depicted in the official 
narrative as casualties of a depersonalized struggle between two vague groups who had failed 
to heed the importance of unity, rather than pro-democracy protesters massacred by the 
military. As Streckfuss says:
 

History becomes magically mechanized by anonymous action, movements of 
undifferentiated masses and mobs, and shouting in the night, without actual agency, 
without people doing things. No blood, no shootings, no orders, no death appear 
in the military’s report on the 1992 uprising. All that happened was the movement 
of dark forces, gangs, factions, rumours, behind the scenes maneuvering, and the 
prompting of masses on the streets to march towards their own suppression.
 
The official history is that of bright, shining faces, of great men whose names ring 
out as their accomplishments are proclaimed. It is ever the glorious times of a happy 
people: the general reaches down and pats a child on the head; the grandma, smiling, 
raises her hands in devotion and obeisance. [Streckfuss, Truth on Trial in Thailand]
 

The ideology of “Thainess” plays a central role in the marginalization of the dead. Those 
killed in political violence are commonly portrayed as communists or republicans or agitators 
whose divisiveness violates Buddhist principles; they are therefore not really Thai, and so 
not worth remembering. Federico Ferrara notes that because the official narrative insists that 
Thailand has long been essentially democratic – in the special Thai sense of the word – since 
even before the 1932 revolution, those who sacrifice their lives for democracy are portrayed 
as misguided or mad:
 

The official, comic-book version of Thai history that the government routinely stuffs 
down the throats of millions of schoolchildren nationwide has no place for the Thai 
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people’s painful struggle for democracy. Those who died, lost limbs, went to jail, or 
fled into the jungle for the cause did all of this for no reason whatsoever. They were 
fighting for what they already had, the dumb fucks. [Ferrara, Dictatorship of the “poo 
yai”] 
 

But while memories are frail and often incomplete, they are very hard to kill completely. 
Klima writes that after the 1992 massacre, the unacknowledged ghosts of 1973 and 1976 
reappeared in the collective consciousness:
 

Only a few moments after the deaths, people were whispering in small groups about 
the spirits… Public gatherings of over five people had been banned. In these huddled 
and in some cases officially illegal groups, they were not talking about what might 
become of them, the spirits, where they might go, or what their fate would be. It was 
too soon for that. There was no telling what would happen to the Black May dead, 
and those times had not even been given a name yet. They were talking about where 
they came from: “They are the spirits of those kids who were killed in October 14, 
come back to be killed again.” In the disjointed, vacant and yet humanly speckled 
streets lined with bullet holes and smoking vehicles, under a cloudy and searingly hot 
day – a day that was ripped from a familiar hum of normal life that is never noticed 
until it is suddenly gone – on such a day suspended and arrested, any relation between 
the time of then and now might have been the case.
 
“Those murdered kids were reborn and killed again,” I was told repeatedly, with 
complete confidence. 
 
Something undone, unquiet, not dead, not passed returns because it has nowhere else 
it can go. Memory manages to return among a people who so repeatedly claim they 
are forgetful: khon thai rao khi lymm (“we Thai are forgetful”). 
[Klima, The Funeral Casino]
 

In the months after May 19, 2010, another battle was fought at Ratchaprasong: over the 
memory of what had happened. In the official narrative, the real atrocity that day was the 
wanton destruction of property, symbolized by the gutted shell of the Zen department store 
in the Central World complex, and the trash and excrement left behind by the hordes whose 
illegal occupation of the intersection had disrupted orderly life in the capital. The burning 
of Central World was used to portray the Red Shirts as a wanton mob determined to destroy 
their own country. The violent deaths of so many people in the streets around Ratchaprasong 
merited much less attention: they were paid protesters or deluded fools who died as a result 
of their own criminal stupidity. “Again, reconciliation without justice is expected,” wrote 
Thongchai in his foreword to Revolution Interrupted:
 

Soon the lost lives and souls will become faceless names, then eventually statistics. 
Then their stories will be silenced too. 

 
Several mass cleanup campaigns were organized to restore Bangkok to its alleged former 
pristine glory, many of them – like the Facebook group “CLEAN UP BKK WITH UNITY” – 
unintentionally revealing the ironies inherent in the blinkered attitude of Bangkok’s moneyed 
classes. The group, with 3,469 members, proclaimed in its Facebook mission statement that it 
was above the divisive politics of red versus yellow:
 

No Colors. No Politics. Just Us, our hearts and the country. 
ONE LOVE – BANGKOK
 

But its ostensibly admirable and civic-minded appeal to unity reeked of the ideology that was 
fuelling Thailand’s conflict: the smug sense of entitlement felt by Bangkok’s establishment, 
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and their outrage over pressure for a fairer distribution of wealth and power that would reduce 
the widening inequalities pulling the country apart:
 

FRIENDS! WHO'S IN TO HELP CLEAN UP THIS MESS ONCE THEY HAVE 
STOPPED BURNING OUR CITY DOWN? 
 
LETS GET ALL OUR FRIENDS TOGETHER AND THOSE WHO LOVE BKK 
TO GET OUR BROOMS AND MOPS AND ETC TO HELP GET OUR CITY 
BACK TO NORMAL.   
 
LETS GET OUR MAIDS, FRIENDS, COLLEAGUES EVERYONE INVOLVED.  
ANYONE KNOW ANYONE IN THE BMA OR SHOULD WE DO IT 
OURSELVES???  
 
WE'LL DO IT WHEN WE GET THE OKAY FROM BMA?

 
This was typical of the establishment’s attitude. Unity did not mean genuine reconciliation 
and a fair deal for all groups in society, it meant reaffirming the existing hierarchical order. 
When middle- and upper-class Thais in Bangkok said they had “No Colors” and “No Politics” 
it meant that they staunchly supported the status quo, and considered any political movement 
challenging this to be an affront to all-important unity. Their claim to be apolitical was as 
bogus as the monarchy’s attempts to portray itself as above politics. The monarchy and most 
of Bangkok’s wealthier citizens were united in the same profoundly conservative political 
project: preserving the caste system that gave them a privileged position in society. They 
had a reflexive deference towards traditional authority, encapsulated by the hesitancy of the 
creators of the Facebook campaign to match their words with action and do any actual manual 
labour without getting a green light from the bureaucrats of the Bangkok Metropolitan 
Authority. The assumption that everybody had a maid who could be enlisted in the cleanup 
effort demonstrated their wilful blindness to Thailand’s gaping inequalities: they either didn’t 
know or didn’t care that only a small minority of society can afford domestic help. The Red 
Shirts demanding the right to have their political views acknowledged were demonized as a 
destructive, alien, un-Thai mob – “THEY”, the people burning down Bangkok. 
 
Princess Chulabhorn exhibited exactly the same ideology in her interview by the prostrate and 
tearful “Woody” Milintachinda in April 2011. She extolled the importance of unity:
 

There is nothing more important to Their Majesties than the unity of Thai people.
 
And she bewailed the horror of the arson attacks, rather than showing concern for – or even 
making any mention of – those who had lost their lives:
 

I know that what happened last year, when the country was burnt, brought great 
sorrow to Their Majesties the King and Queen. HM the King had been able to re-
learn to walk, and then he collapsed. He had a fever, had to be put on a saline drip 
and was confined to bed. HM the Queen was also very sad. She said that it was even 
sadder than when our country, Ayutthaya, was burnt by the Burmese because this 
time it was done by the Thais ourselves.
 

There were two broad themes to the establishment’s propaganda effort after May 2010. First, 
the Red Shirt mass protest demanding recognition of their political rights was recast as a 
destructive rampage by criminal mobs that threatened the harmony and security of Thailand. 
Second, Thais were told to embrace reconciliation, which in practice involved abandoning 
efforts to find out what really happened, leaving the dead in the past, papering over the 
worsening cracks in Thailand’s so-called unity, and trusting the government’s promises 
instead of demanding democratic rights. The ruins of the Zen store at Central World were 
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hidden behind large billboards reflecting this new official mood of forced optimism. One 
repeated, over and over, a single phrase:
 

EVERYTHING WILL BE OK.
EVERYTHING WILL BE OK.
EVERYTHING WILL BE OK.
 

Another giant banner proclaimed:
 

REBUILDING ZEN, LOVING THAILAND
May this Rebuilding bring Peace and Prosperity to Thailand.
We must Reconcile as we are One Country, One Family and One People.
 

Thailand’s military, which has good reason to fear ghosts having turned its guns on its own 
people so many times, made the extraordinary claim that none of the deaths or even any of 
the injuries during the April and May violence were caused by Thai soldiers. Everything had 
been caused by the shadowy “black shirts”, the “third hand” trying to destabilize Thailand. 
Although this claim was quite clearly unsupportable, Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva and 
Deputy Prime Minister Suthep Thaugsuban also sought to deny any responsibility for any 
of the deaths, including the six people killed at Wat Pathum Wanaram. Suthep repeatedly 
insisted that no soldiers were on the Skytrain tracks and the gunmen must have been arsonists 
or thieves; this claim has been comprehensively shown to be false. Jatuporn Prompan, the 
only Red Shirt leader not on the run or in jail, due to his immunity as an elected legislator, 
used a parliamentary no-confidence debate at the start of June to challenge the government’s 
claim that soldiers were not responsible for the May 19 killings in Wat Pathum Wanaram:
 

What happened at Wat Pathum cannot be ignored. You can't hide the sky with your 
palm. The truth must come out.

 
The spirits of the dead were being exorcised from Ratchaprasong, through the symbolic 
scrubbing of the streets, the frenzied insistence on peace and unity, and the attempt to absolve 
the military of blame. Thais were told to work together to build a better future, not dwell on 
the divisive quarrels of the past. There was little scope for any organized challenge to this 
official narrative. A state of emergency was enforced in Bangkok and across the Red Shirt 
heartlands in Thailand’s north and northeast. The senior leadership of the Red Shirts, with 
the exception of Jatuporn, were all in jail or in hiding. Most community radio stations in Red 
areas were shut down, accused of spreading discord and violence, but Yellow Shirt media 
were allowed to continue broadcasting often extremist propaganda. Websites critical of the 
military and the coalition government were blocked as threats to national security. Political 
gatherings and rallies were banned. 
 
Into this blighted, oppressive political landscape of military dominance and silenced voices 
came bicycling a slightly shambolic, bespectacled, floppy-haired figure who was to change 
the course of 2010 far more significantly than anyone had expected: 42-year-old veteran 
human rights activist Sombat Boonngamanong. Never part of the core Red Shirt movement, 
Sombat was regarded by the military as more of an irritant than a serious threat. He had been 
the first to organize a protest rally after the 2006 coup and was arrested for speaking at a 
pro-democracy rally in northern Thailand in July 2007, as reported by the U.S. consulate in 
Chiang Mai:
 

The July 6 arrest in Chiang Rai of an anti-coup activist provided pro-democracy 
campaigners new fuel to attack the Council for National Security (CNS) and the 
continued use of martial law in 35 provinces.
 
Sombat Boonngarm-anong, a member of the Democratic Alliance Against 
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Dictatorship (DAAD) and leader of the human rights NGO Mirror Foundation, 
was arrested July 6 while speaking at a rally in Chiang Rai. Sombat was detained 
for 24 hours along with Panithan Ayi, an Akha tribesman who works for the same 
foundation…
 
Taken to Chiang Rai's Meng Rai military camp, the two were charged with violating 
martial law, still in effect throughout Chiang Rai province, as well as Article 116 
under the Penal/Criminal Code for creating public disorder for the purpose of 
unconstitutional political change. Both were released late July 7, with no further legal 
action.
 
Former Thai Rak Thai (TRT) Chiang Rai parliamentarian Samart Kaewmechai… 
said that the Chiang Rai rally - including Sombat's successful effort to provoke 
his own arrest - was part of a campaign to lift martial law and to oppose the draft 
constitution. Concerned that previous rallies in the northeast were too identified with 
TRT to have much impact, the organizers focused on opposition to  CNS.
 
According to Samart, Sombat was well treated at Meng Rai camp, but 
reported “unfriendly” treatment by officers from 3rd Army headquarters in 
Phitsanulok who interrogated him about links with TRT and accused him of a one-
sided critique of the CNS and the new constitution.  Sombat was allowed to receive 
a telephone call from National Legislative Assembly (NLA) member and former 
Chiang Rai senator Tuenjai Deetes, who offered to negotiate his release with CNS 
Deputy Secretary General Gen Saprang Kalayanamitra. Sombat turned down the 
offer, intending to stay in military custody as long as possible to build momentum 
against the military regime. [07CHIANGMAI124]
 

Just two days after the traumatic events of May 19, 2010, Sombat took part in an illegal 
demonstration of around 1,000 people on the Ladprao road in the northeast of Bangkok. 
They displayed photographs of some of those killed and arrested, and Sombat was among 
the speakers who denounced the military crackdown. In the days and months that followed, 
he was the driving force behind a series of small acts of defiance that snowballed into a 
remarkable resurgence of popular protest. 
 
What made Sombat so unexpectedly effective was his brilliant grasp of strategy of non-
violent protest. He understood the potential power of symbolic defiance and the withering 
impact of ridicule against regimes that try to cloak themselves in a spurious aura of sanctity. 
He realized the importance of starting with protests so small and ostentatiously unthreatening 
that the authorities would be unlikely to crush them, and then gradually expanding the limits 
of permissible dissent. And he recognized that an essential element of encouraging people to 
protest was leading by example and helping others find the courage to make a stand. 
 
The pioneer of the modern theory of peaceful resistance is Gene Sharp, an octogenarian 
professor at the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth described by the Christian Science 
Monitor as “the Machiavelli of non-violence”. Sharp’s handbook From Dictatorship to 
Democracy provided the inspiration for several popular resistance movements Eastern Europe 
and the former Soviet states, and has been credited with helping shape the strategies of the 
pro-democracy protesters who toppled the governments of Tunisia and Egypt in early 2011. 
By coincidence it was first published in Bangkok, in 1993, for exiled Burmese pro-democracy 
activists; at least two of Sharp’s other works are available in Thai translation. 
 
Sharp argues that successful pro-democracy movements often begin with small symbolic 
protests which are gradually escalated as more of the population starts to support them:
 

The initial action is likely to take the form of symbolic protest or may be a symbolic 
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act of limited or temporary noncooperation. If the number of persons willing to act 
is small, then the initial act might, for example, involve placing flowers at a place of 
symbolic importance. On the other hand, if the number of persons willing to act is 
very large, then a five minute halt to all activities or several minutes of silence might 
be used. In other situations, a few individuals might undertake a hunger strike, a vigil 
at a place of symbolic importance, a brief student boycott of classes, or a temporary 
sit-in at an important office. Under a dictatorship these more aggressive actions 
would most likely be met with harsh repression. 
 
Certain symbolic acts, such as a physical occupation in front of the dictator’s palace 
or political police headquarters may involve high risk and are therefore not advisable 
for initiating a campaign. [Sharp, From Dictatorship to Democracy]
 

On June 26, 2010, Sombat tied red ribbons around a street sign at the northeast corner of 
the Ratchaprasong intersection. It was a simple, individual gesture of resistance against the 
government’s efforts to erase the memory of the May killings. He was immediately arrested, 
and held in detention for two weeks. 
 
Just two days after his release, on July 11, Sombat was back at Ratchaprasong, this time with 
dozens of supporters. Around 30 protesters suddenly swept through the crowds of Sunday 
afternoon shoppers and converged on the street sign. Some began fixing red tape and ribbons 
around the sign; others held up placards printed in Thai and English with the words: “People 
died here.” They chanted the same words, in Thai, a simple remembrance of the dead. 
Three protesters daubed in red paint lay motionless on the sidewalk in a symbolic piece of 
street theatre. And as a small crowd of curious onlookers and journalists gathered, Sombat 
appeared, wearing a white T-shirt printed with the slogan “I am red”, and wrapped a red cloth 
banner around the base of the sign. It was a tiny protest, particularly by the standards of the 
vast Red Shirt rallies earlier in the year, and that was its strength. Several police were present 
to observe, but kept their distance, even though political gatherings of more than five people 
were banned under the state of emergency. The authorities had learned by now that arresting 
people merely for tying red ribbons to a street sign and saying that people had died in the area 
made them look heavy-handed and oppressive. The protesters dispersed unmolested, having 
widened the space for peaceful political dissent a little further.
 
Week after week, Sombat’s “Red Sunday” group staged events so self-consciously non-
confrontational that the authorities they very successfully satirized remained unsure how 
seriously to take them or how to respond. On July 25 there was a Red aerobics event in 
Lumphini Park; some of those who took part in the exercise session were daubed with fake 
blood or painted their faces into the grotesque death masks of ghosts or zombies. On August 
1, scores of Red Shirts lay on the ground at the Democracy Monument in memory of the 
dead. Another event in Lumpini park on August 8 drew more than 500 people; a week later 
it was 600. On September 12, Sombat organized a Red bicycle rally in the area around 
Ratchaprasong, pausing at places where people had died during the May violence. Cyclists 
yelled “soldiers shot the people” and “we do not forget” as they pedalled along the streets. 
Meanwhile, a small group of students from the Prakai Fire Group with ghoulish make-up and 
torn, bloodied clothes held a procession on foot and by Skytrain from Wat Pathum Wanaram.
 
Many dismissed these events as irrelevant, and Sombat was often portrayed in the media as a 
lunatic or a clown. But they were part of a deliberate strategy to expand the possibilities for 
protest and help potential supporters overcome their fear, ahead of a large commemorative 
rally planned for September 19. As Sombat told Peter Boyle of the Green Left Weekly:
 

We organised a process to break down this fear. The build-up events were symbolic 
appearances that were not big enough to provoke the full force of government.
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Sombat also understood the potential of social media, and Facebook in particular, to organize 
and publicize his protests. He used the internet to circulate plans for the September 19 rally: 
having begun less than three months before by going alone to Ratchaprasong and tying a 
ribbon, he was now preparing a mass gathering of protesters who would release 10,000 red 
balloons into the sky and tie 100,000 strips of red cloth all around the Ratchaprasong area. 
He had understood the effectiveness of sabotaging efforts by Thailand’s rulers to pretend 
the political killings of April and May had never happened. They were trying to banish the 
memories of Ratchaprasong, and Sombat was conjuring them up again, to inspire opposition 
to the government and military.  
 
Sombat was as stunned as everybody else by the massive crowd that gathered at 
Ratchaprasong on September 19. The Red Shirt movement was effectively leaderless and 
it was assumed to be disorganized and adrift. But well over 10,000 protesters converged at 
Ratchaprasong despite bad weather and the risk of arrest, or worse. The huge turnout was 
not solely a result of Sombat’s activities; anger had long been simmering particularly in 
Red Shirt strongholds in the northeast and there was a widespread feeling that this was the 
time for a mass show of strength. But the Red Sunday group had been instrumental in laying 
the foundations, by restoring a critical sense of confidence and pushing the boundaries of 
permissible protest. Sombat had taken back the initiative and put the authorities back on the 
defensive, without giving them a pretext to respond with significant force. He had rallied the 
power of Ratchaprasong’s ghosts. 
 
Relatives of the dead brought framed photographs, and candles were lit in their memory. 
Pongphon Sarnsamak and Pravit Rojanaphruk described the day in a report in the Nation 
newspaper:
 

The intersection was mostly shut between 3 p.m. and 6 p.m. but the red shirts started 
to clear the way for traffic at dusk. Police were totally outnumbered on the streets but 
monitored the situation through CCTVs. The rally remained peaceful despite some 
angry, emotional and provocative banners…
 
Some protesters told The Nation unrest is likely when their leaders are in jail, killed 
or on the run. “Don't think we are water buffaloes,” said one red-shirt man. “Those 
who are here are hardcore. They can't be controlled.” Other banners said: “People 
died here”.
 
On social media, sentiment was mixed, with many questioning the virtual lack of 
reference to burnt buildings and ruined businesses. “Buildings were burnt here, too,” 
one twitterer proclaimed angrily. But in the evening red leaders said they regretted 
the damage to businesses…
 
Shortly before six, hundreds of red ribbons were tied together in a large web as red 
shirts chanted anti-government slogans. Some lit candles in remembrance of those 
killed and wept. One man shouted: “Let's fight another round.”
 
A 35-year-old woman, Sangwan Suktisen, whose 31-year-old husband Paison Tiplom 
died on April 10 at Khok Wua intersection, came with her eight-year-old son and 
three-year-old daughter to join the event.  
 
She held a picture of her husband, who was shot in the head, to show other red-shirt 
protesters walking around the intersection. She said she called for the government to 
bring to justice the persons who killed her husband.  
 
“Even though the government gave me compensation for the death of my husband, no 
one apologised,” she said. Her three-year-old Saiphan Tiplom held a red balloon with 
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writing: “Bring my father back and get the government out.”
 
Sarawut Sathan, 45, who came from Bang Kapi district, said he joined the protest 
because he wanted the government to dissolve the House and hold fresh elections as 
a way to resolve the crisis in society.  Another woman wrote on the road with chalk 
that she still remembered the time when her friend was killed four months ago.   
 
Sombat said yesterday's symbolic activity at Rajprasong had succeeded in getting 
the government's attention. He said he did not expect that over 10,000 would join the 
rally. "We just came here to tell the government that we will never forget," he said.
 

It was towards the end of the protest that it became clear that everything had changed 
for Thailand’s monarchy. The crowd had become so large that it blocked traffic at the 
intersection, something Sombat had been anxious to avoid. Because the use of loudspeakers 
was banned under the state of emergency, he had difficulty controlling the sea of Red Shirt 
protesters, and eventually used borrowed police speakers to implore the crowd to disperse 
ahead of schedule, and head towards Wat Pathum for a ceremony there:
 

If you shut the road, we won’t win. Please think it through… Our fight must go 
on. We must end today’s activity. We fight a political fight and we must win it 
politically.
 

But most people refused to listen. A chant rose up among the crowd: “I came by myself.” 
They were shouting that they had not come to follow leaders, but under their own volition, to 
protest as they chose. 
 
And then, the chant changed. A slogan began to be shouted among one group of protesters 
at the intersection and spread through the crowd until hundreds were shouting it over and 
over again. It was a denunciation, using a Thai insult that literally means “monitor lizard”, a 
particularly reviled animal; the closest English-language equivalent is probably “bastard”:
 

The bastard ordered the killing. The bastard ordered the killing. 
 

It was a stunning moment, an event most Thais never dreamed would come to pass. Hundreds 
of people gathered in the heart of Thailand’s capital, defiant and angry, were shouting a 
deliberately crude insult and inflammatory accusation aimed at an unthinkable target.
 
“The bastard” was King Rama IX.
 

- - - - -
 

Bhumibol was four miles away when it happened, marking his own unhappy anniversary.
 
As the anger and grief of the crowds at Ratchaprasong over the coup four years before and 
the crackdown four months before exploded into an unprecedented public challenge to his 
moral authority, Rama IX was at Siriraj on the west bank of the Chao Phraya river. Exactly 
a year ago, he had been admitted to the hospital, and he had been resident there ever since, 
unwilling or unable to leave even when doctors pronounced him fit to be discharged. In a 
radio broadcast in August to mark her birthday, Queen Sirikit insisted her husband was doing 
fine:
 

Now his health has substantially improved but doctors still ask him to continue doing 
physical therapy so that he can move around with strength first before leaving the 
hospital.
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It wasn’t true. Doctors had cleared Bhumibol back in October 2009 to go home: at any of his 
palaces he could receive the best medical care money can buy. The truth was that Bhumibol 
was refusing to leave Siriraj. It was as if he was trying to escape the burden of being king. 
 
Several sources told the U.S. embassy that the king was in the grip of depression, desolate 
over the state of Thailand as the end of his life loomed. On rare occasions he would attend 
a ceremony or engagement somewhere in the city, but he always came back to his room in 
the hospital. Sometimes he was taken down to the hospital pier beside the river for brief 
appearances, in a wheelchair and usually accompanied by his favourite dog, Tongdaeng. On 
September 29, the king was wheeled to another part of the hospital, dressed in a tuxedo and 
black bow-tie, for a musical recital in his honour: “Concert in honour of the Great Blue-Blood 
Artist”. A frail, shrunken Bhumibol, his neatly-combed and side-parted hair streaked through 
with grey, sat impassively as the Thailand Philharmonic Orchestra played the jazz tunes he 
had composed many years before, as a young man, in love with Sirikit: Blue Day, No Moon, 
I Never Dream, Love at Sundown, Falling Rain, H.M. Blues. The concert organisers said the 
date was chosen because it was 34 years since the last time the king had played music in front 
of a student audience: he used to do this regularly, but stopped after September 29, 1976. 
Nobody mentioned why: the massacre of students at Thammasat a week later that tore apart 
any pretence of Thai harmony, and the dark, paranoid, divided years that followed.
 
For Bhumibol, Siriraj is heavy with memories. As a young orphan girl, his mother Sangwan 
studied at the Siriraj School for Midwifery and Nursing from the age of 13. In the hospital 
grounds is a large statue of Prince Mahidol, recognizing his contribution to Thai medicine. 
Mahidol hoped to practice medicine at Siriraj after returning to Thailand from the United 
States in December 1928, but this proved impossible, as South African author Rayne Krueger 
recounted in The Devil’s Discus:
 

He was asking for something vastly more difficult than you might think. Here is how 
another prince who qualified as a doctor described his experience on returning to 
Bangkok: ‘It was almost impossible for me to practise. When a patient came to me I 
had to ask, “Which part of your body is sick? Because I’m a prince and can only treat 
your head.” If it was the King, of course, I could only treat his feet.’ …
 
Prince Mahidol was obliged to give up any hope of working at Siriraj Hospital. The 
British and American doctors who ran it advised the King that taboo and etiquette 
made the presence of a prince on the staff quite impracticable. The hospital was on 
the farther bank of the … river and in visiting it by ordinary hire-craft instead of 
crossing with traditional princely ceremony Prince Mahidol had already strained the 
King’s tolerance. There was to be no unfitting behaviour again, no internship at the 
Siriraj. 

 
Instead, Mahidol left Bangkok to practise medicine in Chiang Mai. A few months later, 
though, he was back at Siriraj: this time as a patient. The curse of ill-health that has afflicted 
so many of the Chakris, widely attributed to inbreeding, did not spare Mahidol. Doctors at 
Siriraj tried to save him. They failed. When he died, Ananda was only four, Bhumibol two.
 

On a morning in 1929, three months after his departure for Chiengmai, he was 
observed alighting from a boat at the Siriraj Hospital in Bangkok. He was dressed 
merely in shorts, open shirt and sun helmet like any Westernized commoner, and 
like any busy doctor he carried a bottle with the specimen of a patient’s intestine 
he wanted tested. But he had some personal business also. He consulted Dr Noble, 
English Professor of Surgery at the Medical School, about his own health. Noble 
sent him straight home to bed; then with William Perkins, American Professor of 
Medicine, struggled for three months to save his life. He had an amoebic abscess in 
his liver. They could not save him. He showed great courage and unfailing gentleness 
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to the moment of his death. He was thirty-seven – best, most loved of Chakri princes. 
[Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

As doubts grew about the survival – and safety – of the Thai monarchy, Sangwan took her 
three children to Lausanne in 1933. Despite the sorrow of Mahidol’s death, which affected 
Sangwan in particular, their years growing up in Switzerland were very happy for Ananda 
and Bhumibol. When Ananda suddenly became King Rama VIII of Siam following the 
abdication of his uncle Prajadhipok, Sangwan was determined to fight for him to be allowed, 
at least, a normal childhood:
 

Prince Ananda Mahidol… heir presumptive to the throne of Siam, went to the 
playground of his school here unconcernedly today and as usual participated in the 
games of his schoolfellows. The routine of his school life was unchanged by the 
abdication of his uncle, former King Prajadhipok.
 
The bright vivacious boy, full of mischief and said to be very intelligent, is doing 
well at school, particularly in arithmetic and dictation. He has been in school here 
long enough to have his memory of Siam dimmed.
 
With his brother, 7, and his sister, 12, he lives with his mother, Princess Songkla 
Mahidol… in an unpretentious flat in Lausanne.
 
“If you were a mother, how would you feel about it?” was her reply when asked 
whether she would like to see her son on the Siamese throne.
 
She said she took little interest in politics…
 
“I should like to remain in Switzerland until my children have completed their 
education,” but I will do my duty if called on,” she added. [New York Times, Siam’s 
Heir Plays at Swiss School, March 5, 1935]

 
According to his elder sister Galyani in a 1987 memoir, Ananda was initially reluctant and 
wrote a list of all the reasons he didn’t want to rule Siam:
 

He did not wish to be king because (1) he was only a child, (2) he knew nothing, (3) 
he was lazy, (4) the Chair (how he referred to the throne) was too high, and he could 
not sit still and could therefore fall off it… (5) wherever he went he would have to 
use the umbrella and could not enjoy the sun, (6) too many people in front and behind 
him wherever he went and he could not run. [Galyani, Little Princes to Little King]

 
Black-and-white footage of a contemporary interview with Ananda in Switzerland shows him 
similarly unimpressed about being king – and playful:
 

Interviewer: Does it interest you?
Ananda: No.
Interviewer: Why?
Ananda: It just doesn’t interest me.
Interviewer: What does interest you?
Ananda: Playing!
 

Sangwan wanted her sons to finish their schooling in Switzerland before becoming immersed 
in the stiflingly antique and formalized world of the Siamese royal court. As she wrote to 
their grandmother, Queen Sawang, in April 1935:
 

Both my son and myself have no desire for honour nor riches. The reason Nan has to 
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accept the throne is because it is his duty to the nation… At the moment he is just a 
child, let him be a child.
 

She got her wish. Ananda and Prince Bhumibol spent several idyllic years living at Villa 
Vadhana on a hillside overlooking Lake Geneva, in Pully just outside Lausanne:
 

The family rented a three-storey building for use as a royal residence. Called the 
Villa Vadhana, it was indeed conducive to rest and study after a very fragile period 
in the life of the Royal Family. The nearby Lake Geneva was a particularly attractive 
backdrop. The villa rested on about 32,000 square metres of land. Standing at 
attention at the end were some pine trees followed by a small orchard and a little 
vegetable garden that the green-fingered Princess Mother had planted herself to 
supplement their diet. This last point is one worth keeping in mind when one reads 
of His Majesty’s careful introduction of much the same idea to the poor of Thailand 
throughout his reign. 
 
In the cold Swiss winters, their mother took the children to Arosa for some skiing. 
Looking at pictures of the boys laughing and slip-sliding around on the snow and 
ice, we are fortunate today that a photographic record was kept by the Princess 
Mother herself as there were few, if any, official pictures taken in Lausanne. Between 
1937 to 1938, Prince Bhumibol became extremely close to King Ananda. The 
Princess Mother always appeared pleased when they had time together during school 
vacations so that the boys could play together. [National Identity Office, Strength of 
the Land]
 

The nine-year old Rama VIII was even able to use his royal status to get out of doing exams. 
Bhumibol had no such luck:
 

King Ananda Mahidol of Siam, youngest monarch in the world and future ruler of 
12,000,000 people, used his royal prerogatives for the first time today and got out of a 
tough examination in school.
 
Instead of being just another anxious-eyed schoolboy nibbling his pencil and 
pondering questions on a test paper, the 9-year-old sovereign stayed away from the 
class roomwhile his school-mates were struggling with their problems.
 
The director of schools in the Lausanne district, at the Queen Mother’s resquest, 
excused Ananda from the required examination and automatically promoted him to 
the “classical college”, equivalent to high school in the United States. The Siamese 
delegation here also joined in the request, which was heeded “in view of Ananda’s 
excellent record and his high personality.”
 
King Ananda’s little brother and his 11-year-old sister, however, had to take the 
examination, the brother finishing second in his class, while the sister also did well. 
[Associated Press, Boy King of Siam Escapes a Difficult Test, April 16, 1935]

 
Ananda and Bhumibol shared a room in Villa Vadhana. They had friends at school, but 
only rarely invited them home. The two boys lived a slightly insular existence; they were 
playmates and best friends. There is no suggestion in any accounts of their childhood of 
tension between the brothers.
 

In Lausanne, Ananda and Bhumibol studied French, Latin, and German instead of 
Thai and Pali, the language of Buddhism. They hiked in the mountains and skied 
the snow-covered peaks while most Thai kids frolicked in steamy rice paddies with 
water buffaloes. As teenagers they were captivated by World War II battle exploits, 
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fast cars and American music. By the war’s end, both were better suited for the 
life of well-heeled bon vivants in Europe than golden-robed, sacral princes in an 
impoverished tropical Asian state…
 
Most of the pressure on Ananda came from Sangwal herself. She tried to prepare 
him for kingship, but he was frustratingly inattentive, she complained in letters to 
Sawang. Pushed hard, he became inattentive and moody. Bhumibol, meanwhile, 
was merry, energetic, and curious. His mother’s letters make it clear that he was her 
favorite, noting that he readily completed his schoolwork and chores before running 
off to play. Still, the difference between the two boys was only a few degrees. They 
were their own constant companions and best friends, and Bhumibol looked up to 
Ananda. [Handley, The King Never Smiles] 
 

Rayne Krueger also noted Bhumibol’s playful personality and closeness to his mother:
 

Closest of the children to their mother was the youngest, Bhoomipol, two years 
Ananda’s junior. He played the clown of the family, and no one today would 
recognize the stern good looks of the present monarch in the irrepressibly comical 
bespectacled boy. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

Relations were strained between Sangwan and government leaders back in Bangkok who 
wanted the king back in Siam. Several times she threatened that Ananda would abdicate 
unless he was allowed to finish his studies and return permanently to Siam only when he felt 
ready. He visited Bangkok for the first time as king in 1938, aged 13. And in December 1945, 
after World War II was over, Rama VIII flew to Bangkok again with his mother and brother. 
 
It was supposed to be a relatively brief visit; King Ananda and Prince Bhumibol were 
expected to go back within months to their studies in Switzerland. After various delays, and 
discussions with the royal astrologers, their departure was eventually set for June 13, 1946.
 

- - - - -
 
Rama IX’s reign was haunted from the start. When he was 18 years old, his world was 
transformed by one shattering event, and the consequences and emotional cost and 
unanswered questions have pursued him through the decades, despite his repeated attempts to 
shake himself free. As king, the ghost of his elder brother Ananda was always with him.
 

Ananda Mahidol, 20-year-old King of Siam, was found dead of a bullet wound 
yesterday in the Royal Palace, and twelve hours later the Siamese legislature named 
his brother, Prince Phumiphon Aduldet, 18, as the new king. 
 
The Siamese police director-general told an emergency session of the legislature last 
night that the king’s death was accidental and that the bullet went through the center 
of his forehead.
 
Ananda… arose at 6 a.m. yesterday and took some medicine. Nothing was known 
of his actions from then until his body was found by a servant in the bedroom of the 
Barompiman Palace about 9 a.m.
 
The historic night session of the legislature unanimously selected Phumiphon Aduldet 
as the new king, rising together to signalize his election with a “Chai Yo, Chai Yo, 
Chai Yo” – the Siamese hurrah. [Associated Press, Gun Kills Siam’s Young King, 
June 10, 1946]
 

Bhumibol’s life was utterly changed by Ananda’s death. It robbed him of his only real friend, 
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and broke his mother’s heart, and of course it made him king, but its impact went much 
further even than that: the tragedy was fused into the DNA of the Ninth Reign. It profoundly 
shaped Bhumibol’s behaviour and choices as Rama IX, and blighted Thailand’s destiny for 
decades, tipping the balance of fate away from democracy and towards prolonged militarism.
 
Bhumibol himself acknowledged the extent to which Ananda’s death moulded his reign, in 
comments to William Stevenson: 
 

When my brother died, I became my brother. I did what he wished to do.
 

Stevenson says Bhumibol was not speaking metaphorically: he meant it literally. Bhumibol 
believed Ananda’s soul had been fused with his own and became part of who he was as Rama 
IX. Several times in his discussions with Stevenson, describing events long after his brother’s 
death, he mentions that Ananda was with him:
 

When I became my brother, we shared a schoolboy innocence. A great asset. I try to 
keep his clarity of vision, but I am the brother that everyone sees, and I have to be 
pragmatic. Half of me is him, and half of him is me. So, if anything, I’m really Rama 
Eight-And-A-Half. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

Famously, Bhumibol’s whole demeanour altered too:
 

As the palace plunged into shock, suddenly, life changed prodigiously for Bhumibol. 
Within hours, the bright, often smiling and joking prince, more interested in 
European cars and American jazz than anything Thailand had to offer, would be 
named king of a country in which he had spent less than 5 of his 18 years. He would 
almost never be seen smiling in public again. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

In his memoirs, British pathologist Keith Simpson, who was asked by the Thai authorities to 
give his opinions on the case, describes the last hours of Ananda’s life:
 

On 8th June, a Saturday in the Year of the Dog 2489, Buddhist era (AD 1946), he 
was slightly indisposed, suffering from a mild intestinal upset. At 10 p.m. he retired 
to his private suite, dressed for bed in a light T shirt and blue Chinese silk trousers. 
He was protected while he slept by a guard of four men and the Inspector of the 
Watch.   
 
At 6 next morning he was visited by his mother, who woke him up and found him 
perfectly well. At 7.30 a.m. his trusted page, Butr, came on duty and began preparing 
a breakfast table on a balcony adjoining the King’s dressing room. The night guard 
went off duty, and the day staff assembled.   
 
At 8.30 a.m. Butr saw the King standing in his dressing room. The page took in 
the usual glass of orange juice, a few minutes later, but by then the King had gone 
back to bed. With a gesture he refused the juice and dismissed Butr, according to the 
page’s own evidence.   
 
At 8.45 the King’s other trusted page, Nai Chit, appeared unexpectedly. The two 
pages were on alternating duty, but Nai Chit was not due to relieve Butr for another 
two hours. He said he had called to measure the King’s medals and decorations on 
behalf of a jeweller who was making a case for them.   
 
At 9 a.m. Prince Bhoomipol, Ananda’s younger brother, called on the King to inquire 
about his health. He said afterwards that he had found the King dozing peacefully in 
his bed: a mosquito netting covered him over all.   
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Twenty minutes later a single shot rang out from the King’s bedroom. Nai Chit 
ran in, and out, and along the corridor to the apartments of the King’s mother. 
`The King’s shot himself!’ he cried… [Simpson, Forty Years of Murder: an 
Autobiography]
 

Krueger recounts what followed:
 

The words that rose from the Princess Mother’s lips were quite mechanical: “My 
poor Nand.” Horror, terror, pity and desperate incredulity held her for an instant 
transfixed before she began to run, asking no questions, and running through 
her crashing world grasped at the hope that the page was foolishly mistaken, or 
that “shot” meant merely a graze, and that her son would greet her with a rueful smile 
at having been careless with one of his pistols. But the spectacle in the bedroom 
obliterated hope.
 
Ananda lay in bed as if asleep. His flowered coverlet was drawn up. He lay on his 
back, his legs stretched out straight together. His arms, extended fairly close to 
his sides, were outside the coverlet. On his left wrist was his watch, on a finger of 
his left hand his ring, and an inch or two from his left hand a pistol, the American 
Army .45. Not that the Princess Mother took in all these details. Her entire being 
was concentrated on the blood oozing from Ananda’s forehead. Nai Chit opened the 
mosquito net for her and with a scream she flung herself on her son’s body. 
 
Not far behind came the Royal Nanny. Her account of her movements would be that 
she was putting away some cine-film in Bhoomipol’s room when she heard what she 
thought might be a shot followed by running footsteps. Seeing the Princess Mother 
making for the King’s quarters she hurried after her. She saw her distraught on the 
bed, endlessly repeating through her sobs, “My dear Nand, my dear Nand.” The 
Nanny half lifted her away but she again bent keening and weeping over her son, 
across whose face, shoulder and pillow the blood freely flowed, until the Nanny 
moved her towards the foot of the bed where she lay half on the floor. 
 
The Nanny took hold of Ananda’s wrist. Though the Palace Law of 1450 had but 
recently given way to the Penal Code which no longer made anyone who touched the 
royal person guilty of a capital offence, there was still a powerful taboo and this she 
defied by feeling the King‟s pulse. It was beating. At this same moment of discovery 
– everything was confused, confusing and indescribably terrible – the Nanny was 
aware of the pistol close to the wrist she held. The barrel pointed towards the Princess 
Mother at the foot of the bed, and fearing an accident the Nanny quickly picked it 
up with three fingers and put it on the bedside cabinet where Ananda had placed his 
spectacles and where a small clock ticked off his final seconds, for when the Nanny 
again took his wrist the pulse had stopped.
 
Told this, the Princess Mother, whose weeping had momentarily been arrested by the 
Nanny’s first discovery, cried more unrestrainedly than before, and with a corner of 
the coverlet tried to staunch the flow of blood. She called for another piece of cloth 
and continued her efforts. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

Dr Nitya Vejjavivisth, a friend of the Mahidols from their time in the United States, arrived 
on the scene shortly before 10 a.m. Royal custom dictated that he had to crawl to the bed 
where the king lay:
 

When he entered the royal bedchamber the Princess Mother was sitting down – either 
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in that room or just beyond the open doorway to the study – and Bhoomipol sat on 
the floor by her feet, looking sad but calm. The doctor quickly and reverently crawled 
across the floor to the bed. A moment’s examination and he helplessly pronounced 
himself unable to do anything. The Princess Mother’s voice, broken with grief, 
exclaimed – demanding an answer not of him but Fate – “Did you ever think such a 
thing could happen?” 
 
She asked him if he would stay to clean the body. With the help of the Royal Nanny, 
the two pages being in attendance, he did so. He found that the wound on Ananda's 
forehead, above the left eye-brow, was shaped like a small cross of the kind put at the 
end of a letter to signify a kiss. 
 
Fresh linen and apparel were brought; and blocks of ice ranged down either side 
of the bed, together with an electric fan to blow cold air continuously across the 
corpse. Except for the whirring of the fan and the weeping of the mother, everything, 
everyone in the royal suite was extraordinarily still about him who had been Lord of 
Life. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]

 
As well as cleaning the corpse of her son with the help of the doctor and royal nanny, 
Sangwan also performed various ritualistic activities on the body. This had the effect of 
compromising most of the forensic evidence:
 

The confusion concerning the young King’s demise began practically the very minute 
the King was found dead in his bed in the royal chamber at the Baromphiman Palace. 
During the shock and the commotion which ensued, the royal nurse and, later, the 
royal physician, complying to the wishes of the Princess Mother, cleaned up the mess 
around the body and stitched up the gunshot wound so as to make His Late Majesty’s 
remains dignified and presentable to outsiders. By doing so they unwittingly wiped 
out much of the death-scene evidence and made the post-mortem investigations 
inconclusive. [Kobkua, Kings, Country and Constitutions]
 

Stevenson writes that Prince Rangsit helped instruct Sangwan in what ceremonies had to be 
performed on Ananda’s corpse:
 

Distraught palace servants ran through the mansion like headless chickens. The 
Princess Mother took refuge in actions that later gave birth to ugly rumours. She 
began mechanically to strip and bathe Nan’s body. Uncle Rangsit had been on 
his way to see King Ananda and, after standing horrified, took comfort from 
instructing Mama on the iron routine to be followed. He knew by heart all the rituals 
to be employed when a king died: the General Expulsion of Evil: the Bathing and 
Adornment of the Royal Corpse – Mama cleaned the body, not thinking she might be 
disturbing police evidence. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

Those present also compromised other key pieces of evidence, as Simpson writes:
 

I was given a carefully worded description of the scene when, some time later, a 
Major-General of the Police of Siam came to my Department at Guy’s to seek some 
help in interpreting what had happened. It was my first case out of England.  
 
Ananda lay in bed within a mosquito netting, his body covered, but the arms lying 
outside the coverlet alongside the body. Close to his left hand was an American 
Army .45 Colt automatic pistol, and above the left eye was a single bullet wound.   
 
There were no police photographs of the scene to support this account; for by the 
time the police appeared on the scene, everything had been irreparably `tidied’.   
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One of the first to enter the bedroom was the King’s mother, who threw herself, 
grief-stricken, on her son’s body, weeping and moaning `My dear Nand, my dear 
Nand!’ The King’s old nanny followed, and after feeling his pulse she picked up the 
pistol and put it on the bedside cabinet. Prince Bhoomipol, hearing the disturbance, 
came in, and then Butr, who put the pistol in a drawer ‘for safety’, thereby adding 
his fingerprints to Nanny’s. Butr was sent to call a doctor. After he had come Prince 
Bhoomipal joined the Queen Mother, Nanny, and the two pages in washing the body, 
laying it out in clean linen, and applying blocks of ice and setting up a fan to cool it 
and delay decomposition, which the hot weather would otherwise have caused within 
a few hours.
 

Any investigation of what had happened was made even more difficult by Prince Rangsit’s 
insistence that commoners were not to touch the body of the dead king:
 

At last the police arrived; in fact, it was the Chief of Police, who had to push through 
the confused mob of officials to reach the body, and he was not allowed to do 
anything useful even then. Following protocol (’No-one may touch the Divine Body’) 
the King’s uncle stopped him from examining either the wound or the King’s hands. 
Nobody was allowed to feel if the body was stiff or cold. All the Chief of Police 
could do was ask for the pistol; and when it was produced he added his own prints to 
those of Nanny and Butr. He noted that the weapon was not on the safety catch and 
that only one round was missing. No bullet had been found, but Nai Chit produced 
a spent cartridge case which he said he had found on the floor on the left side of the 
body. [Simpson, Forty Years of Murder: an Autobiography]
 

During the morning, according to testimony in 1950 by royal page But Pathamasarin, 
Bhumibol and his mother appeared to have a strange conversation in the study adjoining the 
bedchamber where Ananda’s corpse lay:
 

While the doctor was washing the body and Butr was in attendance, Butr heard a 
noise in the adjoining study where the grief-stricken Princess Mother sat on a sofa. 
She was stamping her feet and holding some sheets of paper while Bhoomipol paced 
the room; and Butr heard her exclaim, ‘Whatever you want to do, do it.’ [Krueger, 
The Devil’s Discus]

 
As news spread of Ananda’s death, more princes and leading officials arrived at the 
Barompiman Hall:
 

The Chief of the Palace Guards telephoned news of the tragedy to the aristocrat who 
held the office of Chief Major Domo and Protocol. He was at his private house and 
before setting out for the Palace he instructed another dignitary, the Chief of the 
Royal Fanfare and Paraphernalia Section, to report to Pridi at the latter‟s official 
residence by the riverside. Pridi immediately called in the King‟s Secretary-General, 
the Minister of the Interior, and the Police Chief (entitled Director-General of the 
Police Department). The first of these was to give the only account of Pridi at this 
moment: “He was very agitated and pacing the floor. He said to me in English, ‘The 
King is a suicide’.”
 
They all went straight to the Barompiman Hall where five senior princes together 
with leading cabinet ministers and courtiers were fast assembling. During the 
ensuing hours, after they had made obeisance before Ananda’s body, they gathered 
downstairs and anxiously debated the situation. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
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Among the officials congregating downstairs, there was no serious suggestion that an 
unknown intruder had murdered Ananda. The only possibility that was seriously discussed 
was that the king had shot himself in the head, either accidentally or in a deliberate suicide, 
and the main concern was how to present the news to the public without damaging royal 
prestige:
 

The premises… were carefully inspected and the servants, guard and officials 
questioned. The Police Chief had started by suspecting assassination, but after this 
investigation he was satisfied that Ananda had committed suicide. 
 
His conclusion was shared by all the princes and statesmen and officials assembled 
downstairs… Some of those present were afterwards to say they had reservations 
about the conclusion of suicide; but any doubts were no more, in those stupefying 
hours, than a vague unease at the back of the mind. No sign could be found of an 
assassin’s entry or exit…
 
The problem agitating the princes and statesmen was not, however, the cause of 
death, which seemed plainly an open-and-shut case of suicide, but what to tell the 
public. An announcement of suicide was too shocking to the repute and dignity of the 
throne to be contemplated. Prince Rangsit expressed himself strongly to this effect 
and the others agreed. What explanation, then, were they to give the nation? Under 
the duress of uncertainty and grief the various suggestions put forward were scarcely 
satisfactory: they ranged from cholera to stomach ache. Dr Nit especially was against 
any suggestion of an internal malady: he knew how monstrous rumour mushrooms 
quicker in Bangkok than almost any city in the world, and he was not going to 
provoke whispers of poisoning. Time passed; they had to make up their minds; the 
afternoon was far advanced before at last a communiqué was drafted, agreed by them 
all, and issued by the Royal Household Bureau. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

The communiqué presented Ananda’s death as a tragic accident, and used his stomach bug as 
an explanation for how a semi-divine king could come to shoot himself through the head by 
mistake:
 

Since the 2nd June of this year the King has had an intestinal upset and suffered loss 
of vitality. Nevertheless the King has continued to carry out His functions in making 
visits to the people. Later, as the upset had not subsided the King was obliged to 
remain in bed and was unable to attend the royal ceremonies scheduled. On 9th June 
this year after rising at six in the morning the King, after taking castor oil, attended 
to His toilet as usual and then returned to bed. At about nine a shot was heard in the 
Palace by the royal pages attached to the Royal Bedchamber who immediately rushed 
in to investigate. They saw the King lying dead on His bed with blood over His body. 
They therefore reported to the Princess Mother and then proceeded to attend the royal 
remains. An examination thereof was made by the Director-Generals of the Police 
Department and the Department of Medical Sciences, as the result of which it is 
concluded that the King must have played with his pistol as he was fond of doing, 
resulting in an accident.
 

As Krueger says, it was an attempt to create a narrative that would not lead people to question 
the doctrine of royal sanctity and infallibility:
 

They wanted above everything to preserve the sanctity of the throne. Therefore they 
strove to present an acceptable story: the King had been ill, he was weak, making 
more likely that while he played with a gun, which he often did, he met with an 
accident.  
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The communiqué was broadcast over the radio early in the evening. For many it 
confirmed dreadful rumour… But for most people the radio provided the first news, 
flooding them with anguish. From stilted teak houses poised over canals, from 
sampan homes lilting on the river, from the shady modern villas of the well-to-do, 
from the slits of shops and cluttered workshops, Bangkok delivered up thousands 
upon thousands of people who made their way in sorrow and fear and curiosity to 
stand outside the white walls of the Grand Palace. And through the countryside, 
across rice-field, jungle, and mountain, the news travelled via the monasteries and the 
few other possessors of radio sets, causing even greater consternation because of the 
greater veneration of the countrypeople. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

Many had begun gathering even before the communiqué was broadcast at 7 p.m.:
 

Around the palace great crowds gathered in silent grief as the news spread.
 
Most of Bangkok was unaware of the death of the quiet, studious ruler until the 
government broadcast the news at 7 p.m. Immediately a wail went up from a 
crowd gathered in the square before the Publicity Building, near the Royal Palace. 
[Associated Press, Gun Kills Siam’s young King, June 10, 1946]
 

Prince Chakrabandhu, who had sometimes played jazz with the two brothers, recounted to 
Stevenson a conversation he had with Bhumibol on the day of his Ananda’s death. He had 
been due to meet them for a jazz session at 9 a.m. that morning:
 

‘On that last Sunday, the boys were late for a nine o’clock appointment. I was 
thinking they were playing another of their tricks on me. .. But when they should be 
making music, His Majesty was already dead. I heard the shouts and hurried to the 
mansion. Among all those dignitaries, I felt out of place. Much later, I tried to tip-toe 
away.’
 
The new king caught him at a side door. ‘Don’t go! I need you. The only close friend 
I had was my brother. Please be my friend.’
 
‘But you have many friends,’ said the prince.
 
‘Acquaintances. At school. On the ski slopes. Not friends. And nobody here.’
 
‘Then,’ said the old prince, ‘my king for the first time cried.’ [Stevenson, The 
Revolutionary King]

 
Dr Nitya had a discussion in the evening of June 9 with Bhumibol, who said Ananda’s death 
had quite clearly been an accident, not suicide:
 

At nine o’clock that evening he returned to the Barompiman Hall with sedatives 
for the Princess Mother. He intended to hand them over to the Royal Nanny but 
Bhoomipol said he would deliver them. The young celestial prince was in a sad, 
ruminative mood. There was already upon him the unsmiling gravity which would 
henceforward make him a stranger to the exuberant Bhoomipol everyone had 
previously known. The kindly, cautious, bespectacled Dr Nit had been a friend of 
both his parents in America before his birth, physician to the family whenever they 
had been in Bangkok, and he could almost be regarded as a relation. Bhoomipol said 
to him: ‘I think there’s no other explanation than accident for my brother’s death. I 
can’t help clinging to superstition because four or five days ago he was very tender 
towards me, especially when he led me by the hand into the dining-room. He’d never 
done that before.’ 
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He paused. Then he said: ‘You must help me, Luang Nit. Don’t leave me in a 
situation like this.’ 
 
Long afterwards the doctor was closely questioned about Bhoomipol’s precise 
meaning, but he could attach no meaning to it beyond a young man’s need for help 
as he tried to square up to a new and totally unexpected life. [Krueger, The Devil’s 
Discus]

 
During this conversation, Prime Minister Pridi Banomyong arrived, to inform Bhumibol that 
a special session of the National Assembly had unanimously requested him to become the 
next king:

 
Prince Phumiphon Aduldet, 18-year-old brother of the dead ruler, bore up bravely 
under the shock and replied in halting, sorrowful phrases when a council of regents 
informed him of his succession to the throne.
 
All Siam mourned the death of the ruler. Theaters and all places of amusement were 
closed. Flags were at half staff and will remain so for 30 days. [Associated Press, 
Body of Former King of Siam Lies in State, June 10, 1946]
 

Some of the royalists present at the Barompiman Hall when Bhumibol officially accepted his 
nomination and became Rama IX claimed that the change in him was more profound than 
his sudden seriousness. They said he acquired a mystical, but very palpable, aura of authority 
and kingship. One celestial prince and grandson of Chulalongkorn, Bhanabhandu Yugala, 
recounted to Stevenson that Bhumibol told the assembled dignitaries in English that he would 
need their full support, then added, in Thai, “and with sincerity”. Bhanabahndu continued:
 

In seconds, the boy had become a king. He spoke like a king… Everyone knew what 
he meant in a world of lip-service and deceit. People pleaded for him to accept the 
throne and he acted fast to save their skins but he didn’t want them betray him later. 
I could not believe he had thought of those words himself and later I asked if anyone 
had written them out for him. But nobody had. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

The royalist idolization and worship of monarchy is on full display here. Clearly, it was a 
traumatic and momentous day for Bhumibol, but asking the officials and princes gathered 
in the Grand Palace for their sincere support is hardly evidence of greatness by itself. But it 
became part of the palace mythology.
 

King Bhumibol began his reign in most inauspicious circumstances: the sudden and 
mysterious death of his brother, an inconsolable and bereaved mother who needed 
his strength, and rumours of plots and conspiracies by people in high places to have 
him also done away with. It was altogether a time of uncertainty and bleak future 
for the brave young prince who resumed the mantle of the Chakri dynasty. Yet, by 
all accounts, His Majesty, in spite of his own great loss – his brother was the only 
close friend he ever had – acquitted himself well. [Kobkua, Kings, Country and 
Constitutions]

 
Ananda’s death was also a decisive influence in Bhumibol’s evolution from a Westernized, 
rationalist young man into a true believer in the archaic mysticism of the Siamese monarchy, 
according to what the king told Stevenson years later:
 

Little Brother was struck by a terrible thought. The Siamese were convinced that 
one’s spirit wandered during sleep. The most awful thing that could happen was to 
die before the spirit had a chance to re-enter the body. The Buddhist Book of the Dead 
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taught that nothing mattered so much as a tranquil passage to the next life…
 
He vowed to give Elder Brother a ‘decent funeral’, he told me later. ‘It seems 
a strange fancy, but there had to be a proper transition.’ It was Lek’s first big 
concession to Siamese beliefs: he could not let his spirit become lost and wandering 
through all eternity. This explained his subsequent actions. [Stevenson, The 
Revolutionary King]
 

On June 10, doctors from Chulalongkorn Hospital were allowed to embalm the body as they 
prepared it for the funeral rites. Then the ceremonies began:
 

The Princess Mother found herself caught between her western-style rationality and 
the old superstitions. In her distress, she accepted the advice that funeral rites were 
a Spiritual Coronation to celebrate the ascension of a good king’s spirit to join the 
gods. Privately, she finally confronted the idea that the spirit could be wandering 
and lost when someone died suddenly in sleep. Where was Nan’s spirit now? She 
could never attend his funeral until she knew the answer. For four more years, the 
dessicated corpse would wait for the crematory flames.
 
King Bhumibol wanted his brother’s death to serve some useful purpose…. Uncle 
Rangsit said Siam must stay united, or the great powers would bring in more troops 
to keep order. What held the Siamese people together were the laws of their hidden 
universe. Therefore things must unfold according to sacred rules. The royal urn, the 
Great Golden One, would have to be re-assembled. The First Rama had designed it. 
The remains of later kings and senior members of the royal family had been kept in 
it until their cremation. Miraculously, the urn’s sections still stood behind the huge 
old wooden bed where the dynasty conceived its armies of offspring. The bed was 
stuck in a corner of the Throne Hall. The heavy gold frames of the urn were bolted 
together with the silver inner shells, under the guidance of a loyal old palace servant 
who remembered all the procedures. Nobody else remained alive who could recall all 
the elaborate rites…
 
Immediately after death, it had been customary to wrap a phanung of red cloth 
around a king’s loins and thighs, with a cream-coloured scarf binding his chest. The 
new king then traditionally led the family in poring holy water over the feet of the 
corpse. Normally, there would be a First Queen to comb the hair and then break the 
wooden comb into pieces to make sure it was never used again. The body had to be 
re-clothed in two phanungs, under a vest of silk and a coat embroidered with gold, 
two baldricks glittering with diamonds across the breast. This had not been done 
before the hasty post-mortem on King Ananda.
 
Since there was no First Queen, Mama had to perform the duty. Her face betrayed 
no emotion while she wrapped her first son’s body, hurriedly stitched and patched 
after the immediate forensic examinations. She combed his hair. Bones had to be 
broken to bend the body into the sitting position, thighs pressed against stomach, 
knees drawn up to chin, feet tied to a stick, arms encircling the legs and all bound 
in linen and fastened with special cords. She put gloves and gold shoes on the dead 
king’s hands and feet, a silk cap over his skull, a gold ring in his mouth. She gazed 
upon his face for the last time and covered it in a gold mask. A crown was lowered 
upon the masked head. Thus he was ‘fully crowned and anointed Sovereign’ and 
in palace terminology recognised as Grand Master of the Most Illustrious Order of 
the Royal House of Chakri. Kneeling, shedding no tears, Mama allowed the trust 
and bound body to be placed within the Great Golden One’s inner silver casing. The 
space was small, even for a boy so slight: about a hundred centimetres high by fifty-
five centimetres at the widest diameter. The eight outer sections of gem-encrusted 
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gold unfolded Nan. Through the perforated floor, bodily fluids would be drawn off 
daily through a stop-cock until the corpse became dry. 
 
When all was done, she withdrew, her spine straight as a rod, back to the dark 
seclusion of her bedroom. 
 
A Siamese king’s astral body was thought to hover until its ascent to join the gods 
at the time of cremation. King Ananda’s spirit seemed destined to wander until the 
mystery of his death was solved… The body was to remain in the urn far beyond the 
Hundred Days of mourning observed in past centuries. A thousand days would pass 
before cremation became thinkable, long after the juices from Nan’s body had ceased 
to drip into the pan under the urn.
 
Lek had made a rational decision that, to save Siam from chaos, he must restore 
what would once have seemed to him a pagan ritual. Now he wondered if there was 
such a vast gulf between the beliefs of east and west? He remembered Shakespeare’s 
words: ‘I am thy father’s spirit, doomed for a certain term to walk the night.’ Was 
his dead brother like that king of Denmark, and was Lek like the son named Hamlet? 
[Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]

 
Stevenson’s account curiously omits Bhumibol’s role in the proceedings, depicting him as a 
rationalist who nevertheless ordered the elaborate ceremony to be carried out, for the good 
of the country, since the Siamese people expected this kind of archaic ritual to be performed. 
It gives the impression that it was the king’s mother who led the ceremony. But in fact, as 
Krueger makes clear, as king, Bhumibol of coursed played a central role:
 

The first ceremony was ritual bathing. The new King, his mother, senior princes and 
officers of the State in turn poured scented water, which had been blessed by monks 
and kept in crystal vessels, over Ananda‟s feet. Next, the special section of pages 
permitted to touch the royal person dressed him in the glittering robes he would have 
worn for his coronation…
 
He was placed in a sitting posture with his legs crossed and drawn close to his body, 
his hands clasped together holding incense sticks and a candle as if he prayed to the 
Buddha, and strips of white cloth were tightly wrapped round him like the bandaging 
of a mummy. Thus trussed and swathed he was put, still upright, in a silver urn – 
wedged, rather, for the fit was very tight. All this had to be watched by Bhoomipol, 
who then placed a crown on the corpse‟s head, before finally the lid of the urn, 
following the contoured spire of the Siamese crown, was locked shut. 
 
In solemn procession attendants carried the silver urn on a royal palanquin across 
the long courtyard of the Outside and deposited it five tiers high in the beautiful 
building called the Dusit Hall. Here the silver urn was enclosed by an intricately 
chased golden urn, known as the Big Golden One, put together in eight sections 
because of its immense weight. (It was made on the orders of the first Chakri in 1808 
and he was so pleased with it that for some days he had it in his bedroom. When one 
of his wives wept at what she took to be a sign of ill-omen, he sharply retorted that 
if he did not see it while he was still alive how could he ever expect to see it?) The 
white Umbrella of State, consisting of nine silk bands of diminishing circumference 
in ascending order, was raised above. There in the Dusit Hall the monks started the 
official ceremony of One Hundred Days. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

The same day, a second public communiqué was issued, this time by the police, after they had 
reported their findings to all senior princes and government ministers. The communiqué said 
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there were three possible scenarios for how Rama VIII could have been killed – he could have 
been murdered, he could have committed suicide, or he could have accidentally shot himself 
while playing with or examining the Colt .45 he kept beside his bed. It ruled out murder, 
saying it had been daylight and there was no evidence of intruders being seen. And it ruled 
out suicide, since the king had been cheerful the night before. It concluded that there was no 
doubt, therefore, that Ananda had accidentally pulled the trigger.
 
Many people were totally unconvinced. The international media began investigating 
the “friendship” between Ananda and Marylene Ferrari, the daughter of a Calvinist pastor in 
Lausanne. Had a lovelorn Ananada committed suicide? 
 

Siamese in Lauusanne, Switzerland, where Ananda went to school, described as 
baseless any suggestion that he had taken his life deliberately. Questioned about the 
King’s friendship for 21-year-old Marilene Ferrari, pretty daughter of a Lausanne 
clergyman, a close friend of the girl said “it was not a serious affair. She know it 
could not last.”
 
Ananda’s former tutor and secretary, Cleon Seraidaris, said he talked to the girl and 
that she told him she, too, excluded the possibility of suicide. Seraidaris, to whom the 
king wrote regularly each week, said he last heard from Ananda five days ago, and 
that the recent letters both to him and to other friends showed the king to have been in 
good health and spirits, eagerly anticipating his projected trip to the United States and 
his return to school in Switzerland. [Associated Press, Body of Former King of Siam 
Lies in State, June 10, 1946]

 
Many Thais found the theory that Ananda shot himself by accident a little too convenient 
to be credible, and also considered suicide unlikely. They suspected foul play: the king was 
assassinated Rumours began circulating around Bangkok – whispered in markets, and, at least 
once, shouted in a crowded cinema – that Ananda had been killed on the orders of Pridi.
 
The prime minister was despised by the royalists because of his role in the 1932 revolution. 
In the years afterwards, the rivalry between Pridi and army officer Phibun Songkhram 
dominated Thai politics. They were the respective leaders of the civilian and military wings 
of the People’s Party that had ended Prajadhipok’s absolute monarchy. Pridi was a leftist and 
a democrat; as Krueger says:
 

The solid fact is that he alone of Siam’s leaders from first to last espoused the cause 
of the common man and the ideal of parliamentary democracy. [Krueger, The Devil’s 
Discus]
 

Phibun was a Siamese fascist, who had made a determined effort to become a permanent 
military dictator ruling Thailand and supplanting the king. He backed the Japanese during 
World War II however, while Pridi secretly ran the Free Thai movement inside Siam. So 
with Japan’s defeat, Phibun was in disgrace and Pridi was in the ascendancy. The newly 
formed, royalist Democrat Party however, and in particular the blue-blooded brothers Seni 
and Kukrit Pramoj as well as former Prime Minister Khuang Aphaiwong, were deeply hostile 
to Pridi. Senior princes and the Pramoj brothers had done their best to poison King Ananda 
and Sangwal’s relations with Pridi, with some success:
 

Seni Pramoj, his brother Kukrit, and their friends, forming what came to be called 
the Democrat Party, were rightists. They shared the monarchist sentiment of the 
aristocratic class to which they belonged…
 
[Pridi] was too much of the people, preferring the company of plain-spoken men and, 
while never himself lacking the courtesies, paying little regard to courtly servility. 
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So he was suspected and mistrusted as a communist or fellow traveller though the 
only faint connection with truth in this belief was that if the Democrat Party, with 
which we may roughly group all royalists, was on the right, Pridi’s followers were 
on the left. But with them we must also group most liberals, and in fact all these 
labels are misleading in the context of Siamese politics unless you remember that the 
essential struggle was between personalities and their supporters. Pridi’s included 
not only Bangkok intellectuals but humbler people throughout the country who 
once belonged to the FTM. This infuriated his opponents who believed that he was 
wickedly exploiting something started by them all in the national interest. Another 
result of the war was that many people, including most of the army and others who 
had not noticeably opposed the Japanese, found a psychological comfort in joining 
the opposition to him. And opposition was not lessened by the Democrat Party‟s 
propaganda that he aimed at establishing a communist republic. Curiously, though, 
he acquired more respect even from his most rabid critics than any modern Siamese 
politician has ever received. But this very ascendancy fed his opponents’ antagonism. 
[Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

The royalists and the Democrat Party seized on Ananda’s death as a means to smear Pridi 
and undermine his popular support. On the day Rama VIII was killed and for several days 
afterwards, anonymous telephone calls to leading foreign diplomats and senior Thai officials 
said the king had been murdered, and Pridi was behind the killing. An organized effort 
was made to hire people to spread rumours in public places that Pridi ordered Ananda’s 
assassination. Some royalists, invoking ancient and archaic laws from the days of Ayutthaya, 
demanded arrests to made, noting that historical precedent required the immediate execution 
of everyone concerned with the care of the king if he was killed:
 

The truth of Ananda’s death, ultimately, was not what was important: it was the 
simple absence of any convincing explanation that fired politics for the next six years. 
The palace princes, and Khuang and Seni’s parties, which merged as the Democrats, 
together leaped on the Ananda mystery to expand their own  power. While Bhumibol 
remained on the sidelines, they would successfully leverage Ananda’s death for a 
new, very royalist constitution, electoral dominance, and  replenishing the palace’s 
emptied coffers.  
 
Their first step was to discredit Pridi. Many Thais were unwilling to believe 
that  the young dhammaraja Ananda could have killed himself, accidentally or 
deliberately. The princes were happy to encourage that view. A day after the death, 
the  Democrats, the Pramoj brothers in particular, authored an alternative explanation  
that Pridi was behind it, and with little subtlety they hired a dozen men specifically  to 
spread the story through the Bangkok community… After  Ananda’s own nanny said 
she believed he had been murdered, the plausibility of Pridi’s guilt grew. Just a few 
days after the death, in the middle of a crowded movie  theater a Democratic member 
of parliament yelled out, “Pridi killed the king.” [Handley, The King Never Smiles]

 
These rumours exploded into a public sensation after the doctors who embalmed Ananda’s 
body the day after his death said they had found a wound at the back of his head that was 
smaller than the wound in his forehead. Assuming that exit wounds are always bigger than 
entry wounds, they concluded Rama VIII had been shot in the back of the head: murdered. 
This was widely reported in Thai newspapers.
 
Krueger notes that the Pramoj brothers denied any role in spreading rumours about Pridi:
 

Rumours of murder and murderers swirled night and day round the city and 
overflowed abroad, baffling some, infuriating others, appalling all, and submerging 
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the whole political life in a morass of suspicion and counter-suspicion. Pridi’s 
supporters have ever since blamed these rumours on the deliberate activity of the 
royalists in general and the Democrat Party in particular. The mysterious telephone 
calls and the shout in the cinema are attributed to them; and even the employment 
of a group of men to go about in public places spreading the allegation of Pridi‟s 
complicity. Kuang… and the Pramoj brothers hotly assert, however, that the outcry 
was the spontaneous and inevitable reaction of the public at large once any suspicion 
of foul play arose. As the Prime Minister responsible for the King’s safety, as well 
as the man who had both invited Ananda to Siam and extended his stay, Pridi was 
obviously answerable to the nation, especially as allegations of his direct complicity 
multiplied, and their plain duty was to call him to account. [Krueger, The Devil’s 
Discus]
 

Their denial, however, is contradicted by U.S. cables from June 1946, sent by chargé 
d'affaires Charles W. Yost to the Secretary of State in Washington. On June 13, Yost sent a 
cable titled “Death of King of Siam”. It was classified “secret”, and predicted:
 

The death of Ananda Mahidol may well be recorded as one of the unresolved 
mysteries of history. 

 
The cable recounted a conversation between Yost and Pridi:

 
The Prime Minister spoke to me very frankly about the whole situation and ascribed 
the King's death to an accident, but it was obvious that the possibility of suicide 
was in the back of his mind. He was violently angry at the accusations of foul play 
levelled against himself and most bitter at the manner in which he alleged that the 
Royal Family and the Opposition, particularly Seni Pramoj and Phra Sudhiat, had 
prejudiced the King and especially the Princess Mother against him. He repeated 
several times that he had been overwhelmingly busy attempting to rehabilitate 
and govern the country and had not had time to have luncheon and tea with Their 
Majesties every day or two as had members of the Opposition. [RG59 892.001/6-
1346]
 

The following day, another cable from Yost, “Footnotes on the King's Death”, discussed the 
various theories about Ananda’s death, and recounted a conversation with Foreign Minister 
Direk Jayanama who had just had an audience with Bhumibol. It was also classified “secret”:
 
 

The Foreign Minister...informed me that he an audience this morning with the new 
King in which His Majesty had inquired about rumours in regard to his brother's 
death are still being spread about. According to Direk, he replied that the rumours 
are still being circulated widely, that some claim that the King was murdered by the 
orders of the Prime Minister, some … murdered by former aide-de-camp and some 
that he committed suicide under political pressure.
 
King Phumipol thereupon informed the Foreign Minister that he considered these 
rumours absurd, that he knew his brother well and that he was certain that his death 
had been accidental... What the King said to Direk does not necessarily represent 
what he really believes, it is nevertheless interesting that he made so categorical a 
statement to the Foreign Minister.
 

Yost added that Dr Nit had also informed him that Bhumibol had ruled out foul play in their 
discussions, and had insisted his brother’s death was an accident. He described efforts by Seni 
to convince U.S. diplomats that Seni was implicated in the death of Rama VIII:
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Within 48 hours after the death of late King two relatives of Seni, first his nephew 
and later his wife, came to the Legation and stated categorically their conviction that 
the King had been assassinated at the instigation of the Prime Minister. It was of 
course clear that they had been sent by Seni.
 

The cable noted that the British Ambassador, Sir Geoffrey Thompson, told Yost he had been 
visited by several opposition politicians telling a similar story. He had told them he accepted 
the official account of Ananda’s death and refused to discuss the matter further.
 
Yost’s response to the efforts to make Pridi a scapegoat for Ananda’s death efforts was 
equally forthright. He wrote in the cable that he told the envoys from Seni:
 

I did not believe these stories and that I considered the circulation at this time of 
fantastic rumours unsupported by a shred of evidence to be wholly inexcusable. [RG 
59 892.001/6-1446]
 

Bhumibol, acting in concert with Prince Rangsit and others, immediately began asserting 
himself far more determinedly than Ananda had done. A cable from Yost on June 18 stated:
 

[The] new King is making an excellent impression and appears to have considerably 
greater assurance and strength of will than his brother. He … is reported by members 
of the Royal family to be taking much firmer attitude … than did Ananda. [RG59 
892.00/6-1846]
 

Besides rumours that Pridi had mastermined Ananda’s murder, the royalists also spread talk 
that Bhumibol’s life was in danger. And in the most audacious attempted power grab, they 
used the alleged threat to the monarchy to try to win support from the British ambassador for 
a palace-sponsored coup against Pridi’s government. Yost informed Washington of this in a 
June 26 cable classified “top secret”:
 

A member of the Royal family a few days ago sought from the British Minister 
support for a coup d'état, claiming otherwise the Dynasty would be wiped out. 
Thompson categorically refused to support and warned the petitioner of probable 
fatal consequences of any attempt of this kind. [RG59 892.001/6-2646]
 

Rumours, smears and scraps of evidence were assembled to portray Pridi as the man 
responsible for Ananda’s death:
 

Within Siam the weight of information, true and false, piled up primarily against 
Pridi. It amounted to this: a named assassin had with inside help killed Ananda as the 
result of a conspiracy either headed by Pridi or to satisfy his wishes. 
 
Ambition was his motive; inordinate ambition. It was so great that he did not even 
respect the throne – a number of incidents had betrayed his contempt for it – and he 
wanted a leftist republic headed by himself, especially since the monarchy impeded 
his scheme for a South-East Asia federation. 
 
This theory about Prid’s alleged motive was elaborated by the conjecture that the 
conspiracy had probably aimed at wiping out the whole royal family, but that the 
conspirators had been moved to premature action when a bitter quarrel between Pridi 
and Ananda over who was to be Regent after Ananda’s departure touched off one of 
Prid’s pathological rages which, it was said, the public never saw but which jealousy 
over Anand’s popularity and superior rank had already aroused. An alternative or 
additional motive was also whispered about, and in time became increasingly insisted 
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on: Ananda, if not actually afraid of Pridi’s ambitiousness, had become exasperated 
by it and had decided to abdicate in favour of his brother in order to enter the political 
arena where his popularity would overwhelm Pridi; and getting wind of this scheme, 
Pridi had struck. 
 
Such were the reasons given to damn Pridi. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

On June 15, in response to the rumours, the government asked anybody who had evidence 
that Rama VIII’s death was not a self-inflicted accident to step forward:
 

The Government tonight asked persons possessing evidence that 20-year-old King 
Ananda did not die as a result of an accident to report immediately to the Chief of 
Police.
 
The action was taken after an emergency meeting of the Council of Ministers. It 
followed persistent rumors that the young King was murdered or committed suicide.
 
One newspaper today headlined an article, “We assume the King was assassinated.”
 
Handbills distributed among the people charged that Premier Nai Pridi Phanomyong 
was responsible for “provoking” the King’s death. The Premier was selected to form 
a new Government two days before King Ananda died from a .45-caliber bullet in the 
head last Sunday in the Royal Palace. [United Press, New Evidence Asked on Siam 
King’s Death, June 15, 1946]

 
On June 18, Prime Minister Pridi took more decisive action, setting up a commission of 
inquiry tasked with finding out the truth about Ananda’s death. It was chaired by the chief 
judge of the supreme court, and included three senior princes; the heads of the army, navy and 
air force; the chief judges of the criminal and appeals courts; and the speakers of the upper 
and lower houses of parliament. The commission appointed a medical sub-committee of 20 
doctors: 16 Thai, two British, one American and one Indian [some reports put the number of 
members higher, at up to 23, suggesting more doctors were initially on the panel but some 
dropped out]. Ignoring the taboo on desecrating the royal corpse that Prince Rangsit had tried 
to enforce, the doctors did some genuine – if belated – forensic work on Rama VIII’s body. 
On June 21 Ananda’s corpse was removed from the funeral urn, and the head was X-rayed:
 

The panel was allowed to do something unprecedented and unthinkable in Siamese 
history: it carried out a post-mortem on Ananda’s body. 
 
The great golden urn was unjointed in its eight sections, the lid of the silver urn 
unlocked, the poor fetid bundle eased out, the juice-sodden bandages unwrapped; 
and the mouldering remains were subjected to X-ray photography in ten positions, 
and to the scalpel, the probe, and all the gleaming instruments of dissection. The 
x-shaped wound starting an inch above the left eye was measured at an inch and a 
half each way. A surgical pin then traced the course of the bullet: after gouging a 
hole of half an inch diameter in the bone it followed a perfectly straight but slightly 
downward-inclining course until its emergence from the left occiput (one of the two 
bulges at the back of one’s head, between the ears) near the nape of the neck. Both 
holes were surrounded by broken bone; there was no metal in them. Death had been 
instantaneous because the bullet destroyed a vital area of the brain. Under a small 
square of skin taken from the forehead wound the doctors found not only a burn 
but pistol powder, proving conclusively that the bullet entered from the front. The 
intestines and parts of the liver and kidneys were removed for analysis but produced 
no trace of poison, so disposing of one of the rumours concerning Ananda‟s illness 
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during his last days. 
 
The medical panel also experimented to determine the distance at which the pistol 
had been fired. At the Siriraj Hospital where the Princess Mother once trained, bullets 
were fired into the heads of half a dozen human corpses. These were of people aged 
between twenty and forty, some newly dead and some not. The conclusion reached 
was that the muzzle of the pistol had been held no more than an inch and a half from 
Ananda’s face. [Krueger, The Devil’s Discus]
 

A June 23 Associated Press story summarized the findings of the medical panel:
 

An official source said today that an X-ray examination of the body of King 
Ananda Mahidol, who died of a gunshot wound in the palace on June 9, had proved 
conclusively that the bullet had entered the front of his head…
 
X-rays of the skull showed that bullet fragments from the front aperture had been 
driven inward and those in the back had been driven outward. The examination also 
included a study of the intestines.
 
The effects of .45-caliber bullets on a number of cadavers at the Sirirat Hospital were 
also studied by the commission. As a result, the medical men said they could estimate 
the distance from the head at which the gun was fired. This estimate was not made 
public but there were hints that the distance was not great. [Associated Press, X-Rays 
Show Ananda was Shot from Front, June 23, 1946]
 

On July 1, panel issued its formal report, with conclusions. Fourteen of the 20 doctors said 
they thought Ananda was most probably shot by somebody else:

 
An American physician and thirteen other members of a twenty-man medical 
investigation board said in a formal report tonight that King Ananda of Siam 
probably was assassinated…
 
Although the first Government report attributed the 20-year-old monarch’s death to 
an accident, the medical board asserted this was the least likely of three possibilities. 
If he was not assassinated, the King was a suicide, the board reported. [United Press, 
Siam’s King Slain, Investigators Say, July 1, 1946]
 

Edwin Cort, the U.S. doctor on the panel, said:
 

The position of the wound and the bullet track seem to show that death was the result 
of assassination rather than suicide. Accidental death was improbable.
 

Among the key reasons for doubting that Ananda shot himself were that the Colt .45 is a 
relatively heavy handgun, weighing more than a kilogram when fully loaded, and to be fired 
it requires considerable pressure to be placed not just on the trigger but also simultaneously 
on a safety panel on the back of the butt. The chances of Ananda doing this by accident, 
while the gun was pointed at his forehead, were extremely slim. Even doing so deliberately as 
suicide was regarded as a very difficult manoeuvre.
 
The gun was found lying beside Ananda’s left hand. But he was right handed. Also the 
evidence seemed to suggest that Ananda had been lying flat on his back when he was shot. 
And he had not been wearing his spectacles, without which his vision was appalling. It 
seemed barely credible that Ananda would have been playing with his Colt .45 while lying on 
his back and without his glasses. And suicide lying down without glasses also seemed highly 
unlikely.
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The issue of “cadaveric spasm” was to become of huge importance in the case. If muscles are 
in use at the moment of death, they tend to remain fixed in that position. And so if Ananda 
had been gripping a heavy pistol and pulling the trigger to shoot himself through the head, it 
would be expected that his body would still retain some of this position after death. Instead, 
all witnesses who saw his body say he was lying as if peacefully sleeping, arms and legs 
straight and relaxed, eyes closed. The implication was that it was therefore very likely that he 
had been sleeping when killed.  
 
From June 26, the inquiry commission began public hearings to question those at the 
Barompiman Hall the morning Rama VIII was killed. The royal nanny insisted that Ananda 
had not been depressed and would never have committed suicide; she was convinced he 
had been murdered. Another witness, But Pathamasarin, one of the royal pages, recounted a 
troubling remark that Sangwan had made, according to an AP report:
 

A page boy testified the Queen Mother had seen the body and then told the present 
king, “Let us take our lives, too.”
 
The page hid the death gun and guarded other firearms in the king’s collection in 
order to protect her from suicide, he testified. [Associated Press, Siamese Queen To 
Testify, July 4, 1946]
 

Each afternoon, towards dusk, Bhumibol and his mother came to the throne hall to sit quietly 
in front of the urn. Word was spread that although Bhumibol had been told to close access to 
the hall, and even the whole Grand Palace, for his own protection given the rumoured risk to 
his life, he insisted that ordinary people be allowed to come in to pay their respects.
 

The King’s attachment to his elder brother was much evident during the last month in 
Bangkok prior to His Majesty’s departure for further study in Switzerland. Bhumibol 
never failed to pay a daily visit to King Ananda’s remains in the golden urn.
 
The King reveals his desire to be close to his people from the very beginning of his 
reign. A story was told of His Majesty’s sudden urge to be with the Thai masses who 
turned up to pay their last homage to King Ananda during the lying-in-state. Against 
the advice of his officials who feared for the King’s safety, Bhumibol, with apparent 
confidence of their love for him, went down to meet his delighted subjects. [Kobkua, 
Kings, Country, and Constitutions]
 

But Bhumibol and Sangwan did not wait for the whole 100-day mourning period before 
returning to Switzerland. Astrologers set the date of August 19 for leaving Siam:
 

The mystery of Ananda’s death evidently took its toll on the palace. The atmosphere 
surrounding the departure of King Bhumibol to resume his studies was gloomy and 
apprehensive. Rumours abounded that the King was expected to be assassinated 
before he left the country. Court soothsayers predicted evil events on 15 August, four 
days before the scheduled royal departure. Within the palace itself, the prevailing 
atmosphere was most unhealthy. [Kobkua, Kings, Country, and Constitutions]
 

On July 27, Bhumibol gave evidence to the inquiry commission, at the Grand Palace:
 

The King expressed no opinion as to the cause of his brother’s death. The audience 
lasted six hours. [Reuters, Siam’s King Gives Evidence, July 28, 1946]
 

On August 11, he performed a formal posthumous coronation for Ananda, elevating his dead 
brother to the status of a full Chakri king. As so often in Thailand, the dead were proving to 
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be more powerful than the living. During his short reign as Rama VIII, Ananda Mahidol was 
shy, awkward, and bereft of any real political influence. In death, encased in a golden urn, his 
corpse rotting inside, he was a potent force for royalist revivalism:
 

The tragedy put the royal family and the monarchy in the newspapers and on the 
radio every day, making even people in the more detached corners of Thailand 
understand that the throne mattered. The palace had more opportunity to demonstrate 
the unparalleled virtue of Chakri blood. In Ananda’s death, the monarchy became 
much more alive and essential…
 
For … hundred days, Ananda’s body lay in state. That arguably had more effect in 
scoring the monarchy’s presence into the collective Thai mind than the entire first six 
months of the Mahidols’ visit. Royal funerals heavily emphasize the sacred nature 
of the monarchy. There had not been an opportunity to demonstrate this in a large 
ritual involving the public since the early 1930s. For hours on end each day, a group 
of monks would chant prayers in the funeral hall. Setting the standard for proper 
obeisance, late every afternoon the princess mother and King Bhumibol themselves 
would sit in meditation for an hour or two. They made offerings to the monks, 
making merit in the name of the late king. Meanwhile, organized groups of ffcials 
and royal family members would enter the chapel to likewise bow and then kneel 
in prayer. After the first week, prominent institutions and families would sponsor a 
particular day of mourning, attending with all family or staff members, and making 
their own offerings to the monks. 
 
Then on Sundays members of the general public were given the unprecedented 
opportunity to prostrate themselves before the jeweled urn encasing the late king’s 
corpse. As they filed through the imposing gold and crimson throne hall, they would 
witness the diligent daily attendance of the new king and his mother, and the large 
number of top monks chanting prayers on Ananda’s behalf. It all projected the 
unmatched sacrality of pure-blooded Chakris. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]  

 
According to Stevenson, Bhumibol told him that on his last evening before returning to 
Lausanne, he had a particularly vivid encounter with Rama VIII’s ghost after paying his daily 
respects at the funeral urn:
 

I heard footsteps following as I left the urn. In royal ceremonies, I always had to walk 
behind my brother. In this moment I forgot he was dead, and I told him, “It is for me 
to walk behind you. That is the proper way.” My brother replied, “From now on, I 
walk behind you.” [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

The following day, Bhumibol and his mother were driven to Don Muang airport for their 
flight to Switzerland, where the new king planned to complete his studies. Thousands of 
people lined the road as his motorcade passed:
 

[Bhumibol] had discarded the ceremonial robes and was back in school uniform. 
He wanted to shake off the confusion and the oppressive heat; and forget the 
conspiracies… He was a schoolboy again. Mama sat beside him, stiff and pale, once 
more dressed in her simple European frock. He rolled down his window and heard 
what stuck in his mind later as a single chant, ‘Do not forsake us!’ [Stevenson, The 
Revolutionary King]
 

Bhumibol himself described this incident in a diary of his last few days in Thailand published 
in the journal Wong Wannakhadi (Literary Circle):
 

En route, I heard somebody shout out “Don’t forsake the people!”. I wish I could 
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have shouted back: “If the people do not forsake me, how can I forsake them?” But 
the car went so quickly and had passed him by. [His Majesty Bhumibol Adulyadej, 
When I Left Siam for Switzerland, Wong Wannakhadi, August 1947]
 

Over the years, as with so much else, the story was mythologized and altered by the palace 
public relations machine. By 1999 it had become this:
 

His Majesty’s car was slowly making its way to the airport through a packed crowd 
of well-wishers eager to catch a glimpse of their new monarch, having heard that he 
was to leave the kingdom again to continue his studies at the University of Lausanne. 
From out of the mass of human bodies crowded around his vehicle a lone voice 
caught the attention of the young king as he sat gazing out at his subjects. 
 
“Don’t forsake the people, Your Majesty!”
 
The voice prompted what was to be an almost legendary but silent reply from within 
the car:
 
“If the people do not forsake me, how can I forsake them?”
 
That must have been quite an extraordinary moment for the young king, who 
could not have expected that plea, containing as it did much of the people’s hopes 
and aspirations for their young sovereign. Those words shouted out from a crowd 
affirmed the Thai people’s love for and trust in their monarchy. The reply, as always 
from His Majesty, was concise and to the point; he would return when the time came. 
[National Identity Office, Strength of the Land]
 

The “reply” was never spoken, as Bhumibol himself made clear, and anybody who has 
listened to one of Bhumibol’s discursive and inscrutable birthday speeches will know that the 
king is not always concise and to the point. But when it comes to royal mythology, the truth is 
rarely allowed to get in the way of a good fairy story.

 
At the airport, Bhumibol and his grieving mother boarded a plane provided by Britain’s Royal 
Air Force. Because of fears about the king’s safety it had been kept strictly monitored ever 
since it landed. The royal astrologer fixed the time of departure:
 

On the arrival of an RAF York aircraft sent by the British to fly the King to 
Switzerland, British troops guarded it continuously, it was floodlit at night, and the 
crew were forbidden the city. The time of day fixed by the Royal Astrologer for the 
royal departure bothered the pilot, who wanted an earlier time in order to cross the 
mountainous border before the south-west monsoon turned the weather against him. 
But the Royal Astrologer could not be moved, and indeed Bhumibol and his mother 
were carried safely from the scene of such a dreadful memory. [Krueger, The Devil’s 
Discus]

 
The 18-year-old King Rama IX of Siam in his school uniform, and the orphan girl who 
had married a celestial prince and become mother to two Thai kings in the most tragic 
circumstances, flew back towards Switzerland, and towards Villa Vadhana, where they had 
spent so many halcyon years before the tragedy that changed everything:

 
The flight zigzagged through a British empire now dying. Bodyguards were dressed 
in white mess jackets on the plane, and it refuelled only at secured British airfields. 
Outward bound, there had been no sense of danger, and the crews had remarked on 
Mama’s youthful looks and energy. Now she was listless and haggard beside the 
empty seat. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
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- - - - -

 
A month and 64 years later, thousands of people were thronging Bangkok streets once again. 
They were chanting about Bhumibol, but not to praise him. They believed that Rama IX had 
forsaken them. They blamed him for the killing of their comrades and the crushing of their 
hopes.
 
Not all of the journalists covering the Red Shirt protest on September 19, 2010, realized the 
chant referred to King Bhumibol, and even those who did generally felt it was unthinkable to 
report what had happened: the lèse majesté law meant that even describing the crowd’s anger 
towards Rama IX was punishable with a long jail sentence. Most Thais remained unaware of 
the bombshell that had just jolted the Thai cosmos. But the Nation report by Pongphon and 
Pravit bravely slipped in a sly reference:
 

Many angry red shirts repeatedly shouted “Abhisit, get out!” and “B****** ordered 
the killing” in reference to the 91 deaths that occurred between April and May.

 
Further evidence of the tectonic shifts taking place in Thai society could be seen in the 
anti-monarchist graffiti scrawled by protesters on September 19 on the billboards bearing 
banal slogans that had been erected around Central World. Once again, Pravit was the only 
mainstream media journalist to tackle the issue, in a September 23 column in the Nation 
entitled “It may be time to take off the blindfold”:
 

In Thailand, reality and its acknowledgement have a way of being supplanted by 
fiction and denial.
 
The one thing conspicuously missing from media coverage was the angry messages 
emblazoned on the corrugated iron wall outside CentralWorld, which is being rebuilt 
after the red shirts allegedly burned it down in the aftermath of the crackdown.  
 
Until late Sunday afternoon, the walls were plastered with colourful feel-good 
propaganda calling for national unity, which were later replaced by angry messages 
aimed squarely at the established old elite saying things that cannot be reproduced 
here or anywhere else without the risk of violating the lese majeste law.  
 
At about 7 p.m. that Sunday evening, a number of red shirts stood in front of the wall 
airing their anger and political grievances. The very next day, these messages were 
removed and life went on as if they were never there to begin with.  
 
The 25-metre long wall of corrugated iron is still there, with absolutely no sign of 
there being any colourful messages written on it – it's just bare and grey.  
 
But on Sunday night, the wall carried heartfelt messages from a substantial number of 
red shirts before someone decided to sanitise the wall and remove it from the history 
of Thai politics, circa 2010.
 
A Western photojournalist, who understood the meaning of some of those messages, 
told this writer about how uneasy they made him feel and was wondering what he 
should do with the photographs.  
 
The gap between what many Thai people want to believe about certain issues and 
the reality of the beliefs held by some red-shirt Thais has never become wider. The 
April-May protests and the subsequent crackdown, which led to a combined total of 
91 deaths, only served to widen the gap and instil more anger and paranoia. The gap 
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between what is spoken and admitted privately, and what is recited and dismissed 
publicly is widening and exacting an increasing cost on Thai society…  
 
The messages on the wall were unprecedented and their almost-immediate removal 
is symptomatic of a censored society, while those who disagree with the red shirts 
are too afraid to ask why so many red shirts think and believe in the things they do. 
Denying what a substantial number of the population thinks and believes will not pull 
the country out of the current political impasse.  
 
A Pandora's box was opened when the coup ousted Thaksin four years ago. The least 
we can do now, after 91 people have died, is to start acknowledging what others feel 
and ask ourselves why.
 

On October 10, 2010, the still-leaderless Red Shirts staged another mass rally at 
Ratchaprasong, drawing 8,000 protesters. Once again, the chant that “the bastard ordered the 
killing” resounded through the crowd. 
 
On October 17, a rally in Ayutthaya attracted 12,000 people. And on November 19, 
six months after the storming of the Red encampment, 10,000 protesters massed at 
Ratchaprasong once again. On January 9, a Red Shirt rally at Ratchaprasong and 
Ratchadamnoen following the lifting of the state of emergency attracted the biggest yet post-
crackdown crowd: 60,000 people. 
 
As the mass protests gathered momentum, signs of anti-monarchist sentiment became even 
more apparent. An insult to Queen Sirikit was added to the anti-Bhumibol chant. A literal 
translation of the word used for her would be something like “cholera woman”, but a better 
English-language approximation is “bitch”:
 

The bastard ordered the killing.
The bitch ordered the shooting.
 

Coded attacks on the royals were ubiquitous at Red Shirt protests: favourite T-shirts included 
a design bearing the image of a red ant biting a large blue whale (a reference to Sirikit’s 
obesity and the royal colour that represents her: Bhumibol is yellow, Sirikit blue) and another 
with a Thai slogan that means “I don’t know, I’m sick” (a reference to the belief among 
protesters that Bhumibol’s stubborn refusal to check himself out of hospital was an effort 
to pretend he had nothing to do with the May crackdown). Even the Thai phrase for “insert 
card” on ATM machines was transformed into a secret insult to King Bhumibol; a few 
months later, banks replaced the phrase with another using different wording.
 
In November 2010, Nirmal Ghosh of Singapore’s Straits Times spoke to two two key Red 
Shirt leaders who had gone into hiding after the May crackdown. They estimated up to 90 
percent of the movement’s supporters were now avowedly anti-monarchy. One of them was 
quoted as saying:
 

There are three realities now – the majority of the red shirts are anti-monarchy; they 
don’t believe in a peaceful struggle; and they need a new kind of leadership and 
organisation.

 
In comments on the New Mandala blog, Thammasat professor Somsak Jeamteerasakul said 
he agreed with the assessment that up to 90 percent of Red Shirts were now against the 
monarchy. 
 

Prior to the March rally, I wouldn’t say that anti-monarchy sentiment among the Red 
Shirt masses was very high. It was there; faintly, flickeringly. But now, in the past 
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few months since the crackdown …
 
This is unprecedented, not even the post-”6 Tula” (1976) atmosphere could match the 
scale of what is happening now…
 

The traditional Thai universe that revolves around King Rama IX, held in orbit by rules of 
hierarchy and enforced harmony as fundamental as the laws of physics, was coming apart. 
 
Isolated in hospital, decrepit and possibly paralyzed by depression, Bhumibol seemed to have 
abandoned any significant active role in seeking a solution to Thailand’s political crisis, or 
providing a moderating counterbalance to his more bellicose wife and the hardline generals in 
her circle. And as he faded, the authority of the monarchy faded too. The bonds holding the 
country together were fractured and decaying:
 

The King … is old, frail and ill, and the monarchal institution is weakening with 
him.  The love for the Thai king is very personal – fostered by a concerted effort by 
the Palace for sixty years – and does not extend, at all, to his son and presumed heir. 
[08BANGKOK1612]

 
Bhumibol had become a spectral figure, his authority and vitality dimming, as Thailand 
unravelled around him.
 

- - - - -
 

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 in his reply to Sayre that 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 
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[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
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 initially returned to university, 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]
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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 
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 
had continued to insinuate that Pridi Banomyong 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 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 
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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 28, 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 
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 Democrat Party. They still harboured 

40
 

http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F30712F63B5F11738DDDA00A94D9415B8688F1D3


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: 
 
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]

 
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 strangled 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 
wartime service running the Free Thai movement within Siam, 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 
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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.
 
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 
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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 
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 1970s, 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 their 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]
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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 
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 

44
 



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 
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...
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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 
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 had 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:
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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. 
 
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 devastatingly 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. This still fails 
to explain, however, why the bedclothes were pulled up over much of Ananda’s body, just as 
they would be in sleep.
 
The reason for the suicide, Krueger theorized, 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]
 

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 
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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.
 
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 had to be provided. 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, 
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and too many doubts, and the cynical actions of some leading princes and the Pramoj brothers 
in the days and months that followed compounded the tragedy. Powerful and ambitious men 
immediately began trying to exploit Rama VIII’s death to serve their own agenda. 
 
Pridi and his allies realized soon after Ananda’s death that Bhumibol was almost certainly 
implicated. On June 27, 1946, British ambassador Thompson sent a telegram to London 
which he marked “of particular secrecy”. It recounted a troubling conversation with Direk, 
the Thai foreign minister:
 

Although he did not actually say so, the minister for foreign affairs gave me the 
impression that the tragedy had resulted from some sinister intrigue or quarrel within 
the royal palace itself. Whispers to this effect derive from the fact that some delay 
occurred before any outside person was admitted to the late king's bedroom, by which 
time the royal remains had been tidied up, the weapon put aside and the melancholy 
mise en scène interfered with in other ways.

 
Pridi’s efforts to protect Rama IX by insisting Ananda had shot himself by accident – 
as Bhumibol himself was claiming – led him inexorably to political disaster. As British 
academic Roger Kershaw noted in his book 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 VIII. 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 
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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]
 

But the efforts to suppress the truth about what had happened fatally weakened Pridi and 
the Thamrong government and opened the way for the 1947 coup. 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 backing for this plan, they chose 
instead to join forces with Phibun, and he was happy to string them along for a while.
 
The generals had sent Prince Chakrabhand to Lausanne for the formality of getting 
Bhumibol’s 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.
 

But he could hardly have been more wrong. As Handley says, Phibun initially needed the 
support of the royalists to legitimize his coup:
  

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 
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 
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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]

  
But the pact soon fell apart. Each side had always been planning to use the other. The 
royalists wanted Phibun to get rid of Pridi so they could start rebuilding the power of 
the palace. Phibun wanted to use royal assent as a cover under which he could restore 
authoritarian military rule. Phibun knew very well that Pridi was not involved in Ananda’s 
death: in 1948 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.
 
Ironically, it was Phibun and his allies, not the royalists of the Democrat Party, who wanted 
to keep Bhumibol on the throne in the years after the coup. Phibun wanted a young and pliant 
monarch who would not be able to mount a serious challenge to his own plans for dominance. 
Bhumibol fit the role perfectly: he was young, apparently uninterested in power, and he could 
be manipulated and blackmailed with the evidence that he was implicated in his brother’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 says, this left Rama IX highly vulnerable to “blackmailing insinuation about his 
own possible role”. 
 
The Pramoj brothers began to wonder whether Bhumibol would ever be able to act as a 
figurehead for the royalist cause. They, too, were well aware of the weakness of his position 
and his vulnerability to blackmail. And by 1948, Bhumibol’s reluctance to return to Thailand 
was a growing cause for concern for them. On February 20, 1948, U.S. State Department 
Southeast Asia Division Assistant Chief Kenneth Landon, a former missionary in Siam, 
wrote in a confidential memorandum that rumours were circulating that the Pramoj brothers 
and Prime Minister Khuang were plotting to engineer Bhumibol’s abdication so he would 
be replaced as king by Prince Chumphot, who they felt would be better able to protect and 
promote royal interests:
 

Prime Minister Khuang is preparing to announce that King Bhumiphol killed his 
brother accidentally; that Bhumiphol will abdicate and that Prince Chumphot will 
become King…
 
It may be true that Bhumiphol killed his brother either intentionally or accidentally.

 
Landon added that Phibun was opposed to the plan. And on April 6, 1948, Phibun made his 
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move to oust Khuang. To add insult to injury for the royalists, it was Chakri Day: 
 

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 
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]

 
There were other clear indications for Bhumibol by 1948 that his probable involvement in 
his brother’s death was widely known, and would hang over him all his life. In May, Prince 
Dhani approached Lord Mountbatten, Supreme Allied Commander for Southeast Asia from 
1943 to 1946 before becoming Britain’s viceroy in India, to request that Bhumibol be allowed 
to visit Britain. Mountbatten strongly suspected that Rama IX had killed his brother and so 
should not be received by Buckingham Palace. In a memorandum of the conversation written 
on May 27, 1948, Mountbatten records his discussion with Dhani:
 

I said that I trusted that for the future of the Siamese monarchy the story of the late 
king's death would be publicly and satisfactorily cleared up in the near future.
 
I told him that I had followed the details of the late king’s death… It was known that 
the late king and his brother, the present king, were inordinately fond of firearms and 
were constantly firing off their revolvers. I suggested that an accident might very well 
have occurred in which the younger brother had by sheer mischance and ill-fortune 
killed the elder...
 
If this were indeed the truth the future of the Siamese monarchy was in grave 
jeopardy, for at any time the enemies of that monarchy would be able to reveal that 
the present King was regicide, and would no doubt claim that his accident had been 
deliberate and not accidental.
 
I said that if this theory was indeed true, I would urge that the King of Siam should 
fully and frankly confess, saying that he had been so overcome by grief at having 
killed the person that he loved most in the world that he had allowed himself to be 
persuaded not to make a statement at the time lest the double shock might prove too 
great for his people.
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Mountbatten said Dhani told him that Bhumibol had a clear alibi: he had been in his own 
bedroom when the shot was fired. Mountbatten asked why this had not been made public:
 

He replied that he presumed that the reason for this was that no one should be 
encouraged even to imagine that for the King to have killed his brother was a 
possibility. 
 

The memorandum reports that Dhani went on to say that Pridi’s aide Lieutenant Vacharachai 
was thought to be the assassin, and that Mountbatten replied:

 
It would not be essential to proclaim either the assassin or the motive in order to clear 
the present King, since the minimum that was wanted was a cast-iron alibi which was 
apparently already available. I could not in any event recommend that the present 
king should visit England until the question of his being involved in the accidental 
shooting of his brother was completely cleared up.
 

In June 1948, Dhani visited London, where he met Foreign Office Assistant Under-Secretary 
Esler Dening for lunch at the Dorchester Hotel and again requested that Bhumibol be allowed 
to visit; this time the suggestion was that Bhumibol should come to Britain incognito. In 
a note to his superiors, Dening said he believed that the trial of the three men accused of 
Ananda’s murder was unlikely to lay the matter to rest, but added the following about 
Bhumibol:
 

I do not think we need worry unduly about his possible connection with the late 
king's death, because even if he might have shot him accidentally (which Prince 
Dhani says was impossible), I do not think it would ever come out.
 

The British government decided to leave the decision up to King George VI, whose private 
secretary, Sir Alan Lascelles, told the Foreign Office on July 22:
 

Any question of the King of Siam's being invited to stay with our King and Queen 
should be postponed until the King of Siam has been crowned, and the trial regarding 
the late King's death has been concluded.

 
A further blow to Rama IX came on February 26, 1949, when Dr Nitya testified at the trial 
of Ananda’s alleged killers. He was an old friend of Prince Mahidol and Sangwan. 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.
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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 
terrified. 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 
Pibul 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 
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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 
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]
 

But the royalists were not ready to give up the fight for supremacy in Siam and allow 
Phibun and Phao to dominate the stage. They 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 
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 
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the ruling military clique as well as progressive members of the establishment:
 

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 pliable. 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…
 
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. As Life magazine foresaw, Bhumibol 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 
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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.

 
- - - - -

 
Bhumibol’s legend started to die on September 19, 2006. 
 
From that day onwards, something both inevitable and unthinkable has been happening in 
Thailand: 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:
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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.
 

It was still the same story in 1991 when Suchinda and his clique seized power in coup number 
18, 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 a superb 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 
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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 
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 could continue to 
make their lives better if given the chance. They have resoundingly voted for parties linked 
to Thaksin in every election that Thailand has held 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, 
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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 rightful role in politics:
 

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 
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.  
 

60
 

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/
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/
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/
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/
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://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165
http://hirvikatu10.net/timeupthailand/?p=165


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 
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 poor, better-educated and better-
informed than ever before in 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 should 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. One thing that is very unusual about Thailand, however, 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]
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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 otherwise. 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 monarchy 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 
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 
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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 
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 
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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.]

 
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…
 

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 

64
 

http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967
http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=56967


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.
 
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” was designed to strip him of his powers and influence when it was already 
too late for him to turn around and go 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]
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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  
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 exaggerated, but the king was well aware of the weakness of his 
position, and the constant threat that he could be unmasked as his brother’s killer. 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 
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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.
 

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…
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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 
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 U.S. charge d’affaires 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 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 effectively 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 
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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 
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 1952:
 

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 
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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 
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.  
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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:
 

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 
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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 
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]

 
- - - - -

 
The military coup of September 2006 was the beginning of the end for the myths that sustain 
Thailand’s monarchy. But it was not until 2008 that they really started to disintegrate. In 
October, a young woman who had died a violent death in Bangkok’s royal quarter lured 
Queen Sirikit – and the palace – even deeper into disaster. 
 
Instead of healing Thailand’s wounds, the coup had only left the country more broken. It 
effectively told Thaksin’s supporters that their votes were worth nothing, the military’s 
opinion about how Thailand’s people should be governed was considered more valid than 
the results of a democratic election, and that King Bhumibol did not have a major problem 
with that. Many Thais were shocked and angry, but they waited peacefully for the military-
installed government to allow new elections as promised, and when it did so they exercised 
their right to vote and returned a pro-Thaksin government to power. They had played by the 
rules, and won. Then they watched the Yellow Shirts launch a campaign to once again try to 
bring down a legitimate government, this time using extreme and often illegal tactics. They 
saw the elected prime minister – the elderly and abrasive right-wing royalist Samak – forced 
out of office by a court ruling due to nominal payments he received for appearing on a TV 
cookery show; it was the latest apparent sign of judicial bias against Thaksin ever since the 
king called for judges to fix Thailand’s mess back in 2006. Thailand was coming apart at the 
seams, and the palace seemed to be worsening the collapse, not fixing it. 
 
During 2007 and 2008, anti-monarchist sentiment was becoming ever more open and 
apparent in Thailand. One high-profile flashpoint was the case of anti-coup Chotisak 
Onsoong. At cinemas across Thailand, a video is shown before every movie showing images 
of the king and his family while the royal anthem is played. Everybody is expected to stand. 
Chotisak declined to do so, and an outraged fellow moviegoer threw a bottle of water at him:
 

Some members of the intellectual class have recently been alarmed by a lese majeste 
case involving Chotisak Onsoong, a social activist and dropout from prestigious 
Thammasat University. Chotisak was a leader of the September 19 network against 
the military coup, and led a number of anti-coup demonstrations.  He was formally 
charged with lese majeste after a dispute with a fellow movie-goer on September 
20, 2007, when Chotisak – who was wearing a t-shirt that said in English and 
Thai, "To Not Stand Is Not A Crime" – refused to stand for the royal anthem at a 
Bangkok theater. After the dispute, Chotisak summoned the police, claiming his 
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rights had been violated.  Chotisak admitted that he was not physically hurt by the 
other movie patron (who had thrown a water bottle at him), but was instead “defamed 
by the man’s abusive words.” In response, the other man filed a lese majeste 
complaint against Chotisak. Six months later, the police summoned Chotisak to be 
fingerprinted, interrogated and formally charged with lese majeste. He was released 
without bail and the case is currently under police investigation, a process that his 
lawyers said may take another six months. 
 
On April 29 and 30 [2008], the radio station Metro Life 97 encouraged listeners to 
attack Chotisak when he was scheduled to appear at a May 1 panel discussion on lese 
majeste at Thammasat University. Metro Life posted his personal information online, 
including his address, and then broadcast the information alongside the details for 
the panel. The district police convinced Chotisak not to attend for his personal safety.  
Metro Life 97 later issued an apology to Chotisak, and the radio program and its hosts 
have been suspended. (Metro Life 97 is a component of the Manager Media Group, 
founded by Sondhi Limthongkul – who leads the People's Alliance for Democracy, 
the group behind 2005-6 anti-Thaksin protests and current demonstrations against the 
government. We contacted officials at Manager Media Group; they declined to meet 
with us to discuss the anti-Chotisak broadcasts.)
 
A leading Thai figure from an international NGO told us that the authorities “want 
Chotisak's head on a stake.” Our NGO contact said that Chotisak had been singled 
out since the 2006 coup as a leading figure of the radical left “who wants to destroy 
the monarchy like in Nepal.” [08BANGKOK1662]
 

Most of the destruction wrought on Nepal’s monarchy was, of course, not the work of 
Maoists or radical republicans but of Crown Prince Dipendra, who massacred King Birendra, 
Queen Aishwarya and many of their relatives in 2001 in a drunken rampage through the 
Narayanhity Royal Palace in Kathmandu with a Heckler & Koch MP5 submachinegun and an 
M16 assault rifle before committing suicide. While Thailand’s monarchy had not yet inflicted 
the same level of damage on itself, it was the actions of the Bhumibol and his family and 
supporters that were doing most of the harm to the long-term survival of the Chakri dynasty.
 
Even more high-profile were lese majeste complaints against Thai politician Jakrapob 
Penkhair and BBC correspondent Jonathan Head as a result of a panel discussion at the 
Foreign Correspondents Club of Thailand in August 2007. Jakrapob had recently been 
released from jail after helping organize a protest outside the residence of Privy Council 
president Prem Tinsulanonda a month earlier, and in his FCCT speech he said Thailand’s 
crisis was a clash between democracy and feudal patronage networks:
 

There has been prominent media coverage of recent lese majeste accusations against 
Jakrapob Penkair, a former diplomat forced out of his job as Minister Attached to the 
Prime Minister’s Office on May 30…
 
Jakrapob is facing accusations that he criticized the monarchy during an August 2007 
panel discussion at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of Thailand (FCCT) after his 
release from prison. The accusations are based primarily on his English statement 
about a clash between democracy and “the patronage system,” which has been 
interpreted by some as referring to the patronage of the monarchy. 
 
Abhisit Vejjajiva, the Democrat Party leader (and formal leader of the parliamentary 
opposition), personally took up this issue, calling publicly for Jakrapob’s resignation 
and saying Prime Minister Samak must take responsibility for any damage inflicted 
by Jakrapob’s remarks. The Democrat Party filed a motion to impeach Jakrapob.  
Finally, under heavy fire, Jakrapob announced on May 30 [2008] that he would 
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resign from the government.
 
The Police major who filed the complaint against Jakrapob also filed a complaint 
against Jonathan Head, the BBC correspondent who moderated the FCCT panel 
discussion at which Jakrapob made his remarks. We met on May 15 with Head…  
who told us that he had received word from a figure associated with the Palace that 
he would not be charged with lese majeste. However, Head later told us that, on May 
27, police officers arrived at the FCCT and questioned board members about his and 
Jakrapob’s case; they questioned FCCT President Nirmal Ghosh for three hours, and  
they threatened to seize FCCT computers and documents. Head told us that the police 
told his (Head’s) staff that the police viewed his case as serious not just because of 
the panel discussion, but also because of articles about the Crown Prince Head had 
written for the BBC website. [08BANGKOK1662]
 

In July 2008, police arrested Daranee Charnchoengsilpakul, a pro-Thaksin activist known 
as “Da Torpedo”, for comments at UDD rallies. She was denied bail.
 

On July 22, the Metropolitan police arrested and imprisoned without bail activist 
Daranee Charnchoengsilpakul, who is also known as ‘Da Torpedo’ for her high-
octane speeches critical of the People's Alliance for Democracy (PAD). The lese 
majeste charges against Daranee stem from speeches at anti-PAD rallies on July 
18 and 19, in which she implied that King Bhumibol was involved in the unusual 
death of his brother, King Ananda Mahidol; urged Thailand to follow the example of 
Nepal in abolishing the monarchy; and suggested that the aging King relied on Privy 
Council President Prem Tinsulanonda to make his decisions. 
 
The media reported police officials refused bail for Daranee out of concern for her 
safety, stating that her remarks could prompt violent attacks by the public. The  police 
also added that, unlike some others charged with lese  majeste, she did not turn 
herself in voluntarily. [08BANGKOK2344]

 
UDD leader Charan Ditthapichai told U.S. diplomats that open criticism of the monarchy was 
becoming more and more widespread. 
 

UDD activist Charan, a former communist who has expressed his distaste for 
monarchies in a controversial book on the French revolution, told us he was surprised 
by what he perceived as an increasingly open expression of anti-monarchy sentiment, 
such as Daranee's.  He said "many Thais are like her now... online, in coffee shops, 
and on community radio."  The King, he said, is being heavily criticized in public, 
by the public, for the first time in modern history. He claimed to have heard many 
community radio programs in which people phoned in to complain that the monarchy 
had supported past coups, and many callers viewed the monarchy as an obstacle to 
democracy in Thailand. [08BANGKOK2344]
 

In May 2008, the U.S. embassy identified the explosive issue of burgeoning anti-monarchism 
as the most hazardous element in Thailand’s explosive political situation:
 

The most dangerous element in the current conflict is the repeated claim that the 
monarchy faces a serious threat.  These claims are based on several developments.  
One is the proliferation of anti-monarchy statements appearing on the internet, 
both on anti-royalist websites and on more mainstream ones. Senior military 
officials recently warned the government to do more to shut down or block such 
websites. The recent case of a young activist who refused to stand up to show 
respect when the royal anthem was being played in a movie theater has sparked 
a wave of violent emotion – both for and against – including threats against the 
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young man's safety. The case of Minister in the Prime Minister's Office Jakrapob 
has caused special concern Jakrapob's repeated public attacks on the “patronage 
system” and “feudalism,” as well as on the King's advisor, Privy Council President 
Prem, do not seem (to us, at least) to violate the letter of the lese majeste law. 
However, "everybody knows" that Jakrapob is opposed to the monarchy, and 
his careful avoidance of direct, open criticism of the King has not helped him to 
avoid lese majeste charges and the suspicion that he would like to make Thailand a 
republic. [08BANGKOK1612]
 

Thailand – and the world – were changing. Criticism of the monarchy was no longer confined 
to private whispers, it was increasingly widespread, and technology had given it a new home: 
the internet.

 
Although the King is genuinely beloved and respected, he and the institution of the 
monarchy have been subject to criticism regularly over the years. Even academics 
from  "good" families and universities have gotten into trouble for their “leftist,” anti-
royal views.  Yet, there is a feeling that the situation is different, and more serious, 
this time. In the first place, the internet and other independent media make the spread 
of such views so easy. The discussion of the King's role in Thai politics has left 
the classroom and academic journal, and is accessible to anyone. This is dangerous 
both because it facilitates the gathering of support for these views, and it mobilizes 
opponents who are outraged to read such scandalous reports. [08BANGKOK1612]

 
And then came October 7, 2008. The Yellow Shirts planned a major confrontation with 
the government and police: they intended to blockade parliament to prevent the new prime 
minister, Thaksin’s brother-in-law Somchai Wongsawat, from delivering his formal policy 
speech.
 
The Yellow Shirts explicitly planned to invoke the power of the dead to help bring down the 
government. Evidence from several sources in U.S. cables shows that the PAD leadership 
intended to instigate violent clashes, in the hope that some Yellow Shirts would be killed. 
They intended to use the martyrdom of some of their own supporters to damage the 
government. In August, Kraisak Choonhavan, deputy leader of the Democrat Party which was 
effectively allied with the PAD, made this clear to U.S. diplomats:
 

Kraisak told us on August 26, the first day of the current standoff in Bangkok, that 
PAD leaders had freely admitted to him on the eve of their self-styled “final push” 
that they similarly hoped to spark a violent reaction from the police and force the 
military to intervene/remove the  Samak government. [08BANGKOK2592]

 
In November 2008, Chutinant Bhirombhakdi, the royalist executive vice-president of the 
Singha beer conglomerate, told U.S. diplomats that the PAD had intentionally sought to 
get some of its people killed on October 7 Chutinant is an extremely reliable source in this 
instance – he was clearly sympathetic to the aims of the PAD, if not all of their methods, and 
his daughter Chitpas is a rising star in the royalist Democrat Party. He had nothing to gain 
from spreading false accusations about the Yellow Shirt leadership and their plans:
 

He asserted that he had dined on October 6 with a leading PAD figure who explained 
that PAD would provoke violence during its October 7 protest at the parliament. The 
unnamed PAD figure predicted (wrongly) that the Army would intervene against the 
government by the evening of October 7. Chutinant asserted to us that PAD remained 
intent on a conflict that would generate at least two dozen deaths and make military 
intervention appear necessary and justified. [08BANGKOK3317]
 

They got their wish, partially at least. Two PAD supporters were killed on October 7 in 
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extremely controversial circumstances. As discussed in Chapter III, retired police Lieutenant 
Colonel Methee Chartmontri, head of the PAD guards in Buri Ram province, was killed when 
his jeep was destroyed by a blast, and there is little doubt that he was carrying explosives 
which went off prematurely. Later, 28-year-old Angkhana Radappanyawut was killed by 
another blast near the front line of the street battles; it remains unknown whether a police tear 
gas canister caused her death or whether she was carrying PAD explosives, knowingly or 
unknowingly. What is beyond doubt is that most of the violence was provoked by the Yellow 
Shirts:
 

Despite headlines filled with pictures of injured PAD demonstrators, the reality of 
the October 7 clashes is that both sides initiated action.  For most of the day, it was 
the PAD attacking police formations, not the other way around. The police reported 
that PAD demonstrators utilized pistols, knives, and metal pipes during the clashes 
and also had gasoline-filled pingpong balls, essentially mini-Molotov cocktails. A 
western journalist told us that he had witnessed PAD supporters shooting at Border 
Patrol Police units around 1800 October 7 near the parliament. The journalist dropped 
down as bullets whizzed by; the police rapidly retreated around a corner. PAD 
supporters also reportedly fired a number of pistol rounds at police around 10:30 pm 
October 7 in the area of the Bangkok Metropolitan Police headquarters.
 
The Public Health Ministry announced that 2 people, both civilians, had died and 
443 were injured, including 20 police, as result of the October 7 clashes, figures 
reconfirmed later by hospital sources, although unofficial reports varied wildly.  
One police source claimed to us that there had been a police fatality after a PAD 
demonstrator ran a vehicle over an officer who later died at the hospital.  However, 
the Toapoon district police station, the officer's home station, told us that the officer 
had not died and was receiving treatment at the Police Hospital. [08BANGKOK3042]

 
But the ghosts of October 7 dealt no killer blow to the government, as the Yellow Shirts 
hoped they would. They dragged down the palace instead. 
 
Many Thais, across the political spectrum, were appalled by the clashes on October 7. 
The country appeared to be lurching towards civil war. For the millions of ordinary Thais 
who had voted for the People’s Power Party, the events of that day, and what followed, 
were particularly troubling. An elected government was being prevented from conducting 
legitimate parliamentary business by a violent mob, and far from stepping in to uphold the 
rule of law, leading members of the Thai establishment – and the palace – were showing 
support to the rioters and condemning the police for doing their job and trying to restore 
order. 
 
Thais had been taught to believe that King Bhumibol and his family would not stand idly 
by if they saw democracy under threat by street violence aimed at sabotaging the basic 
functioning of government. They were utterly astounded that when a royal intervention 
finally arrived, it was not a show of support for the elected government, not even the usual 
royal mantra of maintaining unity and rejecting divisive conflict, but instead an explicit signal 
of palace support for Yellow Shirt protesters who were trying to undermine democracy.
 
It had long been clear that the queen was actively supporting the Yellow Shirts. A U.S. 
cable just after the October 7 mayhem discusses “Sirikit's increasingly transparent patronage 
of the PAD cause”. But her actions after the deadly clash at parliament were particularly 
provocative and divisive. Before the day was over, she had donated money for injured 
protesters, while showing no support or sympathy for the police:
 

After the early October 7 police use of tear gas against PAD demonstrators 
near parliament, the Queen quickly expressed sympathy for the injured PAD 
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demonstrators and donated 100,000 baht (approximately $2,900) to help injured 
victims.  The media did not report a similar gesture to police injured in the evening.  
PM Somchai visited both injured police and PAD demonstrators at a hospital mid-day 
October 8. [08BANGKOK3042]
 

But what was to follow was even more explosive. Sirikit’s decision to sponsor Angkhana’s 
funeral rites, and the queen’s attendance at the October 13 ceremony accompanied by her 
youngest daughter Chulabhorn, Democrat Party leader Abhisit Vejjajiva and army chief 
Anupong Paochinda, represented a staggeringly open display of contempt for the electoral 
choices made by Thailand’s people and for the rule of law. The queen of Thailand, the 
head of the army and the leader of the parliamentary opposition were all publicly aligning 
themselves with a movement ready to use any means necessary to undermine the legitimate 
government of the country. It was nothing less than an open declaration of war.
 
When Sirikit told Angkhana’s grieving father that his daughter was a good girl who died 
protecting the monarchy she sent a message to the rest of Thailand too. She was explicitly 
telling the millions of Thais who supported Thaksin that she was their enemy. She was telling 
the police she was their enemy also. And she was sending a very clear signal to any Thais 
who still believed what they were always told about the palace staying above politics and 
never taking sides: it was a lie.
 
Bhumibol had, of course, been playing politics throughout his reign. Sirikit had meddled 
frequently too, for decades. But apart from Bhumibol’s legendary public interventions in 
1973 and 1992 when Thailand was facing turmoil – and which actually reinforced the myth 
of him being usually above the fray – the palace had been careful to conceal the extent of its 
active political role, and has generally managed to cover its tracks reasonably well. Bhumibol 
operated through his network of proxies who were usually widely known to be doing his 
bidding but allowed him to appear aloof and apolitical. And the palace benefited from the 
fact that most Thais have genuinely want to believe in the myth of a unifying monarchy 
that always has their best interests at heart. When situations arise that make the actions of 
the palace look less than perfect, many Thais seek any interpretation that lays the blame 
elsewhere – usually corrupt politicians, scheming courtiers, arrogant generals, inflexible 
bureaucrats – or find some other way to absolve the palace. This was particularly striking 
after the 1976 Thammasat massacre which did little lasting damage to the reputation of 
Bhumibol and Sirikit as far as most people were concerned. The queen has consistently had 
a tendency to be less cautious and secretive in her interventions than her husband. Her open 
favouritism of some political figures over the years as well as her behaviour during the 1981 
April Fool’s coup attracted mutterings of disapproval. But Bhumibol’s image never suffered 
much damage from the antics of his wife and children: many Thais tended to sympathize with 
his problems trying to keep his unenviable family under control. For many years, the palace, 
as Kasian says:
 

was popularly held to be an ethereal sphere of non-politics, devoid of bickering or 
factional interests. The King had only the national interest at heart, and devoted 
himself in a wise and fatherly way to the well-being of his childlike subjects, working 
tirelessly and selflessly to ensure that the country remained prosperous and united. 
The King and his trusted Privy Councillors would only descend from this lofty 
realm to intervene in normal politics when absolutely necessary. Since the King 
was viewed as the sole non-political and purely moral being in the Thai electocratic 
universe, his political interventions were almost universally welcomed by the public 
as neither ‘political’ nor an ‘intervention’ at all, and the call for an unconstitutional 
use of his Royal Prerogative could be made in all ingenuousness in the name of 
democracy. [Kasian, Toppling Thaksin]
 

Sirikit’s attendance at Angkhana’s funeral shattered that illusion forever. The mother of the 
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nation was casting millions of her children into the wilderness. 
 
The result was an eruption of anger and disbelief. Many Thais now call October 13, 
2008, “taa sawang day”: it was the day that the unease they felt about the actions of the 
monarchy crystallized into the realization that they had been lied to all their lives. 
 
Criticism of Queen Sirikit is, of course, illegal in Thailand. But the internet immediately lit 
up with condemnation of her catastrophic political intervention. And as reported in a U.S. 
embassy cable entitled “QUESTIONING THE UNQUESTIONABLE”, an increasing number of 
Thais were starting to accuse Bhumibol of Ananda’s killing online too:
 

Online and open public criticism of Thai royals, particularly of Queen Sirikit, has 
increased recently...
 
After Queen Sirikit presided over the October 13 funeral of a People's Alliance for 
Democracy (PAD) protestor killed during an October 7 clash with police, public 
criticism of the Queen increased notably. Thanapol Eawsakul, editor of left-wing 
Same Sky Magazine, told us that critical online comments posted to his website 
spiked, and overall traffic to his site increased from 10,000 hits per day to 30,000 
hits.
 
Thanapol, who has been charged with lese majeste for material previously published 
in Same Sky, told us he spent much of his time cleansing his website of content that 
could lead to further lese majeste accusations, such as: nude  photos of the Crown 
Prince's consort, including video clips of an infamous birthday party; multiple 
postings ranting about the Crown Prince's lewd sexual behavior; photos (that 
Thanapol suspected to be digitally edited) of the Queen wearing what appears to be 
a famous stolen Saudi blue diamond; and multiple links to other sites with purported  
evidence linking the royal family to the stolen Saudi jewelry. To his surprise, 
people even posted comments speculating about King Bhumibol's involvement in 
his brother's death, some going as far as to suggest that Bhumibol shot then-King 
Ananda. Posters also drew upon Forbes magazine's recent report claiming the King's 
assets topped $35 billion, decrying the monarchy's wealth as a result of generations of 
extortion, and calling the upcoming royal funeral of the King's elder sister as a waste 
of taxpayer money. [08BANGKOK3350]
 

Prachatai, one of the few news organizations in Thailand that makes an effort to do serious 
journalism on issues related to the monarchy, reported a similar leap in interest:
 

Prachatai.com Executive Director Chiranuch Premchaiporn told us that after the 2006 
coup d'etat, daily online visitors to Prachatai increased from 1,000 to 10,000, and that 
the October 7 clash between PAD protestors and Thai police drove an increase from 
15,000 to 30,000 visitors.  The surge in posted comments, similar to what SameSky 
experienced, required significant additional hours of “eye-ball” scans to purge their 
sites of potentially offensive comments.
 
Chiranuch said she edited conservatively just “to be safe” during the current 
political climate, using direct quotes as much as possible and deleting even remotely 
controversial content that had nothing to do with the monarchy. Her request for 
assistance yielded 50 volunteers who now worked in shifts to monitor the website 
24-hours a day; regular readers also alert her to suspicious first time posters who 
might be provocateurs. “We shouldn't have to do this,” she added, calling the current 
climate “a violation of freedom of expression.” [08BANGKOK3374]
 

Criticism of Sirikit was not just confined to the internet. In private, growing numbers of 
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Thais were swapping gossip and complaints about her behaviour. And in pro-Thaksin 
neighbourhoods, villages and districts, particularly in the northeastern province of Isaan 
which has a long history of resentment towards arrogant Bangkok rule, the attacks on Sirikit 
were increasingly public:

 
BBC reporter Jonathan Head, subject of an ongoing lese majeste, spoke with us on 
November 3 from the northeastern province of Udon Thani, where he said people 
raged publicly against the Queen in a manner he had never witnessed before. “The 
Queen ripped up the rule book when she attended the (PAD) funeral,” he said, adding 
that he remained uncertain how to incorporate recent interviews into future BBC 
reporting without becoming the subject of additional lese majeste investigations.  
Many of the people he interviewed in Udon Thani complained that the royal 
family had not devoted similar attention to three locals (whom we presume were 
members of the security forces) killed in recent violence by southern insurgents… 
[08BANGKOK3350]
 

The United Front for Democracy Against Dictatorship (UDD), which had begun as an anti-
coup movement dominated by supporters of Thaksin Shinawatra, began morphing into a mass 
movement explicitly opposed to the monarchy. And as Somsak Jeamteerasakul has written, 
the movement adopted the colour red as a direct result of Sirikit’s attendance at Nong Bow’s 
funeral. The Red Shirts were born:
 

What this color signaled was: we were not wearing “yellow”, the King’s color, which 
up to that point most of the now Red-shirts were still wearing at rallies.
 

The great irony of Sirikit’s intervention is that far from protecting the palace, it drove many 
formerly loyal Thais towards outright anti-monarchism. Those Thais who opposed the coup 
but who still tried to have faith in the royal family were finding it increasingly impossible 
to perform the mental contortions necessary to maintain this position. The vast majority of 
the rank-and-file Red Shirts had been staunch monarchists before the 2006 coup, and were 
non-ideological in their politics. Very few of them were radicals or republicans. But after 
September 2006 and particularly after October 2008, their thinking underwent a dramatic 
shift: not because they were incited towards republicanism by political leaders wanting to 
challenge the palace, but because the dissonance between what they had previously believed 
about Thai society and what they were experiencing became so great that it was no longer 
sustainable. Their anti-monarchism was a direct consequence of the missteps of the palace.
 
Thailand’s military leadership – dominated by acolytes of Sirikit – was panicked enough to 
issue a televised warning against criticizing the palace:
 

Army Commander General Anupong Paojinda warned Thai citizens of the dangers 
associated with criticizing the monarchy in a televised press conference on October 
27.  According to an English-language daily, Anupong said, “There must be no 
cases of contempt or disrespectful acts toward the monarchy. The Army will take 
action using every means against any person or group acting in contempt of or being 
disrespectful toward the monarchy.” Anupong's remarks appeared to be a direct 
response to the recent increased criticism of the monarchy. [08BANGKOK3350]

 
The authorities were becoming increasingly worried about the generally pro-Thaksin UDD:

 
Suspects associated with the pro-Thaksin UDD are receiving strict scrutiny. Police 
have denied bail to two UDD figures, prompting two others charged with lese 
majeste to flee abroad after police obtained warrants for their arrests. Assessing the 
seriousness of the alleged offenses is difficult since in most cases, no public records 
of the offending remarks are available; any person or media outlet that reproduces 
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the offending content would also be at risk for lese majeste charges. A credible NGO 
contact told us the tone of UDD figures’ remarks was unusually strong, showing 
 “open vengeance against the monarchy, scaring everyone.” … [08BANGKOK3350]
 

The palace was not only under increasing attack from ordinary Thais: it was also attracting 
greater academic scrutiny both inside and outside the country. In 2005, the Seeds of Peace 
journal published by Sulak Sivaraksa, a scholar and activist who says he supports the 
monarchy but that it must reform if it is to survive, and who has been charged repeatedly with 
lèse majesté over the years, included an article entitled Revenge of the Forgotten Monarch; 
its author was identified only as “B.P.” The article stated that Bhumibol had killed Ananda by 
accident, and cited a large number of secret U.S. and British cables – including many of those 
discussed above – as evidence. 
 
In 2006, The King Never Smiles, a book-length scholarly critical biography of Bhumibol 
by former Far Eastern Economic Review correspondent Paul Handley was published. It 
provided a coherent and closely argued interpretation of Bhumibol’s reign, and in particular 
the palace’s efforts to rebuild and then retain its political influence, that departed radically 
from the official myths. News of the book’s imminent publication caused panic in the Thai 
establishment, and determined efforts were made to try to prevent Yale University Press from 
publishing the book. A spokesman at the Thai embassy in Washington said he had not read 
the book and could not respond to questions about it:
 

All Thais revere the king and there is a law that he may not be criticized. You can't 
criticize the king because there is nothing to criticize him about.
 

In an interview with the Far Eastern Economic Review less than 12 hours before the 2006 
coup, Privy Council head Prem Tinsulanonda had this to say about the book:
 

I don’t like it. The nation doesn’t like it. It’s a hearsay book and is not based on the 
fact. We are worried [about] the foreigners who read it. My suggestion is please 
ignore that book.  It’s useless.
 

But samizdat copies of the book, including translated versions, began circulating throughout 
Thailand. It was another crushing blow to the monarchist myths.

 
The final months of 2008 provided more evidence that the monarchy was no longer part of 
the solution in Thailand – if it ever had been. It was part of the problem. In late November, 
the Yellow Shirts launched their most audacious and destructive campaign of sabotage yet, 
occupying Bangkok’s airports and causing economic and political chaos. The country’s 
security forces refused to clear them out and re-open the airports. The army openly called for 
Prime Minister Somchai to step down, blaming a legitimately appointed prime minister for 
the anarchy sown by his opponents. Sirikit was openly on the side of the Yellow Shirts. Thais 
who were appalled by the situation awaited an intervention from King Bhumibol. Surely 
now he could not remain silent. But he had retreated into hospital. Due to physical ailments, 
psychological illness, a lack of courage, or more probably a combination of all three, Rama 
IX was failing to play the role his supporters had always claimed for him as the nation’s 
supreme peacemaker and arbiter of justice. In early December 2008, Thailand’s judiciary 
forced the disbandment of the People’s Power Party, and under military pressure some of the 
most unsavoury members of the Thaksin camp switched sides and agreed to become part of 
a coalition led by the Democrat Party. Abhisit Vejjajiva had spectacularly failed to win the 
support of the Thai people in the 2007 elections, and so the military gave him a helping hand 
to push him into office. It was a tragedy for the rule of law and for Thai democracy.
 
On December 2008, Nattawut Saikua, one of the Red Shirt leaders, gave the most 
heartbreaking and resonant speech in 21st century Thai history. It was based upon the theme 

80
 

http://wikileaks.org/cable/2008/11/08BANGKOK3350.html
http://wikileaks.org/cable/2008/11/08BANGKOK3350.html
http://wikileaks.org/cable/2008/11/08BANGKOK3350.html
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/02/03/thai
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.feer.com/articles1/2006/0609/free/prem.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDLIqdc4yro


of the soil and the sky – a metaphor for Thailand’s ordinary people and their relationship with 
the monarchy:
 

We were born on the soil, grew up on the soil, and we walk on the soil. When we 
stand on the soil, the distance from the sky is so vast.

 
Standing on the soil, looking up at the sky, we know we are so far below. When they 
look down, we know that they look at us like dirt. But with the growing power of the 
Red Shirts, the sky will hear us. FOR SURE.
 
Your cheers, the cheers of people who belong on the soil and grew up on the soil, will 
be heard by the sky. FOR SURE.
 
The Red Shirt people will tell the soil and the sky that WE HAVE HEARTS TOO.
 
Whatever happens, we already have the greatest thing in life – the spirit of 
democracy. 
 

A universal Siamese gesture of the respect is the wai. Thais hold their hands together in front 
of their face and bow their heads in front of people they esteem. In the presence of royalty 
or the most revered Buddhist monks, they prostrate themselves to show the most profound 
respect. Nattawut knelt and pressed himself down on the floor to show his respect not to the 
monarchy, but to the people of the soil. The crowd roared.
 

- - - - -
 
If the palace had hoped that the execution of But, Chit and Chaleo would end the suspicions 
over King Rama VIII’s death, they were very wrong. The blood sacrifice of innocent men 
was not enough to placate the restless spirits unleashed by Ananda’s death. 
 
Bhumibol found he could not leave his brother’s death in the past. Even after the executions, 
he was troubled by the widespread suspicions that he’d been involved. He couldn’t let it go.
 
Lord Mountbatten’s belief that Bhumibol had shot Ananda still rankled the king. As 
British ambassador Sir Berkeley Gage said in a cable to London on May 28, 1957, after a 
conversation with Prince Dhani:
 

Prince Dhani had previously indicated to me that the King had been hurt after the 
death of his brother at the view which he understood was generally held in ‘high 
circles’ in London that he in some way or another had been responsible for it. I 
disclaimed all knowledge of such a view but Dhani went on to urge that an invitation 
should be issued to Their Majesties soon to visit the United Kingdom at a time 
convenient to the Queen and Themselves. He said that the Americans had already 
extended an invitation for the United States but His Majesty would particularly 
appreciate one from the Queen… [FO 371/129611]
 

After the “silent coup” of 1951, Bhumibol’s job had been purely ceremonial – as a 
constitutional monarch’s role is supposed to be:
 

Between 1951 and 1957, King Bhumibol suffered a hard time, being a non-entity 
ruler in the affairs of the nation. According to the 1932 Constitution amended in 
1952, the monarch was in fact a figurehead whose duty it was to symbolize the 
nation through parts played in various religious and traditional rites and ceremonies. 
[Kobkua, Kings, Country and Constitutions]
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Ceremonial kings can sometimes use their position to offer advice to the government, which 
can be heeded or not, depending on the respect that the monarch has earned from politicians. 
Phibun’s junta showed little respect for Rama IX. Nobody wanted his advice. 
 

During the first decade of his reign, more out of the political situation than choice, 
Bhumibol spent the greater part of his time fulfilling his personal responsibilities: 
raising his young family; honing his knowledge and understanding about his kingdom 
and its problems and politics; updating his talents in music, art and photography; 
and fulfilling his religious obligations by entering the Buddhist monkhood in 1957. 
Much of his time was spent away from the oppressive atmosphere of the capital at the 
Hua Hin Summer Palace, at times for as long as six months a year. [Kobkua, Kings, 
Country and Constitutions]
 

In 1957, Bhumibol had the opportunity to grab some limited power back. Field Marshal Sarit 
launched a coup against the Phibun regime – which he was a part of – and made clear that he 
intended to treat the monarchy not as an enemy but a crucial ally.
 

Sarit was the man who did away with the royal containment policy and conversely 
asked the young King to become a partner, albeit a junior one, in the running of the 
country. [Kobkua, Kings, Country and Constitutions]
 

Rama IX had little respect for Sarit, In November 1957 he told British ambassador 
Sir Richard Whittington and special envoy Malcolm Macdonald that the field marshal 
was “corrupt and uncouth”. He added that he thought:
 

The present type of military regime was unhealthy, but saw no alternative to it for the 
foreseeable future. [FO 371/129612]
 

But the king and the royalists supported Sarit’s coup all the same, and were involved in 
helping plan it before it was launched, because the palace knew it would increase the power 
of the monarchy. Whittington said in a cable to London on September 21, 1957, that Prince 
Dhani:
 

Assured me personally that the coup is “just what the royalists wanted”. [FO 371/
129612]
 

Rama IX’s rehabilitation had begun. No longer marginalized, he could start trying to play 
a political role. And despite Bhumibol’s constant protestations that he was above politics, 
it was clear he wanted influence. Many diplomats dismissed these aspirations at first. The 
British embassy wrote in 1958 that:
 

The King is intelligent, reasonably interested in politics, and follows developments 
with a discerning eye. There is, however, no constitutional role which he could play 
in politics at least until he reaches the elder statesman phase, a development which is 
still remote. [FO 371/136062]

 
But the fundamental attributes of the ninth reign became clear during the Sarit era. Four traits 
in particular have defined Bhumibol’s six and a half decades as king. The first is that he 
tirelessly sought, and for most of his reign received, the adulation of the vast majority of the 
Thai people. When Sarit removed the shackles from the palace and allowed Rama IX to travel 
the country connecting with his people, he threw his whole heart and soul into this endeavour. 
He wanted, and needed, to be loved.
 
Secondly, he needed to be forgiven too, or at least absolved. As royalist comments to the 
British ambassador showed, Bhumibol could not let go of his distress that many people, both 
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within Thailand and around the world, continued to believe that he played a role in Ananda’s 
death and he had not been honest about it. This was the flipside of his determined efforts 
to win the hearts and minds of the Thai people and convince them he was their guardian 
and protector, the father of the nation. The execution of three scapegoats for Rama VIII’s 
death did not end Bhumibol’s repeated efforts to try to exorcise his brother’s ghost, or the 
corrosive nagging feeling that people blamed him for what had happened. Over the decades 
that followed, Bhumibol’s efforts to lay the matter to rest once and for all only succeeded in 
raising even more questions.
 
Thirdly, and connected to the first two, a sense of paranoia and panic has always infused 
the palace during Bhumibol’s reign. There is no doubt that at times Rama IX’s position was 
difficult and even dangerous. But this does not fully explain the extent of the anxiety and 
sense of impending doom that has always hung over him.
 
One element of this paranoia has been Bhumibol’s ceaseless refrain through decades on the 
throne that unless Thailand is united, it faces utter destruction. He began hammering home 
this message in speeches even while still in Lausanne; his New Year message in 1951 told 
Thais:
 

History has told us that nations are annihilated when their people lack unity, when 
they divide into factions which try to take advantage of each other. I enjoin upon the 
Thai people to recall with gratitude how our ancestors worked with unanimity and 
were ready to bear sacrifice for the good of the nation. 
 

The same theme has been Rama IX’s core message ever since. He does not merely tell Thais 
that unity and a sense of common purpose will be beneficial for the country’s development 
and prosperity. He insists that without unity, Thailand will face a cataclysm, worse even than 
the apocalypse that destroyed Ayutthaya; the country will be wiped off the map, and will sink 
beneath the sea, a shattered and forgotten wreck. Thais listen politely to these regular doom-
laden warnings, and the media praises Bhumibol for his immense wisdom and foresight, but 
in private many Thais have long questioned whether the king’s scaremongering is justified.
 
To understand it, it is essential to realize that Bhumibol sees no distinction between himself, 
the institution of the monarchy, and the survival of Thailand. For Rama IX, they are 
fundamentally indivisible. He genuinely sees himself as an essential unifying figure holding 
Thailand together. He believes that without the monarchy Thailand will fall into ruin.
 
It is quite clear that contrary to Bhumibol’s ceaseless refrain about unity, Thailand has never 
really been united at all during his reign. As David Streckfuss says:
 

The obvious answer to the question of the incessant calls to Thai unity is that there 
is an understanding, at some level, that no such unity ever existed and that even the 
appearance of unity has come at a terrible cost. [Streckfuss, Truth on Trial]
 

When Bhumibol and Sirikit call for unity, and warn of disaster if their words are not heeded, 
they are asking the Thai people to give them their unquestioning reverence. They believe that 
unless Thais put their faith in the monarchy, Thailand will be lost. To the palace, unity means 
support and respect for the king and queen. Disunity means disobedience. And this siege 
mentality has characterized the palace ever since the death of King Ananda.
 
The fourth trait of King Bhumibol’s reign is that he actively reversed the modernizing 
tendencies that had characterized the Thai monarchy since the time of King Mongkut and 
plunged headlong back into ceremony and mysticism. A profile of Rama IX in Britain’s 
Observer newspaper in 1950 described him as “master and slave of tradition”, and over 
the decades since he has immersed himself ever deeper in ancient sacral tradition and left 
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his old, Swiss-educated rationalist self further and further behind. As he did so, he became 
increasingly distant from his people. The palace has long made it a priority to counteract 
this impression: Thailand’s state Public Relations Department has a whole website set up 
depicting Bhumibol as the “Great King of Communication and Public Relations”. 
 

His Majesty pays close attention to data gathering and fact finding, listening to the 
opinions of all stakeholders in the project. Moreover, he is an opinion leader, by 
setting himself as an example and personally conducting experiments for responsible 
agencies and the people. His Majesty wisely uses diverse media to link members 
of the public together, employing appropriate messages and media for message 
receivers. He also helps solve crises and problems of the country by showing the right 
ways for Thai society to follow.

 
As so often with royalist propaganda, efforts to showcase Bhumibol’s communication skills 
have often had precisely the opposite effect. Daily royal news broadcasts regularly showed 
the king in a gadget-cluttered study or operations room, poring over maps spread out in front 
of him or twiddling dials on outdated radio equipment, as if this proved he had his finger on 
the pulse of what was going on in the country. The PRD website carries an article by Police 
Major General Suchart Phueaksakon entitled “The Talent of His Majesty King Bhumibol 
Adulyadej the Great in Communication”:
 

His Majesty was deeply concerned and wished to be promptly informed of the real 
living conditions of his people, so as to be able to provide support and assistance 
accordingly and in the most timely manner. He realized that radio communication 
was the best medium at hand.  
 
As His Majesty the King studied basic principles of radio transmission, he came 
to grasp one very important point, namely the antenna. His Majesty remarked that 
transmitting or receiving would never work effectively without an antenna or with an 
inferior antenna, even if a powerful transmitter and a very good receiver are acquired.
 
His Majesty asked several questions about the properties of the antenna, such as its 
proper length, and the type and the amount of metal needed. In fact, his remarks led 
to real development of antennas in the country.  
 
Later, I presented him with two FM-5 radio transmitters, and a book of radio 
calling codes, or the list of "Wo" codes used in the police service, so as to 
strengthen his knowledge and experience in radio communication, and accorded 
him the call signs "Ko So 9" and "Ro O 3." His Majesty has since used the two 
transmitters and communicated in the National Police network, where he was known 
as “Pathumwan.” …
 
Through these police radio networks, His Majesty has been constantly informed 
of events as they happen, such as crime reports, fire incidents, and the traffic 
situation. When His Majesty traveled from the royal residence to perform various 
functions, traffic was blocked along the route for quite a long time beforehand, 
causing inconvenience to road users. His Majesty therefore commanded the aide-de-
camp to coordinate with the Police Department and allow local police personnel to 
communicate directly with the Royal Thai aide-de-camp Department on the exact 
time of His Majesty's departure and the route to be taken, so that the blocking of 
traffic could be made for the shortest time possible, so that the general public would 
not suffer.
 

The image of Bhumibol sitting inside his palace walls, surrounded by courtiers, tuning in to 
police radio to monitor reports of fires and traffic jams, is hardly a picture of a monarch in 
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touch with his rapidly changing country.
 
After Sarit’s coup, when Bhumibol was finally allowed – and encouraged – to travel around 
the country, this was used by the palace public relations machine to illustrate his immense 
knowledge of his kingdom. His longtime aide Sumet Tantivejkul wrote in 2006:
 

It was soon discovered that His Majesty knew every inch of his land and every detail 
of his people. [Tribute to a King, Leaders magazine]
 

His frequent travelling within Thailand for decades certainly bolstered his image, and his 
visits were usually enormously appreciated by ordinary Thais. Bhumibol would sweep 
into a village with his entourage, listen to the concerns and worries of the local people, 
and usually suggest some practical method to improve their irrigation or horticulture or 
agrarian technology. And then he would leave. His suggestions were invariably portrayed 
as immensely useful. Meanwhile, Thailand was undergoing profound transformation, and 
there was never much sign that the king had great insight into the broader social, political and 
technological forces that were reshaping his country.

 
All of these aspects of Bhumibol’s reign can be traced back, at least in part, to the impact of 
his brother’s death on June 9, 1946: his need for approval and absolution, his guilt, his sense 
of paranoia, the solace he took in mysticism and solitude. 
 
In combination, they created recurring patterns of behaviour that were, at times, toxic for 
Thailand. There is no reason to doubt that Bhumibol has always wanted the best for his 
people and his country: on the contrary, he has often showed that he genuinely cares, even if 
the choices he has made and his view on what his people need have often been damaging and 
wrong. Despite what some of his more extremist supporters claim, he is only human; and he 
should not be condemned for that. But in particular, the conflicting impulses within Bhumibol 
towards giving his people greater democracy and freedoms, and towards maintaining order 
and unity at all costs and protecting the palace against – sometimes largely imaginary – 
threats, are a central ingredient in the vicious cycle of coups and crises that haunts Thailand.
 
This became violently apparent in the 1970s. Bhumibol was still bitter about the early 
humiliations of his reign and, despite his fruitful alliance with Sarit, he did not yet really 
trust the military. As the Far Eastern Economic Review reported in 1974, a strange sense of 
insecurity continued to stalk Rama IX, even though his political position was well established 
and secure:
 

On Sarit’s death in 1963, his successors, generals Thanom Kittikachorn and Prapas 
Charusathiara  continued to use the monarchy to legitimise their regime, but by now 
its prestige had grown to such an extent that the military leaders were thought to be 
envious, and relations between them and the throne were not always good. The King 
reportedly disliked Prapas in particular, while having a kinder opinion of Thanom. 
Sources who had access to the palace in those years report a persistent underlying 
fear there of a move against the King. For whatever reason, royal invitations to visit 
India and Sri Lanka… were never taken up during the Thanom regime. 
 
In fact, it is most unlikely that the throne was in danger during those years. The 
military rulers needed the royal imprimatur too badly. [Far Eastern Economic 
Review, October 18, 1974]
 

Rama IX has never left Thailand since the 1970s. After appearing reluctant to come back 
to Siam at the start of his reign, he became afraid to ever leave. He seems to believe that it 
would be just too risky for Thailand, or for himself, or both.
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In 1973 he made the first of his famous political interventions that appeared to end military 
dominance of Thailand and set the country on a course towards greater democracy. But 
the dark atmosphere of anxiety and unease in the palace only worsened. There were good 
reasons for the palace to be afraid in the 1970s: communism was spreading in Indochina, 
and the overthrow of the Laotian monarchy in December 1975 was a reminder of the risks 
that Bhumibol faced. But U.S. cables from the period show that even the Americans – who 
themselves were in the grip of considerable paranoia over the spread of communism, and 
hardly inclined to underplay the threat – were perplexed by Bhumibol’s chronic anxiety.
 
In December 1973, Bhumibol suddenly became so afraid about something that he abandoned 
at the last minute the celebrations planned for his birthday in Bangkok and fled to a remote 
immigration department rest house in Kanchanaburi province. No sensible explanation was 
ever given. Two secret cables from U.S. ambassador William Kintner tell the story:
 

A CONFIDANT OF THE KING TOLD THE DCM LATE DECEMBER 3 THAT THE 
KING HAD CANCELLED ALL HIS BIRTHDAY FESTIVITIES AND WAS DEPARTING 
PRECIIPITOUSLY FOR A REMOTE IMMIGRATION DEPARTMENT REST HOUSE IN 
KANCHANABURI PROVINCE. THE ROYAL DOMESTIC STAFF WAS SCRAMBLING 
TO SET THE PLACE IN ORDER. KANCHANABURI IS THE OUTBACK OF WEST 
THAILAND.
 
THE SAME INFORMANT MENTIONED THAT HIS MAJESTY'S PRINCIPAL PRIVATE 
SECRETARY HAD LEFT ABRUPTLY FOR AUSTRALIA. THE CROWN PRINCE 
IS STUDYING THERE, AND HAD PLANNED A TRIP TO THAILAND FOR HIS 
FATHER'S BIRTHDAY. 
 
WE HAVE NO WAY OF KNOWING AT THIS JUNCTURE WHETHER THE KING'S 
ASTOLOGERS, IF HE CONSULTS THEM, HAVE ADVISED HIM TO GET OUT OF 
TOWN, OR WHETHER SOMETHING MORE SERIOUS IS BREWING. IF THE THAI 
MILITARY ARE PLANNING TO FIX SOME ORDER AMID THE CURRENT RASH 
OF LABOR STRIKES AND STUDENT STRIDENCY, THEY WOULD MOST LIKELY 
INFORM THE KING IN ADVANCE AND RECEIVE HIS BLESSING. ON THE OTHER 
HAND, HIS MAJESTY, GIVEN THE MIASMA OF RUMORS CURRENTLY FLOATING 
IN THE BANGKOK ATMOSPHERE, MAY JUST BE EXERCISING UNUSUAL 
PRUDENCE. 
 
COME DAWN, WE'LL CONSULT MORE TRADITIONAL SOURCES THAN THE 
CRYSTAL BALL FOR A CLEARER READING, AND INFORM WASHINGTON. 
[1973BANGKO18756]

 
But he drew a blank. Nobody was revealing what had happened. All that was clear was that 
Rama IX had rushed out of town in a major hurry.
 

BANGKOK CELEBRATED KING BHUMIPHOL ADULYADEJ'S 46TH BIRTHDAY 
IN HIS ABSENCE DECEMBER 5. SEVERAL FACTORS INDICATE THAT THE KING 
MADE HIS DECISION TO ABSENT HIMSELF FROM BANGKOK AT THE LAST 
MOMENT. THOUGH THE BANGKOK POST OF DECEMBER 5 SAYS THAT THE 
KING'S CANCELLATION OF CERTAIN FESTIVITIES WAS MADE FOR REASONS OF 
ECONOMY AND AUSTERITY, ALL THE FOOD FOR THE DIPLOMATIC RECEPTION 
HAD ALREADY BEEN PREPARED. MOREOVER, THE FOREIGN MINISTRY HAD 
ALREADY SENT OUT THE MINUTE PROTOCOL INSTRUCTIONS FOR FOREIGN 
AMBASSADORS. THE INSTRUCTIONS ARRIVED NEARLY SIMULTANEOUSLY 
WITH THE NOTICES OF CANCELLATION.
 
IT APPEARS THAT THE FULL STORY REGARDING THE KING'S WHEREABOUTS 
HAS NOT BEEN GIVEN TO THE PRESS. THE DECEMBER 5 BANGKOK POST SAYS 
THAT, ALTHOUGH HIS MAJESTY HAS CANCELLED HIS PUBLIC APPEARANCES, 
HE IS IN QUIET SECLUSION IN CHITRALADA PALACE. THE NATION ON 
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THE OTHER HAND, CARRIES THE ACCURATE ACCOUNT THAT THE KING IS 
SECLUDED IN ISOLATED KANCHANABURI PROVINCE. 
 
WE BELIEVE THAT, WHATEVER IS ON HIS MIND, THE KING WOULD NOT 
TAKE LIGHTLY THE DECISION TO ABSENT HIMSELF FROM ONE OF HIS 
MOST IMPORTANT ANNUAL CEREMONIAL FUNCTIONS. WE HAVE KNOWN 
AND REPORTED FOR SOME TIME THAT KING BHUMIPHOL IS GRAVELY 
CONCERNED WITH THE CURRENT UNREST IN THAILAND. WHILE THE LABOR 
AND STUDENT STRIKES ARE NOT YET IN ANY WAY A SERIOUS THREAT 
TO THE ECONOMY OR TO THE GOVERNMENT'S STABILITY, THEY GIVE AN 
UNCOMFORTABLE IMPRESSION OF TURMOIL AND UNREST WHICH FEEDS 
THE FEARS TO THOSE, WHICH MAY INCLUDE THE KING, WHO BELIEVE THAT 
DIABOLICAL “THIRD HAND” FORCES ARE STIRRING UP TROUBLE IN THE 
KINGDOM. [1973BANGKOK18853]

 
Over the next couple of years, U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger asked the embassy 
several times to see if Bhumibol would accept an invitation to visit the United States once 
again. Kintner replied each time that Rama IX was still refusing to travel.
 

HIS MAJESTY IS VERY MUCH CONCERNED ABOUT THE GENERAL SITUATION 
IN SOUTHEAST ASIA, AS WELL AS THE INTERNAL SITUATION IN THAILAND. 
FOR THESE REASONS, THE KING DOES NOT DEEM IT WISE FOR HIM TO ACCEPT 
PRESIDENT FORD'S INVITATION TO MAKE A VISIT TO THE U.S. DURING 1975. 
[1975BANGKO03131]
 

During 1975, Charles Whitehouse took over from Kintner as U.S. ambassador. On his first 
meeting with Bhumibol, the king was full of prognostications of doom:
 

THE KING WELCOMED ME TO HIS COUNTRY AND SAID THAT I WAS ARRIVING 
AT A PARTICULARLY DIFFICULT AND DANGEROUS MOMENT NOT ONLY IN THE 
HISTORY OF THAILAND BUT IN THE BROADER CONTEXT OF WORLD AFFAIRS.
 
I GAINED THE IMPRESSION FROM THE KING'S MANNER, AS WELL AS FROM 
HIS REMARKS, THAT HE IS PROFOUNDLY CONCERNED OVER THE EXTERNAL/
INTERNAL MENACE HE PERCEIVES TO THE SECURITY OF THE KINGDOM. 
[1975BANGKO09933]

 
The withdrawal of U.S. forces in 1976 seemed to worsen the worries of Rama IX and Queen 
Sirikit. A cable from Whitehouse in July, classified “secret”, clearly shows the ambassador’s 
puzzlement and exasperation at the panic in the palace:
 

THE JULY 20 DEADLINE FOR THE U.S. TROOP WITHDRAWAL HAS BEEN 
MARKED BY A CURIOUS STATE OF TENSION IN BANGKOK WHICH HAS BEEN 
HEIGHTENED BY ANNOUNCEMENTS IN THE NEWSPAPERS ENJOINING THE 
POPULATION TO KEEP CALM, BY THE TELEVISION APPEARANCE OF THE PRIME 
MINISTER, FOREIGN MINISTER AND SUPREME COMMANDER, DEDICATED 
TO REASSURING AN OTHERWISE CALM CITIZENRY, AND BY ALL KINDS 
OF MILITARY AND PARA-MILITARY PRECAUTIONS. THIS ATMOSPHERE OF 
CONCERN MANIFESTED ITSELF IN AN ODD WAY TODAY WHEN I WAS CALLED 
AT DAYBREAK BY COLONEL PHINIT, A THAI WEST POINTER I HAD KNOWN IN 
LAOS, WHO SAID THE KING WAS CONCERNED OVER MY SECURITY AND TO 
LET THE KING KNOW PERSONALLY IF I NEEDED ANYTHING. COL. PHINIT SAID 
THAT THE KING’S PRIVATE SECRETARY WOULD CALL ME LATER IN THE DAY.
 
MOM LUANG THAWISAN LADAWAN, HIS MAJESTY’S PRIVATE SECRETARY, 
AND M.R. ADUL KITIYAKARA, THE QUEEN’S BROTHER, CAME TO THE 
CHANCERY THIS AFTERNOON. THAWISAN SAID THAT THE KING HAD ASKED 
HIM TO COME AND EXTEND HIS GOOD WISHES AND TO SAY THAT HE WAS 
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CONCERNED OVER MY SECURITY AND THAT OF THE EMBASSY. I SHOULD 
FEEL FREE TO ASK THE KING FOR ANYTHING I THOUGHT I NEEDED. I IN 
THE CONVERSATION WHICH FOLLOWED, I WAS UNABLE TO ELICIT FROM 
THAWISAN ANY SPECIFIC REASON FOR THE KING’S CONCERN. HE SAID 
THAT THE DEPUTY DIRECTOR GENERAL OF POLICE HAD HAD INFORMATION 
FROM THE MILITARY THAT SOMETHING MIGHT HAPPEN AND HAD TAKEN 
SPECIAL PRECAUTIONS YESTERDAY. (THIS EXPLAINS WHAT APPEARED 
TO ME TO BE THE EXAGGERATED MEASURES PUT INTO EFFECT BY THE 
POLICE AT THE CHANCERY AND THE EMBASSY ON THE 20TH.) THAWISAN 
AGREED THAT THERE WAS A LOT OF TENSION AND SEEMED ENORMOUSLY 
RELIEVED TO FIND THAT WE WERE NOT AT BATTLE STATIONS. HE SAID 
THERE WERE REPORTS THAT THE LEFT WOULD CREATE INCIDENTS; ALSO 
THEIR MAJESTIES WERE WORRIED ABOUT THE RISKS TO THAILAND OF 
ESTABLISHING RELATIONS WITH HANOI AND WOULD WELCOME MY VIEWS. I 
SAID THAT I THOUGHT THE RISK OF SUBVERSION WAS NEITHER INCREASED 
NOR DECREASED BY THE ESTABLISHMENT OF RELATIONS.
 
I TOOK THE BULL BY THE HORNS AND TOLD THAWISAN THAT UNLESS 
THERE WAS SOME PRECISE INTELLIGENCE OF WHICH I WAS NOT AWARE, I 
COULD NOT UNDERSTAND WHY SUPPORTERS OF THE GOVERNMENT AND 
OF THE KING HAD WORKED THEMSELVES INTO THIS STATE OF ANXIETY. 
IT SEEMED TO ME THAT THERE WAS NOTHING OF IMMEDIATE CONCERN 
AND THAT APPEALS FOR CALM AND TV APPEARANCES BY GOVERNMENT 
LEADERS CREATED AN ATMOSPHERE OF CRISIS WHEN THAILAND SHOULD 
TRY TO RADIATE CONFIDENCE AND CALM. IT WAS HARD TO BELIEVE THAT 
A HANDFUL OF LEFTWING STUDENTS AND A NON-ISSUE LIKE THE U.S. 
WITHDRAWAL WARRANTED ALL KINDS OF RED GAUR/VILLAGE SCOUT/
TROOPS ON STANDBY/ POLICE ON FULL ALERT/ETC. TREATMENT.

 
THAWISAN SAID THAT THAILAND FACED MANY PROBLEMS. THE LONG 
FRONTIER WITH LAOS OPENED THAILAND TO ALL KINDS OF INFILTRATION. 
VIETNAM WAS AGGRESSIVE AND HEAVILY ARMED. IT WAS IMPORTANT 
FOR THE THAI TO REMAIN WARY. I EXPLAINED TO THAWISAN THE REASONS 
FOR WHICH I DOUBTED THAT THE VIETNAMESE PANZERS WERE GOING TO 
PLUNGE INTO THAILAND AND RETURNED TO THE THEME THAT A BOUYANT, 
PROSPEROUS AND CONFIDENT THAILAND SHOULD NOT FEAR INFILTRATION 
FROM AN IMPOVERISHED AND BACKWARD STATE LIKE LAOS. I WENT 
ON TO SAY THAT COMMUNIST AGRICULTURE POLICIES WERE UNLIKELY 
TO SUCCEED AND THAT I DID NOT VIEW THE SITUATION AS STARKLY AS 
THAWISAN, PROVIDED THE THAI GOVERNMENT INSTITUTED THE NECESSARY 
REFORMS AND PROGRAMS.
 
THAWISAN, WHO LOOKED TIRED AND DRAWN, WAS CLEARLY IMMENSELY 
RELIEVED BY OUR LACK OF ANXIETY OVER THE EXISTING SITUATION. 
 

Whitehouse concluded by making the point that the greatest danger facing Thailand and its 
monarchy was precisely the unease grapping Bhumibol and his allies. The main thing Rama 
IX ought to fear was fear itself:

 
I AM CONVINCED THAT THE PALACE HAS WORKED ITSELF INTO A STATE OF 
NERVES AND HOPE THAT THAWISAN’S VERSION OF OUR CONVERSATION 
WILL BRING SOME PERSPECTIVE INTO THE PALACE GROUP, WHICH BY ITS 
RECENT ACTIONS HAS TENDED TO POLARIZE PUBLIC OPINION RATHER THAN 
INSPIRING THE CONFIDENCE WITHOUT WHICH CONDITIONS IN THAILAND CAN 
ONLY GET RAPIDLY WORSE. [1976BANGKO20648]
 

Tragically, Bhumibol did not manage to find some perspective, and conditions in Thailand 
indeed got rapidly worse, with the slaughter of students at Thammasat University on October 
6, 1976. The country was flung backwards into anachronistic authoritarian rule. To quote 
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Benedict Anderson, the palace was in a state of “almost cosmological panic”. Bhumibol and 
Sirikit were not only rattled by paranoia themselves, but they sought to imbue the same sense 
of menace throughout the country though their explicit support for right-wing secret societies 
and militias, whose members were frequently told they were fighting for the very survival of 
the monarchy and the kingdom.
 
In the 1970s, ultra-right-wing royalist members of the Thai establishment organized 
themselves into a group called Navapol, set up by the military anti-communist 
counterinsurgency task force ISOC. Handley describes it as “secretive and sinister”:
 

It was an ISOC operation organized in 1974 by the former military intelligence chief 
General Wallop Rojanavisut, CIA associate Wattana Kiewimon, BPP chief General 
Suraphon, ISOC head Saiyudh Kerdphol, and former northern region army chief 
General Samran Bhaetyakul. The name Navapol meant “nine strengths” or “power 
of the Ninth,” suggesting the Chakri Ninth Reign. Citing the king’s own worries, 
General Wallop said Navapol had been created to “build a Thai wall against the 
communists,” who endangered Buddhism and the monarchy∫ He claimed that activist 
students received support from Pridi Bhanomyong, the KGB, the International 
Socialist Party, and the CPT. 
 
At its highest level, Navapol was a sort of Masonic elite of men intellectually 
committed to the traditional construction of Thai culture and values. They came from 
the top echelons of the bureaucracy, the armed services, business, the sangha, and 
the palace. They were proud of their dedication and of not being part of the corrupt 
business-political establishment. One key nonmilitary figure was the supreme court 
judge Tanin Kraivixien, an ardent monarchist and anticommunist, and a friend of the 
king. At a lower level, Navapol built its membership from local businessmen and 
officials in the towns. They held anticommunist rallies to recruit members and money 
from others in the bourgeois strata. Some were selected to take part in secret units of 
saboteurs, provocateurs, and hit squads designed to terrorize the left. [Handley, The 
King Never Smiles]
 

A U.S. embassy cable in September 1975 discusses the organization:
 

SINCE THE OCTOBER 1973 CHANGE IN GOVERNMENT, THAILAND HAS 
EXPERIENCED CONSIDERABLE AGITATION FOR, IF LITTLE REAL PROGRESS 
TOWARD, A MORE JUST SOCIETY WITH A WIDER DISTRI- BUTION OF 
ECONOMIC BENEFITS. SUCH TURBULANCE HAS LED TO A CERTAIN AMOUNT 
OF DISORDER, WHICH THE CONSERVATIVES VIEW AS BORDERING ON 
ANARCHY. LEFTIST AGITATION HAS STIMULATED A REACTION, AND THE THAI 
POLITICAL LIFE HAS EXPERIENCED DISTINCT POLARIZATION OVER THE PAST 
FEW MONTHS. NEW STRENGTH (NAWAPHON) IS PART OF THAT REACTION.
 
THE WORD NAWAPHON TRANSLATES BOTH AS "NINE FORCES" AND "NEW 
STRENGTH". IN A MORE ESOTERIC INTERPREATION, IT WOULD ALSO 
MEAN "PROTECTOR OF THE NINTH CHAKRI KING", THE PRESENT 
REIGNING MONARCH. THE GROUP ITSELF TRANS- LITERATES THE WORD 
AS "NAWAPHOL" FOR ENGLISH USE AS AN UNGRAMMATICAL ACRONYM 
FOR "NATIONS AROUND THE WORLD AND PEACE OF LOVE". NEW STRENGTH 
REPRESENTS A CONSERVATIVE RESTATEMENT OF TRADITIONAL THAI 
VALUES UPHOLDING THE NATION, RELIGION, AND THE MONARCHY. RELIGION 
FOR NEW STRENGTH LEADERS MEANS BUDDHISM, AN EMPHASIS THAT 
COULD CREATE ANTAGONISMS WITH OTHER RELIGIOUS MINORITIES IN THE 
COUNTRY.
 
NEW STRENGTH ORGANIZES ITSELF ON A CELL BASIS. THIS HAS ALLOWED 
THE ORGANIZATION SOME MEASURE OF SECRECY AS IT HAS BUILT ITSELF 
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UP…
 
A 15-MAN EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE REPORTEDLY RUNS NEW STRENGTH. 
IT INCLUDES SENIOR MILITARY PEOPLE FROM ALL THREE SERVICES; 
SOME OF THESE MILITARY LEADERS ARE RETIRED AND SOME HAVE SOME 
CONNECTIONS WITH MILITARY INTELLIGENCE ORGANIZATIONS OR THE 
INTERNAL SECURITY OPERATIONS COMMAND (ISOC)…
 
MUCH OF WATTHANA'S ABILITY TO EXPAND NEW STRENGTH DEPENDS 
NOT ON ITS CONSERVATIVE APPEAL, BUT ITS CLAIM TO WELL PLACED 
CONNECTIONS. NEW STRENGTH HAS, FOR EXAMPLE, IMPLIED THAT IT HAS 
THE BACKING OF THE ROYAL FAMILY…
 
IF NEW STRENGTH SUCCEEDS, THE CONSERVATIVE ELITE MAY FIND THAT IT 
HAS ENCOURAGED A PHENOMENON THAT IT CANNOT TOTALLY CONTROL…
 
NEW STRENGTH AIMS TO BE THE PARAMOUNT CONSERVATIVE 
ORGANIZATION IN THAILAND. ITS EMPHASIS ON THE CON- SERVATIVE 
TRIUMVIRATE OF NATION, RELIGION AND MONARCHY, HOWEVER, HOLDS 
CONSIDERABLE DANGERS FOR THAILAND. THERE IS A DISTINCT POSSIBILITY 
THAT NEW STRENGTH'S EMPHASIS ON KING, NATION AND RELIGION 
COULD DRAG THE MONARCHY AND THE BUDDHIST HIERARCHY INTO 
THE POLITICAL FRAY. IT THIS HAPPENS, THE OR- GANIZATION WILL HAVE 
CONTRIBUTED TO THE WEAKENING OF THE MONARCHY AS A FACTOR FOR 
POLITICAL AND SOCIAL STABILITY, TO THE ULTIMATE COST OF THAILAND. 
[1975BANGKO18375]

 
At a mass level, two organizations in particular were cultivated to combat the threat from 
the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) and – so their members were told – protect the 
monarchy and the Buddhist religion: the Krating Daeng, also known as the Red Gaur; and the 
Village Scouts:
 

As the insurgency grew, the palace needed a more resilient link with rural Thais, 
one not mediated by unthinking bureaucrats and soldiers. Inspired by the Wild 
Tiger Corps of King Vajiravudh, in August 1971 a BPP officer, Somkhuan Harikul, 
founded the Village Scouts as a community team for resisting the CPT. Ideally, one 
person from each family joined the local scout unit. They became a new village 
elite after undergoing a rigorous three-day initiation by the BPP, described by the 
anthropologist Katherine Bowie as ideological indoctrination and bonding through 
high-pressure psychological techniques. All their activities were designed around 
traditional royalist definitions of Thailand and Thai-ness, joining virtues of loyalty, 
unity, non-desire, orderliness, and discipline to Vajiravudh’s nation- religion-
king mantra. They stressed familial bonds, with Bhumibol and Sirikit the nation’s 
patriarch and matriarch. 
 
Village Scout directors from the BPP stressed and exaggerated the imminent danger 
of the communists to the kingdom. The scouts were told that North Vietnam, 
allegedly an ancient enemy, was using the CPT for a planned takeover of Thailand. 
South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia were already lost because those countries 
had no indivisible trinity binding the people. As the local scout units promoted this 
thinking through their village, they effectively extended the BPP’s intelligence 
network. Their sole uniform was the “king’s kerchief,” blessed personally by King 
Bhumibol just as a monk blessed holy medallions. The kerchiefs were awarded in a 
religious-like ritual, also sometimes personally by the king. 
 
King Bhumibol himself wrote a code of behavior that said a lot about his own view of 
a well-functioning Thai cosmos. The Village Scouts did not get involved in politics 
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or show off their power, he instructed. They were not to organize under the official 
government system. Their affairs were conducted “of the people, by the people and 
for the people,” and they were leaders in local self-development. They worked as 
a group, not individuals, to promote unity and readiness. The Village Scouts also 
set the pace in building discipline and thrift, did not spend money excessively for 
scout activities, and did not use political funds, the king wrote. Alcohol was not 
permitted in scout training activities, and scout leaders would promote Thai-produced 
goods and food. Finally, the scouts were instructed to be leaders in restoring and 
protecting the “good traditions and culture” of each village. It was about everyone 
performing his assigned task, working in unity without desire, complaint, or criticism, 
and staying away from the government system, that is, from corrupt politics and 
inefficient bureaucracy…
 
The royal family was involved with the scouts from the very beginning. As BPP 
patron, Princess Mother Sangwal presided over one of the first initiation cere- monies 
in November 1971. She presented Somkhuan with a book on counter- insurgency, 
an act revealing the Mahidols’ growing sense of being under siege. The following 
March 19, the king and queen graced an induction ceremony, awarding initiates their 
kerchiefs. Later the king invited the movement’s BPP founders to the palace and 
offered his official patronage with 100,000 baht…
 
Named after a very large and testy native Thai forest ox, the Red Gaur consisted 
mostly of former soldiers and mercenaries, ex-convicts, and technical school punks 
organized in early 1974 by ISOC officer Sudsai Hasdin. Told that students and other 
activists were monarchy- threatening communists, they became the right wing’s street 
enforcers, disrupting demonstrations and menacing the leaders of the left. Their first 
show of force was when King Bhumibol commemorated those who were killed in the 
October 1973 uprising in a ceremony on October 14, 1974, at Sanam Luang. Before 
the ceremony began, a group of toughs led by Sudsai marched menacingly through 
nearby Thammasat University. During the rites, they surrounded Bhumibol and his 
family, declaring that the king was in danger of being shot by students hiding inside 
the school. The king made no effort to distance himself from them. [Handley, The 
King Never Smiles]
 

Rituals of National Loyalty, a fascinating study of the Village Scouts movement by Katherine 
Bowie, one of the few foreigners ever to witness the militia’s initiation rites, describes some 
of the ways fear was cultivated throughout the country in the 1970s:
 

During these surreal days rumors of blood-sucking vampires… proliferated. The 
vampires were said to nab unsuspecting village children, sucking their bodies dry 
to provide transfusions for wounded communist guerrillas. The government, and 
particularly the military, controlled virtually all radio broadcasts in Thailand. Radio 
stations broadcasting into rural areas described the vampires as wearing indigo-dyed 
shirts, flip-flops, shoulder bags, and, significantly, eyeglasses – the characteristic 
attire of progressive university students seeking to demonstrate their solidarity with 
the village poor. Consequently, well-intentioned students who traveled to rural 
areas came under attack by terrified villagers. During this strange period a newly 
created religious institute sponsored séances in which mediums communicated with 
the spirit of Karl Marx, who was now eagerly proclaiming his nineteenth-century 
mistakes to all who would listen. High-ranking monks blessed thousands of sacred 
amulets and holy phaa yan cloths that military officers distributed to their soldiers to 
protect them from guerrilla forces. But these appeals to magic and superstition were 
not spontaneous; they were carefully orchestrated stories planted by men trained in 
psychological warfare.
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The Village Scouts militia were intended to play a frontline role in rural areas combating 
the communist menace, and their initiation ceremony was imbued with mystical monarchist 
folklore:
 

At first glance [the movement] was an unlikely candidate to succeed in the serious 
business of combating communist insurgency. The main criterion for membership 
was participation in a rite of initiation that involved five days and four nights of 
entertainment interspersed with a few didactic lessons. Participants performed skits, 
sang lighthearted songs specially written for the movement (such as “Holiday in 
America” and “Smile! Smile!”), and danced such moves as the bump, then popular 
in the United States, and the duck-waddle dance (ram pet), a unique dance to the 
Village Scouts that mimicked a ducks waddle. And yet the Village Scout movement 
succeeded in becoming the largest right-wing popular organization ever fabricated in 
Thai history.  
 
The movement spun its magic by drawing on the aura of the Thai monarchy. 
Intoning the nationalist rhetoric of loyalty to Nation, Religion, and King, the 
counterinsurgency spin doctors deployed the mystique of royalty. A rumour 
circulated that King Naresuan, a famous sixteenth century monarch who had been 
victorious against the Burmese, had appeared in a dream to the queen of Thailand, 
telling her that “Thailand would fall unless the people were united, and that the 
Village Scouts was the means to unite them”. Combining royal majesty with village 
beliefs in sacred amulets, the Village Scout designers developed a magical folklore 
centering on the scout kerchiefs. Worn by all Village Scouts, these maroon kerchiefs 
were the most obvious feature distinguishing them from the population at large. 
The kerchiefs, given to each initiate at the close of the five-day initiation rite, were 
a special gift from the king of Thailand. They were portrayed as having mystical 
powers. During the course of the initiation scout instructors told of fires in which 
householders lost their homes and all their possessions except the sacred scout 
kerchief; amazing the residents retrieved their scarves completely intact from the 
burning ashes. 
 
These tales, once deployed, fused with existing lore about sacred amulets that 
protected their wearers from misfortune. The stories developed a life of their own. 
Scouts also told various anecdotes about villagers who lost their kerchiefs and met 
with sundry calamities. For example, I heard frequent variations of a story about a 
man who had left his kerchief on the dashboard of his car. While he was driving, the 
royal scarf slipped to the floor near his feet. Because the foot is the most vulgar part 
of the body, he immediately went berserk. His car came to a stop and he ran about the 
road, hysterical, until some passing villagers found his scout scarf on the car floor. 
As soon as they picked up his scarf, he recovered his sanity. In some versions the 
victim ran about naked; in other versions the kerchief fell to the floor in the house. So 
engulfing and plausible was the realm of ritual magic that the Thai state had created 
that a participant committed suicide, apparently because he had lost his kerchief, on 
the first night I attended a Village Scout event. 
 

The Village Scouts were trained to worship Bhumibol and Sirikit like gods, and to show no 
mercy to perceived enemies of the palace:
 

In the course of this five-day ritual, initiates were transformed into sobbing masses 
of humanity, overwhelmed by their new-found love of the Thai nation and their 
intensified love of the monarchy. This love of nation rendered initiates capable of 
hysterical hatred, never made clearer than in the murderous participation of Village 
Scouts in the atrocities against university students on October 6, 1976.
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Nurtured in magic, the movement peaked in mayhem. [Bowie, Rituals of National 
Loyalty]
 

- - - - -
     

The cosmological panic of the 1970s erupted once again after Thailand entered the 21st 
century. 
 
The Yellow Shirts who fought street battles to undermine democracy and the rule of law 
in the name of protecting the monarchy share plenty of parallels with the Village Scouts, 
despite the fact they are a largely urban movement with a large proportion of middle class 
participants including plenty of middle-aged aunties. The PAD, like the Village Scouts, 
are infected with the same bloodcurdling hatred towards shadowy forces they believe are 
threatening the very survival of Thailand. They have the same belief that they alone protect 
the kingdom from utter devastation. And the Village Scout kerchiefs are replicated in the 
clothing favoured by PAD initiates – originally yellow, the king’s colour, but increasingly 
blue also to show their support for the more combative queen. In another striking echo of the 
kerchiefs, an alleged meeting inside the palace in which Sondhi Limthongkul was given the 
queen’s blue scarf as a sign of her support has entered PAD folklore:
 

The renewed PAD demonstrations in Bangkok that began on May 25, 2008, were 
deeply invested with this kind of symbolism. The demonstrators were objecting to 
the postcoup People Power Party (PPP) government led by Samak Sundaravej, which 
they saw as a revived form of Thaksin proxy rule.  Thaksin himself had returned 
to Thailand in February after a period of self-imposed exile. Most protesters wore 
yellow shirts, alluding to Monday, the day the King was born (days of the week 
are color-coded in Thailand). Sondhi had first created these shirts during the pre-
PAD phase of his anti-Thaksin movement; the theme was duly appropriated by the 
palace, which had authorized the mass production of royal-logo yellow shirts to 
commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the King’s reign in 2006. Before long, they 
were statutory wear for most government officials. Implicitly, yellow shirts (and the 
yellow wristbands that usually accompanied them) were a reassertion of bureaucratic 
and royalist sentiment, to counter the pro-Thaksin sentiments of his many supporters. 
Pink and blue were also royal colors; pink had been worn by the King on the day he 
left hospital in November 2007, while blue represented the Queen’s birthday. PAD 
 “guards” – in practice a well-organized militia, some of them armed – typically wore 
black t-shirts, while supporters of the rival pro-Thaksin United Front for  Democracy 
Against Dictatorship (UDD) sported red.  
 
Sondhi’s speeches conveyed the core messages of the PAD in an inventive, polemical 
style. As he declared on ASTV on May 24, the night before the resumption of street 
protests, “Am I tired? I am not just tired. I am disheartened. Why am I disheartened? 
Because all aspects of Thai society have already been bought. Some parts of the army 
have been bought. Virtually the whole of the justice system has been bought. The 
civil service has been bought.” The PAD saw themselves as redeeming Thailand from 
corruption fostered and fueled by Thaksin and his allies.
 
Fashions and accessories were integral to the PAD: Sondhi himself donned new 
outfits regularly, changing his t-shirt, headband, and scarf. Anyone visiting the 
PAD rallies at fortnightly intervals would be hard-pressed to find any of the same 
t-shirts on sale. Themes included the controversy over Khao Phra Viharn (Preah 
Vihar), a Khmer temple close to Cambodia’s border with Thailand; attempts to 
mobilize support from Bangkok’s Sino-Thai population (Luk chin rak chat, people 
of Chinese descent love the nation); the depiction of the city’s main street as a 
political university (Rao rak mahawithiyalai rajadamnoen, we love Rajadamnoen 
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University); and a major cult of Che Guevara. How this iconic Argentine Marxist 
could be transformed into a Thai  royalist-nationalist was one of the most intriguing 
questions raised by the PAD’s eclectic and vividly incoherent t-shirtology. Other 
t-shirts commemorated August 26, 2008, as the beginning of the “last war,” or 
promoted the “new politics” espoused by the PAD leadership. Constantly changing 
t-shirt themes reflected attempts by the movement to keep followers engaged during 
an extended struggle. Sales were boosted because a supply of fresh t-shirts was 
also useful for supporters spending many nights away from home. Complimentary 
food was provided at the demonstrations, which had a festive, noisy, temple fair 
atmosphere. Free panties were distributed to female protestors. [McCargo, Thai 
Politics as Reality TV]
 

As McCargo notes in his article, the PAD movement became more and more divorced 
from reality as time passed, increasingly resembling an apocalyptic cult. And just as the 
right-wing militias of the 1970s had their echo in the Yellow Shirts, many elite members 
of the establishment over the past decade have also drawn closer and closer together in an 
increasingly paranoid network that recalls Navapol. Even ISOC was revived once again, by 
the administration installed by the 2007 coup:
 

Indirect monarchical support for the antigovernment movement took place largely 
behind the scenes. Among the supporters and backers of the PAD were various MRs 
and MLs (minor princes and princesses), along with relatives of privy councilors 
and big-name bankers. Preeda Tiasuwan, jewelry trader and former leader of the 
group Businessmen for Democracy, was a key financier of the PAD – and a close 
personal friend of Anand Panyarachun. Piphop Thongchai, one of the core leaders 
of the PAD, was a member of the Anand-Preeda inner circle. In a remarkably bold 
statement at a public meeting on September 6 [2008], one member of this circle 
declared that the extraordinary actions of the PAD were justified in the special “late 
reign” circumstances that prevailed. Under different circumstances, the speaker 
might have been slapped with a lèse-majesté suit – a common tactic used by the PAD 
against its opponents. Anand showed his own colors by presiding over the October 
14 funeral rites of Police Lieutenant Colonel Methee Chatmontri, a head of the PAD 
guards, who was killed in an explosion on October 7. Ironically, Methee may have 
been transporting explosives in his jeep. That same day, PAD supporters apparently 
fired guns at the police and drove a pickup truck into a group of police officers,  
11  abandoning their pretenses of nonviolence. At the funeral, Anand sat close to 
PAD leaders and Democrat Party leader Abhisit Vejjajiva, who was hailed by PAD-
supporting crowds as Thailand’s next prime minister. [McCargo, Thai Politics as 
Reality TV]
 

The elite “good men” of Thai politics had become intoxicated by the same kind of surreal 
propaganda and panic that had been so damaging to Thailand a generation before. A U.S. 
embassy cable from September 2006 notes this situation:
 

Thailand is more divided than ever in its history, according to many of post's 
contacts. Former Prime Minister Anand Panyarachun articulated this publicly in 
a speech on August 30. “Thai society is now polarized by strong hatred. If this 
condition is allowed to continue, we will be living in horrifying times.”  He warned 
that Thailand was in danger of becoming a “failed state” if the polarization continues. 
 “The Democrat Party can't go to the North, while Thaksin can't step foot in the 
South. What kind of country is this?” …
 
Privy Councillor Air Chief Marshall Siddhi Savetsila made remarks in late August 
at a small reception in honor of the Ambassador. He surprised the group by stating 
baldly that Thai society was more divided than he had seen in his lifetime… Privy 
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Councillor Siddhi is 86 years old, and has lived through every coup d'etat since the 
military overthrew the absolute monarchy in 1932. [06BANGKOK5429]
 

U.S. ambassador Boyce was rightly sceptical about this kind of talk. Thai society was not 
on the verge of collapse, or being overrun by sinister forces. The unease felt by the Thai 
establishment was a natural result of Thailand’s political development: the country’s poor 
were playing a more active role in Thai politics, as was their democratic right, and were 
making their voice heard. And many elite figures who still clung to the conviction that 
Thailand should be a hierarchical society and that the poor should know their place were 
feeling very uncomfortable. Their traditional power and influence were declining as their 
country grew up, and instead of accepting the situation, they thought it was the end of the 
world:
 

The deep concern about divisions in society voiced by our interlocutors seem to us 
disproportionate, given the strikingly peaceful and orderly demonstrations so far, 
especially when compared to Thailand's turbulent history.
 
So why all the angst? Part of it is just that people tend to forget how bad the 
bad times were.  But part of it may stem from the way politics and Thai society 
havechanged in just a few years. Politics tended to be a game mostly for the elite 
to play. In the wake of the 1992 demonstrations that toppled the dictatorship, 
the “People's Constitution” of 1997, the broader access to media brought by  rising 
prosperity, and the populist policies of PM Thaksin – who staked his electoral 
success on maintaining the  support of the long-disregarded rural population – politics  
has been, well, democratized.  Within Thai society, being  “krengjai” (modest, 
self-effacing) is no longer such a highly prized virtue; citizens more often see the 
importance of demanding their rights.  A much broader segment of the population 
feels that they have a real stake in the outcome of the political battles in Bangkok, 
and they are prepared to assert themselves. This does raise the overall political 
temperature and make spontaneous violence between the rival camps more possible.  
This may be an unavoidable by-product of a shift from a political system marked 
by back-room deal-making among the elites to one more genuinely democratic. Old 
style pols and patricians may be spooked, but we believe that the Thai can, in the end, 
manage the transition. [06BANGKOK5429]
 

Another reason for the angst, which Boyce failed to mention, was of course the chronic 
doom-mongering from Bhumibol. Rama IX and the monarchy were supposed to be a calming 
influence on Thailand, spreading good sense and wisdom; instead the palace had become 
the source of a tidal wave of panic sweeping right through the Thai establishment. Far 
from guiding their country through this difficult but necessary period of democratization 
and the inevitable social upheaval that came with it, and maintaining unity by using their 
moral authority to ensure the Thai elites accepted a fairer distribution of wealth and power, 
Bhumibol – and to an even greater extent Sirikit – fuelled the establishment hysteria.
 
In turn, the panic spread through the middle classes as well, who now saw themselves as 
aspirational allies of the elites and were equally contemptuous of Thailand’s poor:

 
Elite support for the PAD was only one dimension. Most of these attending the 2008 
PAD rallies were very ordinary folk. While the 2006 rallies had attracted a younger 
crowd of activists, the hard-core participants in 2008 were often in their fifties, and 
many were female: middle-aged women having the time of their lives. A lot of PAD 
participants were retired civil servants, including large contingents from the south, 
largely Democrat Party supporters. Supporters appeared transfixed by the speeches of 
Sondhi and other PAD leaders, who had assumed  (aging) pop-star status, and tended 
to repeat PAD taglines endlessly. [McCargo, Thai Politics as Reality TV]
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And so most of Thailand’s wealthier citizens came to regard the poor – along with their 
billionaire idol Thaksin Shinawatra – as their enemies. Order and hierarchy had to be 
restored. The masses had to be firmly put back in their place.
 
The strategy they seized upon to restore social order was – somewhat counterintuitively –
mass unrest and systematic sabotage of the rule of law. Those Thais who have remained 
level-headed over the years since the 2006 coup found it astonishing that supposed liberal 
defenders of democracy like Anand Panyarachun, Prawase Wasi and Abhisit Vejjajiva 
were suddenly throwing their support behind men like Methee Chatmontri, blown up near 
parliament in his jeep by his own explosives which he intended to use in a full-blown street 
battle against the Thai police. It became impossible even to hold a sensible debate with many 
establishment supporters as the political crisis unfolded. They could not rationalize their 
actions except through dark references to evil conspiracies and dark forces threatening to 
destroy the Thai state forever. And inevitably, their increasingly extremist actions astonished 
and enraged those Thais who kept democratically voting pro-Thaksin governments into 
power every time they got a chance. 
 
In their panicked determination to save Thailand from imaginary doom by whatever means 
necessary, a large swathe of Thailand’s elites and middle class instead propelled the country 
ever closer to the violent civil war they claimed to be trying to avert.
 

- - - - -
  
The 21st century madness that afflicted so many of Thailand’s more affluent citizens has its 
roots in the intense campaign of propaganda and indoctrination launched by the royalists 
after the horrors of October 6, 1976. Thongchai Winichakul has coined the phrase “hyper-
royalism” to describe the intense, cultic devotion to Bhumibol promoted from 1976 onwards.
 
1976 not only saw the beginning of unprecedented political interventionism by Bhumibol and 
Sirikit: it also marked a dramatic escalation of the effort to put the monarchy at the centre of 
an idealized myth of Thai national identity, which has continued ever since. As Michael K. 
Connors writes in Democracy and National Identity in Thailand:
 

From the lowliest office to mega-ministries, images of the King and royal family 
appear on bulletins, walls and calendars. The King’s aphorisms circulate in memos 
reminding kharachakan (the king’s servants) of their duties. His statements lay 
the basis for thousands of royal projects. This king’s apparent omnipresence has 
intensified since 1976, whereafter all state agencies have complied in propagating the 
ideology of ‘democracy with the king as head of state’. This idea had, in principle, 
informed previous constitutions; after 1976 it became part of public pronouncements 
to delineate the specificity of Thai democracy. The deployment of the term pointed 
to prestigious gains made by the monarchy after its rehabilitation under the Sarit 
dictatorship and its subsequent mediating and crisis-management roles in the events 
of 1973 and 1976. For those in the know, the term also resonated with Bhumiphol 
Adulyadej’s newly acquired political power as king. This power had grown as a 
result of his relatively unscrutinized and shrewd political interventions. If, in the mid-
1970s, the fate of the monarchy seemed uncertain, within less than a decade even 
progressive liberals could not conceive of the Thai nation without its wise king. The 
divine-like status of Bhumiphol is not part of the family treasure, but something that 
hundreds of officials in the palace and other agencies have contrived to create...

 
In constructing and deploying a renewed national identity in the post-1976 period, 
state actors addressed the people as specifically ‘Thai’, the attributes of which were 
exemplified by the king... Building a disciplined self/nation was the aim of national 
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ideology.
 
Initially, this required a softening of the monarchy’s image, as the palace had become a 
rallying theme for the rabid violence of the far right in Thailand:
 

After the tumultuous events of 1973-76, the monarchy became the focus of a new 
round of ultra-nationalist drum-beating and identity-seeking. The right wing had 
monopolized the official ideolology of nation, religion and monarchy during the 
polarized political struggles of the 1970s. Many thus associated the triad with the 
appalling violence of the ultra-right. To counteract this an aggressive restoration of 
the monarchy involved integrating the progressive themes of democracy and social 
development and remoralization of the state around the figure of the monarch. The 
position of the monarchy was promoted by extensive media manipulation, effectively 
creating a cult of personality around Bhumiphol.

 
The restoration of the monarchy, however, should not simply be read as ideological 
cynicism. Firstly, the Buddhist conception of the monarch required his public 
exposure as a righteous ruler; his father-like portrayal was functionally required for 
the maintenance of state-sanctioned Buddhism itself. Secondly, filtered through both 
conservative and liberal readings of Thai history, there emerged a widespread belief 
of the king’s positive role in democratic evolution...

 
The king’s interventions, his apparent restoration of ‘order’ and calm, have led to 
an interpretation of the monarchy as an indispensible para-political institution in 
Thailand’s democracy. Certainly, skilful propaganda and the wilful hopes of royalist 
liberals aid this image. The sum effect of this historical image-making is that the 
present king is seen as a mediating power between hostile social forces, despite his 
family’s position as leading capitalists and landowners with a personal stake in the 
wellbeing of Thai capitalism. The palace’s unique position as a public examplar 
of conservative traditions and its existence as a network of capital have proved an 
invaluable resource for Thailand’s elite democratic development. With the aura of 
traditional authority, built up since the 1950s, the monarchy is able to strategically 
intervene in favour of order. [Connors, Democracy and National Identity in Thailand]

 
Following the 1976 massacre, Bhumibol struck a deal with the coup leaders to make rightist 
civilian judge Tanin Kraivixien – a Navapol member –the next prime minister:
 

In the immediate aftermath of the October 6, 1976 coup, an awkward compromise 
between the palace and the coup leaders produced an ultra-rightist, but civilian, 
government, headed by Supreme Court justice Thanin Kraiwichian…
 
Thanin… a Sino-Thai jurist of eccentric and extremist views, had no political base 
of his own, and represented no substantial group or institution. His appointment 
as Prime Minister reflected the conflict between the palace and the generals. The 
royal family, panicked by the recent abolition of the Laotian monarchy to which 
it was related, wanted a strong anticommunist, but also a civilian, (since it never 
fully trusted the military). The generals, even more interested in power than in 
anticommunism, wanted the installation of one of their own. The palace soon 
prevailed, but not for very long. Ridiculous in its rhetoric, so that it soon became 
popularly referred to as the Clam Cabinet, the Thanin government quickly alienated 
almost everyone by its incompetence and ideological extremism. [Anderson, Murder 
and Progress in Modern Siam]
 

The reason for the “Clam Cabinet” nickname, Anderson explains, was that:
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In an early speech Thanin foolishly compared his government to a tender mollusc 
needing the protection of the hard, thick shell provided by the military, the palace, 
and the proliferating right-wing vigilante groups.
 

Bhumibol had experimented with allowing democracy, but he was temperamentally unable to 
deal with it: it stirred up his innate paranoia and his aversion to disorder. And so he swung the 
pendulum savagely back to the other extreme. A statement from the Public Relations Office 
on November 6, 1976, a month after the massacre, sums up what Thailand’s new government 
thought about the brief period of democracy:
 

Our culture, upheld by our ancestors and customs, was neglected, considered obsolete 
and regarded as a dinosaur or other extinct creature. Some had no respect for their 
parents, and student disregarded their teachers. They espoused a foreign ideology 
without realizing that such action is dangerous to our culture and did not listen to the 
advice of those who have much knowledge of that ideology. National security was 
frequently threatened over the past 3 years. Anyone who expressed concern for the 
national security was mocked and regarded as a wasted product of the bureaucratic 
society by those who labeled themselves as progressive-minded.
 

One element of the new crackdown was a tightening of the enforcement of the lese majeste 
law. Woe betide anybody who misused a Village Scout kerchief:
 

Lèse-majesté law was also toughened. Before October 1976, a lese-majesté 
conviction carried up to seven years’ imprisonment. This gave judges great leeway, 
and many people who were accused got off lightly, with suspended sentences or 
a few months in prison. Many judges understood that lese-majesté had become a 
political tool used by the right, often without justification. Two weeks after taking 
power, though, Tanin had the penal code amended to assign a minimum of three 
years’ imprisonment and a maximum of 15 years for lese-majesté. There was a 
surge in arrests. In 1975, 10 people were arrested for ese-majesté; in 1976, 21; and 
in 1977, under Tanin’s tough regime, 42. One man was accused of royal desecration 
for wiping a table with a royally-bestowed Village Scout scarf. [Handley, The King 
Never Smiles]

 
But it was not just within Thailand that Bhumibol was desperate to rehabilitate the image 
of the palace. He was extremely concerned about how the Thammasat massacre had been 
reported abroad, and wanted to somehow counteract the image that the monarchy had 
acquiesced in a savage attack on thousands of students in a prestigious university near the 
Grand Palace by baying right-wing mobs. Shortly after the massacre, U.S. ambassador 
Whitehouse met the king’s private secretary:
 

– THE AMBASSADOR CONVEYED TO THE KING'S REPRESENTATIVE THE U.S. 
DESIRE TO MAINTAIN CLOSE AND CORDIAL RELATIONS WITH THE THAI 
GOVERNMENT.
 
– THE KING'S ONLY SPECIFIC QUESTION, AS RELAYED BY HIS PRIVATE 
SECRETARY, WAS “HOW COULD THAILAND OVERCOME THE FALSE 
IMPRESSION WHICH HAD BEEN GIVEN IN EUROPE AND AMERICA OF RECENT 
EVENTS HERE”. 
 
– THE AMBASSADOR REPLIED THAT THE KIND OF ADMINISTRATION AND 
LEADERSHIP PROVIDED BY THE THAI GOVERNMENT COULD CONTRIBUTE TO 
ERASING THE ADVERSE PUBLICITY. [1976STATE259151]

 
A cable from Whitehouse sets out the conversation more fully:
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IN THE COURSE OF A LONG LUNCH TODAY WITH MOM LUANG THAWISAN 
LADAWAN, THE KING'S PRINCIPAL PRIVATE SECRETARY … THAWISAN SAID 
THE KING HAD ASKED HIM TO GET MY ADVICE ON HOW THAILAND COULD 
OVERCOME THE FALSE IMPRESSION WHICH HAD BEEN GIVEN IN EUROPE AND 
AMERICA OF RECENT EVENTS HERE. HE SAID THE KING HOPED THAT THERE 
WAS SOME WAY BY WHICH THE U S COULD EXPLAIN THAT THE CHANGE OF 
GOVERNEMENT HAD BEEN BROUGHT ABOUT AS A RESULT OF THE WEAKNESS 
OF TH SENI GOVERNMENT AND THE PROVOCATIVE ACTIONS OF COMMUNIST-
INSPIRED STUDENTS. 
 
I SAID THAT FRANKLY I COULD SEE NO WAY OF OVERCOMING THE 
WORLDWIDE IMPACT OF THE PHOTO AND TELEVISION COVERAGE OF 
THE EVENTS OF OCTOBER 6TH AT THAMMASAT UNIVERSITY. FRIENDS 
OF THAILAND COULD ONLY HOPE THAT THE KIND OF ADMINISTRATION 
WHICH THE NEW GOVERNMENT WOULD PROVIDE AND THE SORT OF 
LEADERSHIP IT WOULD GIVE THE COUNTRY WOULD ERASE THE IMAGES OF 
BRUTALITY WHICH HAVE BEEN SO WIDELY PUBLICIZED. THAWISAN AGREED 
THAT THIS WAS PROBABLY THE ONLY REASONABLE COURSE TO PURSUE. 
[1976BANGKO28935]

 
One way Bhumibol sought to mend his international image and wash away the shame of 
the Thammasat massacre was through his cooperation with a BBC documentary, Soul of a 
Nation. BBC journalist David Lomax interviewed Bhumibol and Sirikit in 1979 for the two-
hour documentary, and it was broadcast in 1980.
 
Bhumibol wanted to be interviewed in his office in a recently built palace in the Phuphan 
mountains in Isaan, northeastern Thailand. He was shown sitting in the floor, peering at maps 
while several radios in the background crackled with chatter. This was Bhumibol’s way of 
showing he was hard at work monitoring every inch of his kingdom, fighting the communist 
menace and protecting the interests of his people:
 

The scene suggests a bare-bones war operations center, where this simple, 
hardworking king struggles far into the night to solve the people’s problems. The film 
calls this operation his ‘‘intelligence network,’’ giving an impression of Bhumibol’s 
royal omniscience, a one-man CIA and MI5 who knows all that happens in his realm.
 
As Lomax questions him, the king’s unsmiling face and pained voice suggest that the 
filmmakers not only could never comprehend what he does, but that the interruption 
is stalling his progress. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

In Bhumibol’s comments, he was eager to portray himself as a man of action rather than a 
traditional king:
 

I do things that I think are useful, and that’s all… I don’t know what can be defined 
as king, that is the trouble because in my position, I am called a king. But my duty 
is – you have noticed – not the duty of a king. It is something that is quite different 
or difficult to define. I do things I think that will be useful and that is all. If you 
asked me what I had in mind, what plan I had, I had no plan. Just like I am today, 
we are going to have something and we are going to do it. We don’t know what the 
something is, but we are going to do something that is good. That is the plan or the 
spirit. [BBC, Soul of a Nation]
 

Bhumibol explains to Lomax that his main role is to give Thailand’s people order and 
stability. Three years after the massacre at Thammasat, it was clear this remained Rama IX’s 
chief concern, Democracy got no mention at all:
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The first thing is security, that is, the security the people. The Thai people have to 
fight for their freedom, for their independence, so the main thing is to be a good 
general, and then after that, when the country is more settled, is to have law and 
order, law and administration, and at the same time we must have enough food to eat, 
enough facility to have a good home, to have shelter. These are essential things. And 
then we must have the social order and more things of the heart, that means that we 
must be good people, so there won’t be disorder because people who are good don’t 
create trouble so much. So we must have religion. But the king is the leader of the 
religion also.
 

Asked if Thailand is winning the fight against communism, Rama IX replies that he is just 
trying to make everyone’s life better:
 

Oh, I don’t know, but we are winning against hunger, this is what we are doing, we 
are not fighting against people, we are fighting against hunger. We want them to 
have a better life. If we make this and they have a better life, the people who you call 
communist insurgents will have a better life also. So everybody is happy.
 

The BBC team had noticed that wherever they were – in Bangkok or out in the provinces – 
King Bhumibol would always retire to his study alone for several hours each evening to stare 
at maps and listen to his radios. Lomax asked him why he did this:
 

That is a question that can be answered in many ways. I’m not lonely and I have work 
to do, so I have to do the work. The way of doing work is to have some concentration 
and some peace and then one can think more clearly. It is a way of preparing myself 
to be able to do whatever circumstances will have me do. I gather information by 
listening. I gather information by looking at the maps, or reading, or thinking, and 
then when the time comes I have the material in my head. 
 

Lomax began to ask more controversial questions, to Bhumibol’s visible annoyance and 
discomfort. He was asked how he reconciled his role as a warrior king and head of the 
military was his Buddhist philosophy of compassion and non-violence:
 

When a soldier holds a gun, this should be intended to shoot. And shoot what? 
Shoot an enemy. That is a living being. But if he holds that gun with the intention of 
guarding, preserving his country, with this intention he is not sinful. And even if he 
must shoot, he has to shoot, and why? Because he has the intention of guarding his 
country, of preserving his country and, by the way, also his religion. But if the enemy 
comes and the country is gone, is destroyed, there’s no religion and there’s no good.
 

Pressed about his role in the events of October 1976, Bhumibol portrayed himself according 
to the usual palace propaganda: above politics, intervening only reluctantly at times of crisis:
 

It seems to be a very bad thing to defuse a crisis because one touches politics. But 
if we try to speak and to put some reason into the heads of people, I don’t think that 
is so bad. And even the words “defusing the situation”, I don’t think that is very 
bad. If you don’t defuse a bomb it will blow up. And if it blows up, it will be a good 
fireworks for the one who looks from afar…
 
The royal family is in the limelight, so that if we think something, we do something, 
[we are looked at]. It doesn’t mean that we are playing politics… 
 
It is not October 6 only. Any action, even if I am going out to look on the site of a 
small dam, or if I am asking the people if they have had enough to eat this morning… 
I am accused of playing politics…
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It is quite normal that people will use the king. He is here to be used… But the way of 
using depends on us also. That we are doing things that are good for the country, or 
the people. And we don’t have any secrets.
 
We keep in the middle, neutral, and in peaceful co-existence with everybody. That is 
the way of doing it. We are in the middle.
 
We could be crushed by both sides, but we are impartial. One day it could be very 
handy to have somebody impartial because if you are in a country [with] only groups 
or political parties which will have their own interest at heart, what about those 
who don’t have the power… who are just ordinary people who cannot make their 
view known? They must look up to somebody who is impartial. And if one wants to 
destroy somebody who is impartial, well, one destroys oneself. That is why one must 
keep this impartiality, and perhaps it is difficult, but it can be done. [BBC, Soul of a 
Nation]
 

This was a particularly revealing description by Rama IX of how he sees himself and his 
role, illuminating many of the interlocking themes of his reign. He portrays himself as a 
benevolent, selfless dhammaraja monarch – impartial, above politics, and synonymous 
with Thai unity. Challenging Bhumibol, in his view, destroys Thailand. He sees himself as 
somebody the ordinary people “look up to”, in contrast to greedy politicians who think only 
of themselves. He shows a hint of his persistent paranoia – he must tread carefully because 
if he stumbles he could be crushed. He gives the impression that steering his “middle” 
path takes immense wisdom and skill, and does not appear to believe that the savagery of 
October 6, 1976 demonstrated that he had not only strayed off the path, but he had veered 
into extremism, with disastrous results. He was right that it could be very handy for Thailand 
to have an impartial leader – but he had proven by now that he was not playing such a role. 
And he told a couple of audaciously outrageous lies: that people were always accusing him in 
politics when he was doing no such thing (in fact, he was constantly meddling in politics and 
always getting away with it), and – even more distant from reality – that he had no secrets. 
 
Lomax asked Bhumibol about one of those secrets: the death of his brother Ananda. By this 
time, the palace had dropped even the pretence of believing that Pridi Banomyong was behind 
the plot and that the three executed men had been guilty. Bhumibol described the whole 
incident as a mystery:
 

The investigation provided the fact that he died with a bullet wound in his forehead. 
It was proved that it was not an accident and not a suicide. One doesn’t know… But 
what happened is very mysterious, because immediately much of the evidence was 
just shifted. And because it was political, so everyone was political, even the police 
were political, [it was] not very clear. I only know [that] when I arrived he was dead. 
Many people wanted to advance not theories but facts to clear up the affair. They 
were suppressed. And they were suppressed by influential people in this country and 
in international politics. [BBC, Soul of a Nation]
 

Quite clearly this is a totally inadequate answer. Bhumibol used the documentary to try to 
promote his image as a monarch totally in tune with his people and his country, with his 
maps and his wireless sets and his tireless visits around the country. And yet when it came to 
the most momentous incident of his life, Rama IX suddenly acted vague and otherworldly, 
portraying himself – and Ananda – as the victims of shadowy forces beyond their control. 
He offered no theory about who was behind the killing beyond saying it was murder; there 
was no discussion of who might have murdered his brother, or why, and how they managed 
to do it without being seen. Nor did he offer any explanation of who the influential Thais 
and foreigners responsible for the subsequent cover-up were. With all the resources at this 
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disposal, three decades after the fatal shooting of his brother, who had also been his best 
friend, all he could say was that it was mysterious. His answer only strengthened suspicions 
that he was to blame for Rama VIII’s death. 
 
Thailand, the king told Lomax, was “like a big family”. And Sirikit, in her interviews for the 
documentary, also played on the supposed paternal and maternal aspects of the palace:
 

Kings and queens have always been in close contact with the people. Really. And 
they usually regard the king as father of the nation. That is why we do not have much 
private life, because we are considered father and mother of the nation. We are all the 
time with the people…
 
If we cannot participate in helping to alleviate the misery of the people, then we 
consider it a failure. 
 

Another of Sirikit’s comments was very telling – she avoided thinking about the past or the 
future:
 

I believe what the Buddha taught us, that never dwell in the past, never look at the 
future, doing your best now, and then you can be sure that the result will be good. 
[BBC, Soul of a Nation]

 
Large swathes of the establishment have willingly chosen this state of suspended animation: 
there are too many dark secrets in the past, and too many uncertainties in the future, and so 
they exist in a perpetual present, trying to push aside the twinges of panic. They seem to think 
that if they don’t confront their problems, perhaps the problems will simply go away.
 
Bhumibol, on the other hand, couldn’t leave the past alone. Five decades after his brother’s 
death, Rama IX launched his most determined effort yet to clear himself once and for all of 
the suspicion that he was implicated. It was to prove a self-inflicted catastrophe.
 
William Stevenson is a Canadian author and journalist who had spent some time in Asia, 
served in Britain’s Royal Navy, and made some contacts in the intelligence world. After the 
war he wrote a number of books in the “popular history” genre, including one that became 
an international bestseller: A Man Called Intrepid, about Sir William Stephenson, no relation 
of the author, who had been head of British intelligence for the western hemisphere in World 
War II. Published in 1976, it was later made into a TV miniseries starring British actor David 
Niven. The book fascinated Bhumibol enough that he decided to translate it into Thai:
 

As in any democracy, national leaders have to keep pace with the times. His Majesty 
King Bhumibol enjoys a singular linguistic position among the world’s monarchs. 
Having grown up in Switzerland, His Majesty is fluent in French and German. 
However, obviously aware of trends around the world, it was His Majesty’s own 
initiative to learn English, not the least to keep up with information technology. His 
Majesty has a good grasp of the fundamentals of language because he understands 
phonetics and has used them to assist him in his private studies. 
 
Today English is used as the second language of palace correspondence and His 
Majesty’s familiarity with it has developed to extraordinary levels. His Majesty is 
known to translate and write in his spare time, especially articles which he reads in 
foreign journals. Many of the most famous were completed during the mid-seventies 
and focused on different political views. 
 
The year 1994 saw the publication of His Majesty’s translation of William 
Stevenson’s book A Man Called Intrepid and in 1995 a biography of Marshal Tito 
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called Tito by Phyllis Auty. [National Identity Office, Strength of the Land]
 

Both of the books Bhumibol chose to translate sent a message of limited subtlety about how 
he wished to be seen. Tito – or Josip Broz, to give him his real name – was an authoritarian 
ruler who ruled the federation of Yugoslavia from World War II until his death in 1980. 
Yugoslavia was an inherently unstable entity comprising several ethnic, national and religious 
groups, but Tito managed to keep it together, through often oppressive policies and through 
incessant propaganda on the importance of unity. After his death, the Balkans descended into 
years of bloodletting and warfare in the 1990s. Bhumibol regarded him as a kindred spirit: a 
visionary leader who through wisdom and strength prevents his country from falling apart. 
The king’s aide Keokhwan Vajoradaya explained in the Bangkok Post in 1996 that Tito had 
tirelessly worked for unity and national development to raise his people’s living standards. In 
the case of A Man Called Intrepid the National Identity Office spelled it out for anybody who 
did not realize that Bhumibol saw himself as a similar low-key hero:
 

A Man Called Intrepid was chosen by the king for translation as it gives the reader an 
account of individual determination and low-key heroism by allied spies during the 
Second World War. Looked at another way, it is a glimpse of the power of unity, the 
unity of the allies, and the self sacrifice of individuals to create that unity. [National 
Identity Office, Strength of the Land]
 

Bhumibol had some personal contact with Sir William Stephenson and the somewhat dubious 
semi-private intelligence network he built after the war via the so-called World Commerce 
Corporation. William “Wild Bill” Donovan, who had headed the Office of Strategic Services 
during the war and was U.S. ambassador to Bangkok in 1953/54, was a close associate of 
Stephenson’s and both played a key role in the formation of the CIA. Their network had 
extensive operations in Bangkok – Jim Thompson was involved, and so was Siddhi Savetsila, 
whose sister married Willis Bird, a U.S. conman and CIA agent in Bangkok. They strong ties 
to Police General Phao, and were involved in various clandestine schemes, some involving 
narcotics trafficking from the Golden Triangle 

 
Rama IX corresponded with Stevenson during the translation of his book, and the pair agreed 
to cooperate on a biography of Bhumibol to be written by the Canadian author. Stevenson 
relocated to Bangkok where he lived for more than five years from late 1990, and over 
this period he had unprecedented access to King Bhumibol and his inner circle, obtaining 
hundreds of hours of interviews. He talked extensively to Sangwan also. His daughter 
Alexandra attended the palace school inside Chitralada. No other writer, Thai or foreign, from 
outside the royal family has ever matched this level of access.
 
Bhumibol, it appears, either did not know or did not care that Stevenson had little credibility 
as a serious writer and that his books were notorious for being full of many wild mistakes 
and much palpable nonsense. A Man Called Intrepid was eventually reclassified as fiction 
by its publishers Macmillan because of all the complaints and bad reviews it generated. 
Walter Pforzheimer, the CIA’s first legislative counsel and the first curator of the Historical 
Intelligence Collection, described the book as:
 

inaccurate in many respects, badly documented and grossly inflated.
 
Even acquaintances of Stevenson were sometimes aghast at the poor quality of his 
work. Thomas Troy, a veteran CIA analyst, wrote in a 2007 review of Stevenson’s book 
Spymistress: The Life of Vera Atkins: The Greatest Female Agent in World War II that it:

 
will surely make the cognoscenti wonder whether Stevenson learned anything from 
the slings and arrows so cruelly aimed at his earlier book, himself, and the late Sir 
William Stephenson. They need not wonder long. This William (“Bill”) Stevenson, 
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journalist, TV producer, and author of 16 books, and someone I know, have lunched 
with, and like personally, is the same Stevenson who in his Intrepid book and in this 
one persistently gets history and fiction distressingly commingled.

 
Stevenson claims that Sir William had always been convinced that Rama IX was not involved 
in Ananda’s death, and this helped lead to Bhumibol’s decision to cooperate on a book:
 

A former director of British secret operations in World War II, Sir William 
Stephenson… was certain Lek did not kill his brother. After the war, Stephenson 
(no relative of mine) started an enterprise to continue Anglo-American intelligence 
cooperation. It was eventually called World Commerce Corporation and became very 
active in Bangkok. Stephenson had been in touch with the king for a long time when 
he asked me to read his files on the regicide and later sent me to Tokyo to question 
the man he believed did kill the Eighth Rama. Stephenson wrote, ‘King’s Bhumibol’s 
enemies keep alive the lie that he killed his brother so they can control the throne’.
 
An invitation from the king reached me after interminable delays and diversions. The 
Ninth Rama did not want it thought that I was investigating the murder of his brother, 
but out of gratitude for Stephenson’s help, showed me how he was carrying out his 
brother’s vision of a Buddhist democracy. We became friends and I decided to write 
his story because it was so strange. [Stevenson, The Revolutionary King]
 

The Revolutionary King: The True-Life Sequel to The King and I was published in 1999 
to near-universal derision. It was riddled with basic factual errors as well as broader and 
more astonishing misunderstandings throughout, and no effort seemed to have been made to 
remedy them for its second printing in 2001. Monarchist historian Kobkua Suwannathat-Pian 
described the book in an outraged footnote to Kings, Country and Constitutions as “a very 
unreliable account both in terms of facts and interpretation”:
 

It is most sad that such a person who appears to learn very little about the Thai 
monarchy and Thai social-cultural sensitivity should be allowed to move freely 
among the royalty and those who should have known better. His account of the 
present King is in bad taste, in terms of literary style, factual accuracy, and analysis.
 

Given that Bhumibol personally initiated the project, this represents perhaps the most 
negative comment about Rama IX to be found anywhere in Kobkua’s work: she habitually 
suspends her sometimes acute critical facilities when discussing Thai royalty. Duncan 
McCargo pithily skewers the book as an “error-strewn 1999 hagiography”; Chris Baker says 
of Stevenson that:
 

His book on the king is so strewn with obvious errors that it’s best read as a comic 
fantasy.

 
Writing a review in the International Herald Tribune, Philip Bowring was only slightly less 
withering. But he recognized the importance of the book. It should not be read as a work of 
serious history – on that level it is, indeed, a fantasy, although more tragicomic than comic. 
But as an insight into Bhumibol’s view of himself, and how the palace inner circle perceives 
reality, and how they want to be seen, it is absolutely invaluable:
 

It is often inaccurate and written in a gushing style that is unlikely to be convincing 
even to those with little familiarity with the subject matter. About most subjects, it 
would not be worth a review.

 
Yet because of its subject, it is an interesting and in some respects valuable book… 
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Many of the thoughts expressed in William Stevenson's biography are clearly those of 
very senior Thais.  Stevenson claims to have had open access over an extended period 
to the king and to several people close to him. He also indicates access to Western 
intelligence sources...  Though his new book is banned in Thailand, there is no reason 
to doubt that Stevenson had royal and other high-level access. The problem is the use 
he made of his sources…
 
The often breathless prose rattles along without regard for checking facts against 
obvious known sources. It gives the impression of having been assembled from 
half-recollected talks with sources who in many cases were speaking colloquially or 
impressionistically.  
 
A more serious author would have weighed individuals' comments and interpretations 
against known facts, or alternative views.  
 
But Stevenson just gushes along, in the process often getting dates and relationships 
muddled up. Unsourced statements on key issues are legion.  
 
Nonetheless, it has verisimilitude of a sort. Most important, it addresses the political 
and other circumstances surrounding the 1946 shooting death of the king's elder 
brother, King Ananda. Whether or not Stevenson's description of events is accurate, it 
evidently came from within the palace…
 
In sum it ought to be a revealing as well as sympathetic account of a man who 
has evolved into a king who has played a pivotal role in Thailand's modern 
transformation. But its style and inaccuracy demean the man it sets out to praise and 
devalue the insights that were offered to its author.

 
As Roger Kershaw wrote in a review of the book in Asian Affairs in 2001:
 

Stevenson's privileged position as an informal mouthpiece of the King has 
guaranteed, for us, the privilege of access to the royal family's construction of its 
own past and present role. [Kershaw, Elusive truths: British media and the Thai 
monarchy]
 

Stevenson had privileged access, and gives his readers privileged – if deeply exasperating 
– access, to the view from the palace. The sheer ineptitude of the book does not mean 
Stevenson’s work should be dismissed as a source of unrivalled insight into the thinking 
of the palace. Indeed, the ineptitude and tenuous grasp of reality that permeate The 
Revolutionary King are in themselves highly revealing and illuminating. Stevenson may be a 
highly unreliable writer, but there is no doubt that his book received an astonishing level of 
cooperation from the palace, and that it carries Bhumibol’s imprimatur.
 
All the trademark conceits and hidden weaknesses of the Ninth Reign are on full display: 
Bhumibol’s paranoia; his view of himself as an underappreciated lone beacon of goodness 
in a corrupt and filthy world; his widely proclaimed vast wisdom and understanding; his 
tireless efforts to improve life for his people despite countless obstacles thrown in his path. 
The book also reflects the mood of the 1990s – a time when the military was humiliated and 
disgraced and Thailand was supposedly maturing into a genuine democratic state. Bhumibol 
had favoured authoritarian military governments throughout his reign, as long as they showed 
him due deference. But The Revolutionary King portrays the Thai military as venal, power-
hungry and cynical – by no means inaccurately – and reimagines Bhumibol’s reign as an 
epic struggle to free Thailand from the corrupt rule of evil generals, entirely inaccurately. 
As part of this effort, the book explicitly absolves Pridi Banomyong of any involvement in 
Ananda’s death, and instead tries to pin the blame on Pridi’s enemies – Phibun and Phao, in 
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collaboration with the Japanese. 
 

From the very first page of the prologue, Stevenson starts weaving a tale of a menace and 
intrigue, with Bhumibol almost single-handedly battling forces of darkness threatening to 
destroy Thailand. The king cannot even speak freely, most of the time: he is watched and 
monitored by shadowy enemies:
 

He said there was nothing I need hesitate to bring up, when he was on his own. 
Even on those occasion when I did find him on his own, though, there were others 
concealed from sight who counted the hours of our conversations, down to the last 
second.

 
He was a lonely man who was never alone. 
 

By page 2, with atmosphere of lurking danger deepening, Bhumibol is portrayed as a man 
of great humility – humbly saying he should not be considered a god – and a man in great 
danger because shadowy evil powers resent the good things he does for Thailand:
 

He denied at our first dinner that he was a god-of-gods. ‘People put a big burden 
on my head talking this way,’ he said. Then he added something so startling that I 
thought I must have misheard. He said he trusted nobody outside the room. Sitting 
with us were the queen, my wife, a crown princess, a doctor called Deny, and a privy 
councillor who long ago had been among the first of thousands sent to the west to 
find out all they could about modern technology.
 

It is an extraordinary thing to say on a first meeting with a biographer: Bhumibol claiming he 
could only really trust a handful of people in the whole country. Given that he was already 
estranged from Sirikit for years and only appearing with her for the sake of appearances, 
Rama IX was essentially saying that the only people in Thailand he could trust were one 
of his four children, one privy councilor, and a “doctor called Deny”. Later in the book, 
Stevenson identifies the privy councilor as head of the national electricity board; which 
means he can be identified with the help of U.S. cables: 
 

The Privy Councilor closest to the King is likely Air Chief Marshal Kamthon 
Sidhvananda, former long-time head of State Electricity Giant EGAT, whom the 
King credits for electrifying much of rural Thailand. [09BANGKOK2967]
 

Despite the paranoia, Stevenson says, “it was all quite cosy”:
 

We realized later how seldom these people could sit and chat in a relaxed way. 
Sirindhorn later took me aside and said, ‘I’ve never heard my father talk about these 
things.’
 
Her father was keen to talk about anything, as if seizing a rare opportunity to 
exchange ideas with outsiders.
 

The extent of Bhumibol’s isolation is vividly apparent here. He trusts almost nobody, and it 
seems as if he has never even had a frank conversation with his daughter Sirindhorn, probably 
the person he is closest to in the world. Stevenson wants us to believe that Rama IX has good 
reasons for his anxiety because so many powerful evil forces are trying to destroy him. But 
instead, he just comes across as a lonely elderly man, petrified of illusory dangers, and unable 
even to talk openly with this own family. It is a portrait of a sad and confused old man. Even 
more so given the frequent references to Bhumibol communicating with Ananda’s spirit:
 

Western schoolboy humour, concealed from his enemies, kept him sane. Behind the 
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iron mask, worn in the presence of those he could not trust, he was oftentimes sharing 
a joke with Nan.
 

Stevenson also alludes to Bhumibol’s touchiness about the car accident that blinded him in 
his right eye in 1948; he is worried this will be seen as a sign of his guilt:
 

He had become king when his older brother was shot dead in his bed. The dead 
king’s ghost appeared during the subsequent rituals and said something to his 
successor that fixed an iron mask upon him. He lost an eye two years later, and 
the good eye seemed like a tiny window in the mask, revealing a turbulence of 
conflicting emotions. When I first spoke of this loss of an eye, he was upset. He had 
been totally blind for a while. Few knew about this. He deplored ideal chatter about 
physical handicaps because superstitious people saw any handicap as punishment for 
past wickedness.
 

The Revolutionary King depicts Bhumibol as fighting a solitary battle to save his country, as 
the greed and corruption of almost everybody else threatens to destroy it. 
 

He had shown me the resources that ought to make the country self-sufficient. He 
said the laws of the land condemned opium and heroin as illegal but drug warlords 
stripped the northern hills of other crops. It was illegal to cut down forests, but 
watersheds were destroyed by phantom loggers. Prostitution was illegal but village 
girls were sold to foreign dealers in the flesh trade and sex-tourism flourished. He 
took me to see what he had done to turn back these evils, in defiance of dictators 
who upheld just one law: the law forbidding him to do anything except sit on his 
throne. He took me into jungles where, to save money on imported devices, soldiers 
carved wooden limbs for the victims of landmines. In the western mountains flanking 
Burma, hydro-electric power was produced by dams he had built. Oil and gas were 
extracted from the Gulf of Siam. But water, he said, was what really mattered. His so-
called charities got around constitutional limits upheld by army tyrants who declared 
that a monarch must never interfere with their governments. The one thing that these 
generals could not do was to change the minds of a people divided into different 
tribes and beliefs, ranging from animist to Brahmin and Buddhist, and only united by 
awe of the king…
 
‘My enemies will want to know what I tell you,’ he warned me. ‘This is dangerous 
for you and for me.’
 

This is how Bhumibol sees himself and wants to be seen. If only he could be allowed to speak 
openly and rule the country himself, he could work wonders, but evil generals are determined 
to keep his position purely ceremonial and so he must find ingenious methods to get around 
the obstacles placed in his way, and give Thailand the benefit of his great genius. During the 
course of the book, almost everybody is depicted as an enemy: grasping military officers, 
venal politicians, scheming palace courtiers, the king’s own son. Rama IX can trust almost 
nobody. But through determination, wisdom and strength of character, he manages to prevail.
 
One of the central themes of the book is that Bhumibol’s many enemies have conspired to 
spread false rumours that he shot his brother, in order to blacken his name. And so Stevenson 
steps in to save the day by revealing who really committed the murder. 
 
Except, he doesn’t. It is commonly assumed – even by those who have read it – that The 
Revolutionary King claims to unmask Ananda’s killer once and for all – Masanobu Tsuji, a 
sinister Japanese spy with a penchant for cannibalism and cruelty. But this is not quite true. 
 
Stevenson hints in his prologue that he had seen secret intelligence files on Ananda’s death 
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and had been sent to Tokyo to question the man Sir William believed to be the killer of Rama 
VIII. This is presumably Tsuji, although Stevenson does not say so explicitly. Nor does he 
reveal if they ever met, and if so, what Tsuji had told him.
 
The main villain of the story is introduced on page 22. Stevenson claims that Sirindhorn, 
Bhumibol’s daughter, had somehow found a stash of “old Japanese intelligence documents” 
which showed that Tsuji had been stalking Ananda and Bhumibol as far back as the 1930s:
 

A Japanese military strategist, Masanobu Tsuji, was in 1932 laying down the 
foundations of his later position as Emperor Hirohito’s personal spy. British 
investigators into Tsuji’s World War Two crimes would dub him God of Evil. Much 
later, from Japanese archives long overlooked, it became clear that this God of Evil 
had been armed with every tiny detail of both Siam and Mama’s sad little family.
 

Tsuji next appears in the story on page 40 when Japanese forces invaded and occupied Siam 
in December 1941, before sweeping south through British Malaya:

 
Success was credited to brilliant planning by Emperor Hirohito’s secret intelligence 
aide, Masanobu Tsuji, ‘a person of great and mysterious influence’, according to a 
contemporary.
 
Tsuji had gone ashore in advance of the landings at Songkhla to talk with key 
Siamese officials already groomed by his agents, and he rejoined the amphibious 
forces, knowing they would meet with little opposition. Tsuji reasoned that the 
capture of Songkhla would ensure King Ananda never raised the flag of resistance 
of Japananese occupation. Prince of Songkhla was, in fact, a title as meaningful as 
that of Prince of Wales: it was traditionally given to future kings. Nan was legitimate 
heir to the throne as son of the Prince of Songkhla. Tsuji now had Songkhla under 
Japanese control, and considered that this meant the King of Siam was also under 
control.
 

This is ludicrous – the idea that because Japanese forces had first landed near Songkhla, this 
would somehow affect the behaviour of the teenage King Ananda in Switzerland is totally 
bogus and outlandish, and if Tsuji genuinely believed it would (and there is no evidence to 
suggest so) then he was clearly lacking the dark brilliance Stevenson attributes to him. The 
author then goes on to stress just how evil Tsuji was:
 

When Tsuji arrived with the invasion forces, he had already established a record of 
horrific war crimes in China. He had incinerated prostitutes inside their Shanghai 
brothels because, he said, they sapped the vigour of Japanese soldiers. But Japanese 
policy was to avoid provoking an uprising in Siam. It was needed as a staging post 
and a springboard for attacking India. Japanese troops were then to advance into 
Persia and the Middle East, helped by the local armies secretly recruited among 
nationalists seduced by talk of driving out the white colonials. Tsuji had to keep 
the goodwill of Pibul and Siamese military officers won over by Japanese help in 
recovering old Siam’s lost territories. Siamese armed forces would reinforce the 
Japanese in Burma. Nan was, for the moment, a king safely out of sight and out of 
mind. 
 

Phibul is the second key villain of The Revolutionary King – a vainglorious dictator who 
wanted to supplant the monarchy with his own personality cult, and who allied with the 
Japanese to help him do so. 
 
Meanwhile, according to Stevenson, Tsuji was busy trafficking opium and making 
Machiavellian plans to ensure Siam’s subjugation long into the future:
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Japan’s self-proclaimed God of Strategy, Tsuji, expanded the opium trade to finance 
his own secret operations in collusion with some Siamese unit commanders. The art 
of covert politico-military war would be further polished long after Japan’s defeat, 
perfecting treachery and political booby traps on a scale so big that Siam would pay 
for it for decades to come.
 

On page 44, Stevenson alleges that Tsuji took time out from these nefarious schemes to make 
a dangerous journey to Switzerland to try to catch a glimpse of Siam’s boy-king, Ananda:
 

The Japanese continued to play upon their own Buddhist affinity in dealing with 
Siam; and they had set up Buddhist centres throughout South East Asia: these were 
bases from which local intelligence networks were run and there were extensive 
transfers of ‘monks’ to Bangkok. Japan’s radio traffic was monitored by Bletchley 
Park in England, and Tsuji’s name was cropping up in ways that made him seem to 
wield a lot of secret power. He was always turning up in different places as far apart 
as Burma and Switzerland.
 
Mama had been visited by a stiff little Japanese during these years. He presented 
her with gifts of rice. She thanked the visitor and sent him on his way. The rice she 
gave to a Lausanne charity. One day it was reported that this was Tsuji himself who 
lingered in the hope of seeing King Ananda and recording what he looked like.
 

This is, again, ludicrous. Stevenson does not bother providing the slightest bit of evidence to 
show Tsuji went to Lausanne, apart from stating that “one day it was reported” – he doesn’t 
say what day, or by whom, and why they should be believed. And the idea that in the middle 
of World War II a Japanese spy in Southeast Asia would travel all the way to Switzerland 
just to try to lay eyes on the Thai king, only to be thwarted by the monarch’s mother and 
leave without his mission accomplished, is bizarre. For one thing, Ananda just wasn’t that 
important. Secondly, Tsuji or anybody else could have a very good idea what he looked like 
from looking at the many photographs of him that were in circulation. And thirdly, if one ever 
finds oneself needing to work out which of a group of Thais is the king, it is rarely likely to 
be a difficult task even for those who had no prior idea what the Siamese monarch looked 
like. Finally, a whole quarter century before, Krueger had identified the visitor in The Devil’s 
Discus as the Japanese ambassador, not a spy from half way around the world.
 
On page 50, when the story has reached 1946, Stevenson tells us that Tsuji is now disguised 
as a monk in a temple beside the grand palace:
 

Identity papers named him as Noribu Aoki, one of the Buddhist wartime exchange 
students from Japan. In reality, he was Masanobu Tsuji. The man who had 
spearheaded the Japanese invasion of Siam had proceeded to stage his own death in 
the River of the Lords of Life to deceive the British when the Japanese cause was 
lost. Tsuji in his new guise was now pretending to meditate in a temple beside the 
Grand Palace. 
 

On page 54, Stevenson begins to recount the events of June 9:
 

Little Brother Lek was up early to watch the barefoot monks who moved so freely 
through the grand palace… Some of the monks were Japanese Buddhist students, 
still sheltered by royal temples… The Japanese monks had been brought in by the 
Japanese Hikari mission. What Lek had no means of knowing was that the mission 
had been part of the Asia-wide wartime network run by Emperor Hirohito’s relative, 
Count Ohtani Kozui, for the purposes of espionage, sabotage and assassination.
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Monks were everywhere. They flowed through the Gate of Glorious Precious 
Victory, one of the many gaps in the palace’s crenellated white walls, four metres 
thick and four times as high, with tiny built-in forts. The monks were so much a 
part of the daily scene, the went unnoticed by the palace retainers scurrying through 
courtyards and alleyways to the royal kitchens from which drifted the delicious 
smells of rice bubbling in chicken-broth, coriander and fresh lemon grass, deep-
fried beancurd with garlic, sliced pineapple and eggs in Thai breakfast soup, crispy 
pancakes and the special Bangkok soft springroll.
 

No mention is made of Tsuji at all, but an implicit link is made via the mention of Japanese 
monks. It is not until page 70 that the Japanese agent crops up again. Stevenson describes 
King Bhumibol mingling anonymously among ordinary people in Sanam Luang to try to 
track down the truth about his brother’s death, and then segues into more allegations about 
Masanobu Tsuji:
 

The Pramane Ground was a magnet for countryfolk. The king passed for a farmboy 
in the dark. He watched the tastiest dishes sizzle and smoke in shallow pans over 
charcoal braziers while the poorest people sucked opium pellets to kill the pangs of 
hunger. Opium was easier to come by than food, thanks to the wartime expansion 
of opium supplies by Tsuji Masanobu, working with Siamese army quislings in the 
opium-growing region of northern Siam and Burma. Tsuji’s name appeared as a war 
criminal in allied intelligence reports but nothing about his past was disclosed to 
the new king who could only patch together information through an informal group 
of King’s Men. Many had been in Force 136, the Siamese section of SOE, or were 
US-run agents. One former agent reported that Major-General Geoffrey Evans, the 
British Commander of Allied Land Forces, had asked: ‘If one king was murdered, 
why not the other?’
 
The only possible motive for killing Elder Brother Nan must have been to destroy 
the monarchy, and Evans’ army intelligence officers were looking for Tsuji as ‘one 
of the most dangerous men on the planet’. He had been helped to go underground by 
the last Japanese ambassador in Bangkok, Kumaichi Yamamoto. The British knew 
Tsuji had disguised himself as a monk but now dismissed the first theory that he had 
slipped out of Bangkok. When reports first came in that the war was over, Tusji had 
quickly built secret bunkers in Bangkok, paying Chinese black-marketeers with gold 
from the East Asia Ministry in Tokyo which supported ‘stay-behind’ groups in Asian 
jungles. The gold had already been cached in strategic places. Even back then, Tsuji 
was planning a new kind of struggle.
 
A British army colonel, Cyril Wild, doggedly followed the trail of Tsuji. Wild was 
a former prisoner of the Japanese and spoke their language fluently, and flew to 
Tokyo as representative of the United Kingdom War Crimes Liaison Mission. In the 
same summer of 1946 when Nan was killed, US General Douglas MacArthur was 
earning a name as the American Caesar who surveyed all Asia from his Occupation 
headquarters in Japan. Wild had explosive and well-documented files on Tsuji but 
he was told by an aide to MacArthur’s intelligence chief, Major-General Charles 
Willoughby, that ‘the General asks that the United Kingdom drops her efforts to 
trace this officer [Tsuji] and, in addition, all plans to prosecute him.’ Wild had 
unearthed twenty-four Japanese War Ministry reports, prepared after Japan’s defeat, 
instructing Tsuji on how to evade capture. Wild wanted to lay out the facts before 
the International Military Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE). The Japanese had 
destroyed, hidden or falsified high-level military records. Wild out-smarted Japan’s 
25th Army Intelligence  chief, Ichiji Sugita, by recovering the documents of a secret 
postwar Japanese group known as Unit 4.
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Told to drop Tsuji’s case altogether, and unable to make his information public, 
Wild Flew to Hong Kong. Colleagues reported that Tsuji was communicating with 
one of his oldest and closest comrades, Shigeru Aseada, now part of Unit 4 whose 
members were protected as ‘experts on communism’ by the Americans in Tokyo. 
Wild left Hong Kong on 25th September 1946 for his headquarters in Singapore. His 
aircraft crashed shortly after take-off. Wild was killed, and all his personal notes 
on Tsuji were lost. Lek and his King’s Men, who were perhaps most in need of this 
information, never received it.
 

On page 95, Stevenson links Tsuji to the third key villain of his tale, Police General Phao 
Sriyanond:
 

Everybody knew and feared Police-General Phao. He had the power of total 
amorality. He was known as Top-Cop at Phoenix Park, the British intelligence centre 
in Singapore, where his wartime association with Tsuji was well documented. Tsuji 
was now back in Japan, after leaving China in the guise of history professor Kenshin 
Aoki on the faculty of the University of Beijing. 
 

A few pages later (98), Stevenson quotes Malcolm MacDonald, British commissioner-general 
for Southeast Asia, on the activities of Phao, Phibun, and Tsuji:
 

Whenever Malcolm MacDonald visited Bangkok from his Singapore base, Phao 
would try to compromise him with tours of the notorious sex shows in Patpong. ‘He 
and Pibul do all the preparatory work whenever a coup d’etat is necessary, issue all 
the secret orders, and reap all the rewards,’ MacDonald reported. He noted that the 
Japanese behind Pibul’s wartime activities, Masanobu Tsuji, was now out in the open 
in Okutamacho, Tokyo: His war-criminal status had been officially lifted when war 
in Korea reminded US General MacArthur’s intelligence advisers in Tokyo that Tsuji 
was an expert on that part of Asia too. 
 

Tsuji reappears on page 117 when Stevenson drags him into a description of the execution of 
Chaleo, Chit and But:
 

Phao put on the red beret of an executioner. He had learned the uses of secrecy 
from Tsuji during the Japanese war. Tsuji was now campaigning openly for 
election as a conservative member of the Japanese Diet, and congratulated Phao 
on his new device: abattoirs for the secret disposal of humans whose squeals were 
indistinguishable from pigs when slaughtered. 
 

He pops up again on page 142 in a discussion of Sarit:
 

Sarit had fallen out with his old comrades in Northern Command, cosy in World War 
Two with the Japanese, and with Tsuji, the God of Strategy; a clique loyal to Marshal 
Phibul so long as he supported the hugely profitable postwar traffic in drugs that 
nobody openly talked about. Sarit was forty-nine and the regular army’s commander-
in-chief. Shrewder than the others, Sarit saw that the king was no stammering fool. 
He glimpsed a better future if the Ninth Rama was allowed to pursue social reforms 
behind a shield of western military strength. In a wicked world, it was better for Lek 
to have Sarit on his side.
 

On page 149, Bhumibol’s mother Sangwan allegedly discovers some military orders from 
Tsuji among a pile of old documents in the palace around 1960:
 

In the musty palace papers… was a fragment from the orders circulated to Japanese 
forces before they invaded Siam in 1941-2: ‘On confronting each enemy, regard 
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yourself as the avenger come at last face to face with his father’s murderer. Here 
before you is the man whose death will lighten your heart of brooding anger.’
 
The words briefly chilled Mama’s heart. Their author was Masanobu Tsuji. The name 
meant little to her, although Tsuji was making newspaper headlines with a world tour 
to meet leaders of non-aligned nations. ‘Non-alignment’ in reality meant alignment 
with the Soviet Union. Tsuji even had himself photographed with China’s communist 
leaders. His self-glorifying memoirs were now published in England as those of a 
military genius: the general who commanded Australian forces opposing the Japanese 
advance from Siam, Gordon Bennett, wrote: ‘Every soldier worthy of the name pays 
ungrudging tribute to his outstanding opponents. I have no hesitation in recognizing 
Tsuji as one of the ablest of mine.’ It seems strange to endorse a man who had been 
driven by such hatred that he urged individual Japanese soldiers to deal with each 
enemy as if he was their father’s murderer.
 

By page 161, Tsuji is being accused by Stevenson of masterminding the policies of President 
Sukarno of Indonesia:
 

Indonesia had been ‘liberated’ by the Japanese when it consisted of Dutch colonies. 
Its present leaders had been groomed by Tsuji, Japan’s God of Strategy, to continue 
fighting after the Japanese defeat. Indonesia’s President Sukarno had been Tsuji’s 
prize pupil and now he governed 200 million people in a 4,000-kilometre arc 
of islands covering three time zones. He accused tiny Thailand of bullying the 
neighbourhood as a pawn of American imperialists.
 

And four chapters later, on page 196, Tsuji is blamed for stirring up regional subversion well 
into the late 1970s in collusion with the communist rulers of Vietnam. Stevenson claims the 
World Commerce spy organization of Sir William Stephenson had been helping Thailand 
tackle such nefarious attempts to undermine it:
 

World Commerce was designed to help small countries like Siam resist subversion of 
the kind first described in Japanese insurrection manuals written by Tsuji Masanobu. 
An Insurrection Manual for Undeveloped Countries was published in Hanoi over 
the name of the communist Vietnamese General Vo Nguyen Giap. It was almost 
a carbon copy of Tsuji’s textbooks. Tsuji had been reported in Hanoi by western-
run agents after the American war in Vietnam. Stephenson kept extensive files on 
Tsuji as one of the most monstrous men of the twentieth century and wrote of Tsuji 
that, ‘Absolute power corrupts but absolutely secret power corrupts absolutely.’ …
 
A king’s representative met me in Bangkok and suggested I revisit Bangkok. I had 
read the wartime files on Tsuji. It all seemed a long time ago. What did tempt me was 
the chance to get an inside look at a royal court that appeared to belong to the Middle 
Ages, utterly fantastic and otherwise unknowable.  I read E.W. Hutchinson’s book, 
Adventures in Siam in the Seventeenth Century, re-published by the Royal Asiatic 
Society in London. It dealt with the fate of a Venetian, later known as ‘Falcon’, who 
had alienated Siamese noblemen who did not like any foreigner who got too close to 
their king. When the king fell hopelessly ill. His courtiers hacked off Falcon’s head. I 
was not in any hurry to see if things had changed.
 

Stevenson is claiming, in other words, that he was approached by Bhumibol as early as the 
1970s to look into Tsuji’s alleged responsibility for Ananda’s death, but at that time thought 
this would be simply too dangerous for him. On page 198 he blames Tsuji for exploiting yet 
another alleged menace – the questionable loyalty of Thailand’s ethnic Chinese:
 

Stephenson, knowing that foreigners had always used Overseas Chinese as political 
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footballs, sent Lek a disturbing document written by Tsuji before the Japanese 
invasion of Siam: How to Use the Overseas Chinese.
 
Tsuji had written in 1941: ‘From the time of Kublai Khan’s invasion, Chinese 
began to emigrate in large numbers to South Asia and gradually rising from humble 
positions became men of wealth, and by deceiving the naturally lazy natives, 
increased their economic power. You must realize in advance that it will be difficult, 
merely by urging on them an awareness of an Asian brotherhood, to enlist their 
cooperation in any scheme which does not promise personal profit. Siam should be 
controlled [by Japan] through a king appointed by a few key men of Chinese origin.’
 

On page 210, in a chapter about Sangwan’s supposed struggle to combat drug trafficking in 
northern Thailand in the 1990s, Tsuji’s alleged links to gangsters and Phao are brought up 
once again:
 

Here, Tsuji of Japan had cut his wartime deals with Chinese gangsters and the young 
Siamese officers of the Northern Command who, from Phao onward, took turns 
governing Bangkok by coup for the next four decades.
 

Finally, on page 246, Stevenson at last gets around to vaguely outlining the bare bones of a 
theory of Ananda’s death:
 

Sirikit had thanked me for helping the king by taking an interest in his projects. The 
only other way I could help was in the matter of his brother’s death, and Lek did not 
want to go over that again. I believed Tsuji, Japan’s God of Evil (or God of Strategy, 
depending on who you believe) had been in the vicinity of the Grand Palace that fatal 
morning but had come in the guise of a monk. To say this was deeply offensive to 
many Buddhists. Only the Ninth Rama could discuss it. For others, it was dangerous 
to overstep so many invisible boundaries. The instinct that made courtiers snap, ‘Let 
the story die with you!’ was still deeply entrenched. Tsuji, though dead, still might 
win. He had planned to divide the kingdom by destroying kingship…
 

This is still far from an unambiguous statement that Tsuji killed Ananda and that Stevenson 
has evidence to prove it, but the author appears to be building up towards a grand revelation 
at the end of his book in which the pieces of the puzzle will suddenly be put together and 
enlighten readers about what really happened. 
 
It never comes. Instead we get chapter 31, “Journey’s End”, which concludes The 
Revolutionary King. It is by some distance the strangest and most unsatisfactory chapter of a 
very strange and unsatisfactory book.
 
The chapter begins with random flashes from his life and from Bhumibol’s, which appear 
to suggest that Stevenson has learned to follow Rama IX’s wisdom that some questions 
should be left unanswered in the past, and trying to find answers to them is futile and 
counterproductive. Stevenson also says he has learned to accept the reality of the supernatural 
world, after seeing the apparition of his friend “Spud” Murphy standing by his bedside at the 
moment he was killed in a plane crash.
 
After this passage of hallucinatory weirdness, Stevenson writes the following:
 

Then I remember the ghost in Hamlet that will never rest until murder is avenged and 
I think about Tsuji who set out to kill Elder Brother Nan. I have assembled all the 
facts. Lek reduces them to a five-stroke ideogram signifying nothing but pity. 
 
He has doubts. I have plenty more. We agree that terrible things move through the 
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stillness of the deep after I tell him about the first search for the Titanic, when I dived 
to check underwater cameras and later re-played videotapes in the US research-
vessel Fey, and watched in astonishment the image of a great white shark moving 
slowly beneath my dangling legs. Lek asks me what I would have done if I had seen 
the shark at the time, swimming through shafts of sunlight? I have to reply that my 
frightened threshing would have drawn the monster to me.
 
Terrible things. He saw them but taught himself to be still until the moment came to 
move. He still searches for a middle way between self-defence and compassion. I ask 
him if his father’s compassion, fired up by World War One, might in the 1920s have 
robbed the great dictators of the grievances on which their evil empires fed. Or would 
Nazism have grown anyway, so that my kindly parents, and millions more, had to use 
violence to destroy it?
 
There is no answer to these questions except what we may find within ourselves, 
replies the king. Life should be a hymn to the imagination; the pure imagination of a 
child. If that is poisoned, everything else is meaningless.
 

This impenetrable rhetoric appears to be again making the point that knowledge of dangers 
can sometimes be dangerous in itself, and so some things should not be revealed. It says 
Stevenson and Bhumibol both have “doubts”, but it is not clear whether these are doubts 
about whether Tsuji killed Ananda, or doubts over whether there is any point in revealing 
Tusji’s alleged involvement so many years later. It suggests that the compassionate thing to 
do is just to forgive and forget. 
 
The final three paragraphs of the book do nothing to clear up the confusion:
 

[Bhumibol’s] story demands a happy ending. It isn’t over yet. By the ethics of the 
world to which I return, Tsuji should never have been allowed to escape. ‘One of the 
worst men on the planet,’ concluded British hunters of war criminals. An expert on 
Tsuji, Ian Ward, says: ‘The man and his grotesque manipulations have been allowed 
to warp and mangle history.’
 
Just before Elder Brother’s murder and again afterwards, Tsuji faked his own death. 
The Japanese government officially declared him dead on 7th July, 1968. His body, 
though, is not under the gravestone erected by the Self Defence Alliance at a temple 
in Japan. The Japanese Foreign Office continues to get reports of Tsuji in China and 
in the Soviet Union after his absolutely final and never-to-be-repeated death.
 
But what if Tsuji had been captured in 1945? Perhaps Elder Brother would not have 
been killed. Little Brother Lek might never have become the Ninth Rama.
 

And thus ends The Revolutionary King. Throughout the book, Stevenson has used fleeting 
references to Tsuji to depict him as a man of almost supernatural evil and malevolence, both 
fascist and communist, a war criminal and an incinerator of prostitutes, linked to all kinds of 
dark developments in Asia for decades. And in his conclusion, Stevenson heaps even more 
opprobrium on the Japanese agent – he is a man so evil that he is one of the worst on the 
planet, able to warp history itself, and maybe not even dead: he is perhaps still hatching his 
terrifying schemes somewhere in China or the USSR. He has been turned into a symbol of 
pure evil.
 
Throughout the book, Stevenson has repeatedly celebrated Bhumibol’s unmatched wisdom 
and virtue: he is a man of supernatural goodness, the direct opposite of Tsuji’s unearthly evil. 
And the “happy ending” he promises seems to be this: Tsuji may have killed Ananda, but 
by doing so he enabled the reign of the Ninth Rama which has brought so many immense 
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benefits to Thailand. Had Ananda lived, Bhumibol may never have reigned, and Thailand 
would never have been transformed by Rama IX’s wise and benevolent rule. And so 
everything has worked out for the best. Good has triumphed over evil. 
 
At no point in The Revolutionary King does Stevenson ever state plainly and unequivocally 
that Tsuji assassinated Ananda. He suggests that Sir William Stephenson believed Tsuji was 
the killer. He states that Tsuji “set out” to kill Rama VIII, and that he believes Tsuji was “in 
the vicinity” of the Grand Palace on June 9, 1946. He notes that Tsuji was disguised as a 
monk, and claims that monks could move unimpeded around the palace grounds. He creates 
the impression that Tsuji committed the murder without ever actually saying so.
 
This may just be pure incompetence on Stevenson’s part – most of his books are full of 
glaring inaccuracies and gaping holes. One of the explicit purposes of The Revolutionary 
King was to propose an a theory explaining who killed Ananda, and so it seems almost 
inconceivable that Stevenson could somehow have forgotten to actually set out this theory 
clearly at any point in the book, but given the other errors littering his biography of Bhumibol 
and his other works, it cannot be completely ruled out.
 
But a more likely explanation is that Stevenson was well aware that there was no evidence 
whatsoever to back up his theory. This would also explain his reference to “doubts” in the 
closing chapter. And so he relied on inferences and rhetorical sleight-of-hand to imply Tsuji 
was Ananda’s killer but avoided actually saying so, in order to give himself – and Bhumibol – 
a face-saving escape route if Tsuji was shown to have nothing to do with the killing.
 
Stevenson is correct that Tsuji spent some time disguised as a monk in a temple near the 
Grand Palace. The temple was Wat Liab, also known as Wat Rajaburana, and in the 1930s 
an ossuary was built there to house the ashes of members of the Japanese community who 
died in Thailand. It is still there today, and ever since World War II, one or more Japanese 
Buddhist monks have been resident there. Tsuji arrived in Bangkok in June 1945, and 
when British troops entered the city he disguised himself as a monk along with seven of 
his followers. This was done with the knowledge and assent of the Siamese government, as 
former British intelligence officer Louis Allen makes clear in his book The End of the War 
in Asia, published in 1977, well before Stevenson’s. Tsuji and one of the seven followers 
took refuge at the Japanese ossuary, while the other six sought shelter at Wat Mahathat 
beside Thammasat University. On October 29, 1945, Tsuji left the ossuary, now disguised 
as an elderly Chinese man. Members of Chinese nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek’s Blue-
Shirt Society helped him escape Bangkok by train from Hualamphong Station to Ubon on 
November 1. From there he travelled to Vientiane, Hanoi, and then to Chungking (now 
known as Chongqing) where Chiang Kai-shek was based. He arrived there on March 9, 1946. 
Considerable documentary evidence of Tsuji’s movements exists. He was, without doubt, 
more than a thousand miles away from Bangkok on June 6, 1946. Stevenson could easily 
have discovered this with a little digging, had he genuinely wanted to research whether Tsuji 
was somehow linked to Ananda’s death.
 
Stevenson accuses Tsuji of warping and mangling history; whatever the truth of that charge, 
it can clearly be made against The Revolutionary King as well. Besides all the fanciful 
innuendos that Ananda was killed as part of a Japanese plot with the acquiescence of Phibun, 
Stevenson also reimagines the events immediately following Rama VIII’s death to give 
the impression that Bhumibol knew from the start that his brother had been murdered and 
launched determined efforts to investigate, despite attempts by Phibun’s clique to block him:
 

Pibul’s army cronies were taken aback when Lek launched an independent inquiry 
into Nan’s death. He brought in British army doctors and an American physician who 
had worked with Papa at the missionary hospital, after he had ordered the cutting 
open of King Ananda’s body. The archaic rules about examining royal bodies were 
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ignored: his father, as a young doctor, had lacked the power to change them. Lek, as 
King Bhumibol, could. He formed a commission of doctors to study the results of the 
swift forensic examination. After tests on other corpses, and the firing of bullets into 
pigs and much argument about what the military knew about gunshot wounds, sixteen 
of the doctors said murder was the most likely cause of death; four said suicide, and 
two concluded it was an accident…
 
Pridi quit as prime minister in August, distressed and helpless to defend himself 
against a whispering campaign naming him as the regicide’s mastermind. The man 
he had freed from jail, Pibul, remained in the shadows, content to manipulate a weak 
government whose new figurehead once led a goodwill mission to Tokyo after the 
Japanese invasion: Admiral Thamrong Nawasawat. He launched an inquiry that 
became known as the King’s Death Case. It buried the conclusions reached by Lek’s 
panel of doctors.
 

This is all thoroughly – and intentionally – misleading. The independent commission was set 
up by the government, not by Bhumibol, and as contemporary U.S. cables make clear, the 
king told several people in the day’s after Ananda’s death that he was convinced it was an 
accident. The cables also show the real reason Thamrong was trying to bury the conclusion of 
murder – it was to protect Bhumibol and hide the evidence of his involvement.
 
Stevenson’s account of the execution of But, Chit and Chaleo is equally dubious. He claims 
Bhumibol knew they were just scapegoats, but that Phao tricked him by preventing their 
appeals for clemency reaching him and executing them suddenly without any warning while 
the king was at the royal summer palace in Hua Hin, known as Klai Kangwon, or “Far From 
Worry”:
 

The king hurried back from Far-From-Worry when the rumours reached him. He had 
let the months pass without interfering with the due process of law, thinking he had 
won his demand for a strong and independent judiciary. In his silent rage, he saw how 
powerless he really was. He had insisted that every citizen had the right to petition 
him directly. Now he discovered that attempts to reach him by the scapegoats’ 
families had been stopped by courtiers subverted by Phao’s police.
 
Phao circulated reports that the king had approved the executions because he 
wanted to end speculation about his part in the murder. On Phao’s desk remained 
the last written appeals from the dead men for a king’s pardon. [Stevenson, The 
Revolutionary King]

 
While it is true that Bhumibol’s influence was curtailed in those days and he was 
marginalized by the ruling clique of military and police, he could have issued a royal pardon. 
Four months went by between the final sentencing and the executions. The trials had been 
going on for seven years. The suggestion that Rama IX didn’t act because he was waiting to 
get an official request does not stand up to scrutiny. And as Handley has noted, Sangwan’s 
decision to enter a special meditation course just before the executions suggests that she may 
have been aware of what was coming, and was troubled about it.
 
Stevenson acknowledges that Lord Mountbatten believed Bhumibol killed Ananda, but 
claims this was because of his ignorance of Thailand. And he implies that the fact Queen 
Elizabeth II later hosted a royal visit by Bhumibol and Sirikit proved the British were later 
convinced of Rama IX’s innocence:
 

The lie that Lek killed his brother could be laid to rest if Queen Elizabeth II 
welcomed him to London. 
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In fact, as earlier correspondence from Buckingham Palace and Mountbatten made clear, 
they had politely rejected any visit until the trial of Ananda’s alleged killers was complete. 
Their decision to accept a visit after that by no means laid the matter to rest – a fact Bhumibol 
seems well aware of, as his attempts to clear his name continued well after his visit to London 
in 1960.
 
Stevenson also acknowledges that Phao Sriyanond threatened to expose Bhumibol as 
Ananda’s killer during the 1950s, although in his telling of the story, the accusation was an 
attempt to blackmail Rama IX with false claims of his complicity. He says Phao had begun 
working against Bhumibol while the king was still in Lausanne:
 

The king could not fire Phao. Then Phao put it about that ‘nobody can become king 
who is not the son of a queen. And this pretender’s mother is a Nothing.’ The insult 
infuriated the king. Mama, whose nerves were constantly tested and who periodically 
was close to breaking down, now wanted him to abdicate. He could do nothing, she 
felt, to help a country governed by the army coups, which she now saw were the 
reality behind a pretence of parliamentary democracy. 
 

During Bhumibol’s visit in 1950, Stevenson says, Phao tried to undermine him by rushing 
to Klai Kangwon to tell Sirikit that Buckingham Palace did not welcome a visit from her 
husband:
 

Police-General Phao Sriyanon had hurried there with gossip that he hoped would 
destroy Queen Sirikit’s trust in her husband. He had heard the queen wanted to 
go with [Bhumibol] to London and wrongly assumed that he had not told her that 
George VI had declined to receive the king, saying. ‘Buckingham Palace does not 
host murderers.’ But Sirikit already knew. Kings of England did not intimidate 
her. Neither did conspirators like Phao. She sent him packing, aware that he was a 
dangerous enemy to make; but she also had the courage of the very young, reinforced 
by the romantic vision of herself and Lek as past lovers who had been great warriors 
in different periods, each pursuing the other through many incarnations until they 
finally met in the same lifespan. 
 

Later Stevenson writes that, following Phao’s unsuccessful attempts in 1951 to persuade 
Bhumibol in Switzerland to accept a constitution that reduced the vast powers he had been 
awarded in 1949, more efforts were made to blacken Rama IX’s reputation:
 

Phao immediately held press conferences in Europe at which he implied that King 
Bhumibol’s part in the King’s Death Case was still unclear. The effects were long-
lasting. An intimate friend of Graham Greene, the New York socialite Beverley 
Woodner, later said, ‘I was led to believe the Central Intelligence Agency saved King 
Bhumibol from the consequences of killing his brother.’
 

Stevenson also acknowledges that Dr Nitya had made comments during the trial of Chaleo, 
But and Chit that seemed to implicate Bhumibol:
 

A former friend betrayed [Sangwan’s] trust by testifying in the King’s Death Case 
which still dragged on: ‘The Princess Mother should read the histories of younger 
brothers who killed older brothers to win the crown.’ It was a stab in the back from 
Dr Nitya (Nit) Vejjavivisth who had gone to Harvard on a scholarship bestowed by 
Papa, and who had known Mama in Boston. Nit had been the first court physician to 
see the dead king’s body. He courted jail by his reference to the Princess mother. It 
was lèse-majesté. Yet no charges were laid. Nit had been put up to this by the chief of 
paramilitary police, Phao Sriyanon. 
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This is, once again, totally misleading. Nitya had been a friend of the Mahidol family for 
many years, and far from being an ally of Phao, he testified at the trial – at considerable 
personal risk to himself – that he considered Pridi to be a good man. 

 
Overall, Stevenson’s book is a tapestry of blatant misrepresentations and clear lies about 
events since 1946, and only serves to underscore the impression that Bhumibol has something 
to hide. Stevenson claims to have read secret U.S. and British files on Rama VIII’s death, 
and to have had access to Thai palace intelligence reports. He spent years in Bangkok and 
recorded hundreds of hours of interviews. The best that Stevenson could do, working with the 
full cooperation of the palace inner circle and the formidable royal public relations machine, 
was to produce a totally unsupportable theory that failed to even convince the author himself, 
and to offer totally disingenuous excuses for Bhumibol’s failure to prevent the execution of 
men that even the king now concedes were innocent. It was an absolute catastrophe that just 
fuelled suspicions about Rama IX’s involvement in his brother’s death. 
 
As Roger Kershaw, a scholar who is by no means unsympathetic to Bhumibol, wrote in his 
review of the book, it treats Bhumibol “as a hero of our times but uses a type of presentation 
which will leave most readers mystified”:
 

Just conceivably, the more infuriating features of William Stevenson's style are 
essential to his major purpose, which seems to be to implant, by dint of constant 
repetition, a general impression that King Ananda was the victim of a murder plot by 
Japanese Intelligence, whereas a careful dissection of the evidence might lead one to 
an alternative view. Thus at each recurring point where the guilt of the Japanese evil 
genius Tsuji, or conversely the innocence of Bhumibol, are about to be demonstrated, 
the writer will switch to some entertaining but totally irrelevant, different topic in the 
life and times of the royal family, or the culture of Thailand. 
 
It does rather seem as if certain quarters hoped that such a book could lay to rest 
the "canard" of the King's involvement once and for all. But in view of the manifest 
convictions of Lord Mountbatten and King George VI in the matter in 1946, and the 
clear fact that the elder brother did not die at his own hand with a bullet from his 
own Colt .45, one may conclude, with utmost sadness, that the royal family would 
have been better served by a straight-forward “PR job” … or simply by silence. (It is 
certainly counterproductive to dismiss Mountbatten as an “imperial bully” and King 
George VI as innately prejudiced and suggestible to any myth or lie.) Even sadder 
is the disingenuous attempt to exonerate the King for not intervening to save the 
scapegoats, who were finally executed by Police-General Phao in 1955. [Kershaw, 
Elusive truths: British media and the Thai monarchy]
 

Rather than damaging his credibility by cooperating with a book that makes such a blatant 
and inept effort to twist the facts, Bhumibol would have been far better, as Kershaw says, 
to just leave the issue alone. Half a century had gone by, and he was at the height of his 
popularity. He has usually been a master of the art of using silence to his advantage. The fact 
that he felt compelled to return once again to the tragic events surrounding Ananda’s killing, 
and try to absolve himself, suggests he remains troubled and guilt-stricken by what happened.
 
Although the book is not sold in Thailand, it has never been subject to the kind of vitriolic 
attacks that were directed at Paul Handley’s far more scholarly and accurate work. This is 
because it was quite clearly written with the assent and cooperation of Bhumibol and his 
allies. The acknowledgements section is a roll call of royal notables:
 

Obviously nothing would have been possible without the goodwill of King Bhumibol 
and Queen Sirikit. Crown Princess Sirindhorn was an amusing companion with 
formidable knowledge. Princess Chulabhorn confided the difficulties of doing good 
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works while living ‘in a goldfish bowl’.
 
Privy Councillor Thisawan Ladawan was Principal Private Secretary to the King 
when my daughter Alexandra was enrolled in the palace school. The Grand 
Chamberlain in charge of the Crown Property Bureau, Dr Chirayu Isarangkun Na 
Ayuthaya, was an urbane go-between… Dr Chittrapat Krairiksh tolerated with good 
humour many years of my questions. Chantanee Thanarak, chief of royal protocol, 
became our ‘Auntie Chan’ and travelled thousands of miles with us, tireless, patient, 
and always with jokes that needed no translation…
 
My understanding of the past was enriched by a descendant of the Fourth Rama… 
Putrie Viravaidya, and by her father, His Serene Highness M.C. Chidchanok, 
a graduate of Sandhurst Royal Military College. Her husband, Mechai, was 
extraordinary in his knowledge of village life and his work among the poor and 
unprotected: his father was the palace doctor who took into the Grand Palace the 
mother of the Ninth Rama when she was an orphan from the slums. 
 
Of singular help was Suprapada Kasemsant, Principal Private Secretary to the Queen, 
killed with 13 others of Queen Sirikit’s entourage on 19th September, 1997, when 
their helicopter crashed… 
 
Among others to whom I am so deeply indebted are some who helped the 
king’s ‘revolution’: Police-General Vasit Dejkunjorn; Supphaluck Srisamoot of the 
Grand Palace staff; Khwankeo Vajoradaya of Dusit Palace and the Association Des 
Anciens Eleves/Lausanne; Sanh Hongladarom of the Narcotics Control Board; the 
staff of the Chai Pattana Foundation; … Rosarin Smitabhindu of Royal Chitralada 
Projects; former US Marine pilot Roy Heinecke his wife Connie, and their son 
William Heinecke, Chairman of the Minor Group; Suthat Pleumpanya of the Royal 
Projects for Northern Agricultural Development; Pratuang Hemathat, Director for 
Household Affairs, Chitralada Palace; Prince Bhisadej Rajani who served as a ‘White 
Elephant’ agent with British Special Operations Executive in World War Two; 
General Saiyud Kerdphol; Ting Tirawat Sycharilakul of Personal Affairs Division of 
Princess Sirindhorn; Dr Sumedh Tantivejakvl; General ‘Pete’ Pichitr; Police-General 
Phairoyana Phusayanawin; Temsiri Punyasingh of the National Identity Board … ; 
Kanitha Vichienchuen; Privy Councillor Kamthon Sindhvananda who went ‘from 
muscle power to nuclear power’ when the king appointed him to bring electricity to 
all parts of country; Miss Pompimon Jai-ngam, secretary to the President of Siam 
Cement; Chumpol NaLamlieng, who frequently interrupted a busy life to help my 
family wrestle with housekeeping in Bangkok and steer me through the complexities 
of a hidden universe.
 
And I am indebted above all to ‘Mama’. She died while I was still writing a story 
that is also about her, the slum child who single-handedly raised two infant sons to 
become kings of Siam.

 
Given the help he was given, clearly it is a mistake to dismiss Stevenson’s book too lightly: 
it is full of bogus arguments and distorted history, but these bogus arguments and distorted 
history were largely supplied by Bhumibol and his closest confidants. As Kershaw says:
 

The most appropriate response to the book may be one of gratitude for its probably 
accurate understandings of the King's thinking and personality. Stevenson's 
credibility gains from passing hints that he met a touch of “innocence” in the King, a 
certain kind of “naivety”; and from the extraordinary passages in which he suggests 
the King's alienation from the Queen, and insinuates the same in regard to his son-
and-heir.
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Of course this could be based on court gossip, but Stevenson did obviously become 
a confidant of several individuals at a very high level. His presumption – in Thai 
terms – in using the family nicknames “Nan” and “Lek” for King Ananda and King 
Bhumibol may be one factor behind the tacit “ban” on the book in Thailand. An even 
more likely reason is that he has dwelt too much on the old allegations against the 
present King, precisely in the process of trying to “set the record straight”. Thus, he 
proves to be quite insensitive in some ways, but if he had been more sensitive he 
could scarcely have committed so many tantalising insights to paper. In short, this 
book is a mine of potential historical leads, which scholars, sooner or later, will want 
to follow up. [Kershaw, Elusive truths: British media and the Thai monarchy]
 

A few more insights from The Revolutionary King are worth a mention. First, as Kershaw 
notes, it depicts a massive, extraordinary rift between Bhumibol and Vajiralongkorn. 
Stevenson repeats an unverified rumour – ostensibly to refute it although he never quite gets 
around to doing so – that the crown prince fired a gun at his father on one occasion. He says 
Sangwan believed:
 

Sirindhorn should be elevated to the rank of Crown Princess. She not the Crown 
Prince had the makings of the next monarch.

 
Chapter 26, “Coups and Intrigues” – perhaps the second-weirdest chapter after the final one, 
although there is plenty of competition – depicts the events of 1992 as a struggle in which 
Vajiralongkorn (and perhaps Sirikit) supported General Suchinda while Bhumibol was on the 
side of the pro-democracy protesters all along. 
 
Second, this chapter in particular veers so far from objective reality that it raises questions 
not only about Stevenson’s grasp of what was going on, but also about the extent to which 
Bhumibol and his inner circle really know what is happening in their own country. The 
reason for some of Stevenson’s flights of fancy regarding the death of Ananda are clear, but 
chapter 26 exhibits a catastrophic failure of understanding about events that took place even 
when Stevenson was resident in Thailand, and this is harder to explain. He seems to believe 
that Suchinda’s coup took place in 1992 when in fact it had happened a year earlier, and he 
vividly describes a conversation with Bhumibol in which the king complains that the military 
manipulated the famous broadcast of the palace meeting with Suchinda and Chamlong. One 
is left with the impression that it is not only Stevenson who has limited understanding of Thai 
political developments, but that Bhumibol himself does not have an entirely firm grip on 
reality either.

 
The same can be said of Bhumibol’s most passionate supporters among the middle and upper 
classes, many of whom love The Revolutionary King. Far from regarding it as the dismal 
embarrassment that it undoubtedly is, many heartily recommend it to foreigners as the “real” 
story of Bhumibol, apparently oblivious to its obvious flaws and blunders. It is often cited 
as a corrective to the alleged hearsay and lies in Handley’s far more scholarly and accurate 
account. For all his inadequacies as a serious author, Stevenson seems to have delivered a 
book that the royalist circles he moved in were delighted with.
 
This leads to a final point about his book. While it is dangerous to hazard a guess as to what 
Stevenson was trying to say in his final chapter, it appears that – as discussed above – he was 
hinting that some things in the past should not be too closely scrutinized; that an imaginative 
rewriting of history can – sometimes and somehow –be truer than the real story; and that 
Ananda’s tragic death at least brought Thailand the great benefit of Bhumibol’s reign. And 
this is very close to the way many Thais – fervent royalists included – view the events of 
June 9, 1946. The belief that Bhumibol shot Ananda has become part of Thai place folklore, 
the vibrant and thriving oral tradition of privately shared stories and gossip about the royals, 
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some of it highly accurate, some of it totally off the mark, and most of it somewhere in the 
grey area in the middle. The popular wisdom about Bhumibol holds that he shot Ananda 
probably by accident and has been consumed by guilt and remorse ever since, throwing 
himself into his royal duties and dedicating himself tirelessly to Thailand to atone for what he 
had done. At some level, most Thais hold this belief, or at least accept it as a possibility. And 
most do not condemn Bhumibol for it at all: the vast majority feel great compassion towards 
him for having to deal with such a dreadful event that maimed his whole life when he was 
only 18.
 
Far from rejecting this view, many royalist establishment Thais are convinced of its truth. 
Some have the attitude that because they are supposedly better educated and wiser than the 
masses, they can cope with knowledge that would be incendiary in the wrong hands. They 
believe they are privy to royal secrets, and they are proud of that fact. And while most would 
never share such information with a foreigner, sometimes Thais who consider themselves 
well-connected to palace circles confide in hushed tones that Rama IX did indeed shoot his 
elder brother, that it was a tragic accident that has burdened him ever since, that he has atoned 
for his mistake many times over through the immense good work he has done for Thailand, 
and that such things should be left in the past where they belong. It would be immensely cruel 
to hold Bhumibol to account now, in the last years of his life, for one terrible mistake so long 
ago. Bhumibol, they believe, has paid the price already; he should be allowed to die in peace.
 
But the problem is that it was not just the lives of Bhumibol and his mother that were blighted 
by Ananda’s death: it blighted Thailand too. And Thailand is still paying the price. The 
paranoia of the palace continues to poison Thai politics. Thais are being imprisoned for 
simply speaking the truth about the monarchy. The failure to examine the past means the 
country cannot learn from its history and is trapped in constant crisis and conflict. Restless 
spirits stalk 21st century Siam, and only the truth can start the process of healing and moving.
 

- - - - -
 
Pridi Banomyong died in exile in Paris on May 2, 1983; Bhumibol’s tacit admission that he 
had nothing to do with Ananda’s death came too late for him. During most of the 1980s, Prem 
Tinsulanonda was prime minister, acting as Rama IX’s direct proxy; while The Revolutionary 
King reimagines Bhumibol’s reign as a long struggle against the military, its anti-army tone 
does not extend to Prem:
 

The Ninth Rama used all his experience in statecraft to place political leadership in 
the hands of Prem Tinsulanonda, an army commander-in-chief who recognized the 
king knew more about the country’s problems and had more experience that any man 
alive. Prem became premier in 1980, beginning eight years of fruitful cooperation 
with Lek; but both he and the king were challenged by coups and intrigues.
 

The 1980s may have been a time of comparative calm compared with the awful years after 
1976 – and the current 21st century crisis – but as even Stevenson concedes, the stability was 
largely illusory. But Prem did his best to protect – and exalt – the palace. As Handley says:
 

He spent a great deal of time hiding the Mahidol’s blemishes, which became 
increasingly difficult to hide from the public. As soon as he took office in 1980, 
Prem reactivated the construction of the large monument to King Prajadhipok at 
the parliament, which had been initiated by Tanin Kraivixien in 1976 to assert the 
throne’s ownership of the virtue of democracy. To make the point, the statue was 
reactivated with great fanfare on Constitution Day in 1980… Around the same time 
the government delisted the student-favored Democracy Monument from national 
heritage protection, with the expectation that it would be demolished. [Handley, The 
King Never Smiles]
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Prem also helped Bhumibol deal with the problem of Pridi:
 

When Prem took power, Pridi was in Paris, 80 years old, and longing to come home 
after more than three decades in exile. His family and friends appealed to Bhumibol 
to permit his return, challenging the king’s sense of compassion and forgiveness. But 
the palace feared that Pridi remained a political threat, still a hero among a generation 
of students from the 1970s, many of them now teachers and bureaucrats. 
 
Prem finessed the challenge for the king. Privately the government circulated the 
news that Pridi could return, and that the palace didn’t hold him responsible for 
Ananda’s death. But official permission never came, as if there was a bureaucratic 
snafu for which no one was blamed. Pridi died in Paris on May 2, 1983, and what 
happened afterward bared the palace’s vindictiveness. His body was repatriated, but 
the government refused him a state funeral, and the palace declined to sponsor his 
cremation, which it had done for every other Thai leader except Phibun. [Handley, 
The King Never Smiles]
 

Nearly two decades later, one more battle was fought to try to deny Pridi his rightful place in 
Thai history:
 

In 2000 an entire generation of middle-aged academics, activists, and progressive 
politicians made a consciously subversive challenge to the palace’s control of 
Ninth Reign history. The year marked the centennial of Pridi Bhanomyong, and his 
supporters wanted to use the occasion to revive his name and reputation. But the year 
was also the centennial of the king’s mother, Sangwal, and the palace wanted all the 
attention on her. What ensued was a battle over superior virtue, and over who could 
decide just who the people’s heroes are. Pridi’s supporters pushed first as early as 
1997, prodding the government to plan commemorations, to issue a stamp or even 
a banknote featuring Pridi, and to nominate him to the UNESCO millennium list of 
great personalities of the 20th century. When palace offcials caught wind of this, they 
responded by planning a big year for sanctifying Sangwal. They nominated her to 
UNESCO, despite her being virtually unknown outside of Thailand. But the palace 
viewed this as almost a right. The previous Thai nomination to the UNESCO list, in 
1992, was the even less known Prince Mahidol, the king’s father. 
 
The battle was fought through new books, academic conferences, and media articles 
on Pridi challenging the official view that he betrayed the country. They exposed 
the manipulation and perjury that led to his being condemned for King Ananda’s 
murder, and highlighted his advocacy of democracy and leadership of the Free Thai 
movement. The palace could only counter by saturating radio and television with 
expensive promotion of the princess mother. The result was a draw. 
 
Events to honor Pridi were not blocked, but also not acknowledged by the palace. 
Both Pridi and Sangwal were named to the UNESCO list, but the palace publicized 
only Sangwal. Pridi was kept off stamps, banknotes, and television and radio, and out 
of school materials, while Sangwal surfaced in all those venues. This limited Pridi’s 
corrected reputation to the urban educated middle and upper classes who read the 
Bangkok print media. The people who mattered for the palace, grade-school students 
and peasants in the countryside, would still only know of royal heroes.
 
There was a fin de sie ̀cle air in all of this: on the palace side, a rush to score more 
deeply into the Thai people, especially a generation of teenagers ignorant of the past, 
a veneration for the throne that would sustain it into the future; on another side, long-
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stifled Thais starting to take advantage of the throne’s weakening clutch on its own 
image by asserting their own, contrary views. [Handley, The King Never Smiles]
 

Pridi Banomyong was never given the honour he was due. The palace wanted to try to ensure 
that even in death, he would have no power over the Thai people.
 

- - - - -
 
Part of Bhumibol’s legend is that he takes no pleasure in power and never wanted to be king. 
In part, this is part of the carefully constructed image of Rama IX as the selfless dhammaraja 
monarch. But there is some truth to it too. Assuming he did not deliberately murder his 
brother in order to win the throne, he became monarch of Siam in the most devastating 
circumstances, and throughout his reign he has seemed burdened and careworn by the strains 
of kingship. As far back as the 1980s, he has shown signs of wanting to let go.
 
Rama IX shocked the nation in 1986 when he spread word that after the end of his fifth cycle 
– his 60th birthday – he intended to vacate the throne to make way for his son and heir Crown 
Prince Vajiralongkorn. Bhumibol dropped this bombshell during his annual birthday address 
to the nation in December, on the eve of turning 59:
 

The water of the Chao Phraya must flow on, and the water that flows on will be 
replaced. In our lifetime, we just perform our duties. When we retire, somebody else 
will replace us… 
 
One cannot stick to a single task forever. One day we will grow old and die. 
 

Palace officials confirmed Bhumibol might retire to a monastery some time after national 
celebrations planned for July 1988 when he would become the longest reigning monarch in 
Thai history. Tongnoi Tongyai, a semi-official spokesman for Bhumibol, set out the likely 
scenario in comments to the Far Eastern Economic Review:
 

The king will never abdicate, if by abdication you mean leaving his duties behind 
and retiring… Once his majesty sees the crown prince reaching a more mature age 
and ready to take over all the royal functions, he may enter a monastery… It does not 
mean that he will remain a monk. The important thing is that he will continue to be 
there, behind the throne, and help his son solve any problems.
 

Many Thais were aghast at the prospect of Bhumibol’s reign coming to an end so soon. In 
an article for the Far Eastern Economic Review, the king’s cousin Sukhumband Paripatra 
wrote that “everyone regards rumours about abdication with great apprehension”. But as a 
strategy for safeguarding the power and prestige of the Chakri dynasty, and coping with the 
problems posed by his son’s dismal failure to win the hearts and minds of Thailand’s people, 
Bhumibol’s plan made a great deal of sense. Vajiralongkorn could be eased into the job over 
a period of years, under the supervision and tutelage of his father, and most Thais would be 
enormously reassured by the knowledge that Bhumibol would still be working behind the 
scenes as the kingdom’s ultimate troubleshooter, now overseeing not just Thailand’s political 
and economic development but also his son’s elevation to the role of monarch. Bhumibol 
was painfully aware that everything he had striven to achieve during his reign could be 
wrecked by the shortcomings of his only male heir. By giving up the throne, he would at 
least gain some control over what came next, and the chance to protect his legacy. Given the 
circumstances, it may have been the most sensible solution to the predicament of the palace. 
 
It never happened. Bhumibol changed his mind sometime during 1987. All the available 
evidence suggests that, for a while at least, he had been serious about stepping aside. The 
palace has always sought to meticulously stage-manage every aspect of Bhumibol’s reign, 
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and it is inconceivable that a decision as momentous as abdication would be announced 
without months of careful consideration and discussion, and without drawing up a detailed 
plan for how the transition would unfold. There are signs that an image management 
campaign was under way to rehabilitate the crown prince’s reputation – the glossy Dichan 
magazine owned by palace public relations guru Piya Malakul published two lengthy 
and sympathetic interviews with Vajiralongkorn, in August 1986 and July 1987, and the 
prince also spoke to international journalists representing the Foreign Correspondents 
Club of Thailand at a special audience in June 1987. He used these media appearances to 
present himself as a man whose youthful indiscretions were behind him but who remained 
misunderstood and a victim of malicious gossip. Asked by Dichan about suggestions the king 
intended to abdicate soon, Vajiralongkorn insisted he neither knew nor cared about any such 
plan. His sole focus was serving the country and the king:
 

I have never heard this talk, and I don’t want to know about it. Any matters about 
the king are very high matters, higher than me. I am a servant of the king and as such 
will do my very best to do what he tells me… We should feel lucky to be born in this 
country. We should be satisfied enough to be close to the feet of the king.

 
Such a well-rehearsed answer only served to strengthen the conviction that something 
was afoot. Meanwhile, Prem’s government and the Thai military and bureaucracy were 
busy planning more than a year of organized nationwide adulation of Rama IX. Events in 
honour of Bhumibol’s 60th birthday were slated to start many months in advance, and then 
the country would switch immediately to the build up to July 1988 when Bhumibol would 
overtake Chulalongkorn as Thailand’s longest reigning monarch. Prem announced that the 
king would be granted the title of maharaja, officially making him Bhumibol the Great. Only 
three previous kings in Thailand’s history had received such an honour. The stage was set 
for Rama IX to bow out in a blaze of glory in the second half of 1988 after a prolonged and 
massive national celebration of his rule. 
 
As Bhumibol marked his fifth cycle 60th birthday, the palace found itself unexpectedly 
under attack. Leaflets full of scandalous allegations and scurrilous gossip about the royals 
were circulated widely in Bangkok and across the country, in an obviously organized 
campaign. Bhumibol and Sirikit were criticized in some of the leaflets but the main target was 
Vajiralongkorn, who was said to be corrupt, depraved, in thrall to the whims of his highly 
unsuitable mistress, and generally unfit to ever be king. The authorities were sufficiently 
alarmed that on December 8, television and radio broadcasts were interrupted by a special 
announcement by the military and police, which denounced the leaflets as the work of:
 

a group of enemies of the nation belonging to a movement bent on undermining the 
monarchy.
 

In fact, supporters of Vajiralongkorn’s abandoned wife Somsawali played a central role in the 
leaflet campaign, in an effort to fight back against the prince’s efforts to marginalize her and 
have his mistress Yuwathida officially recognized as queen. Particular ridicule was directed 
at the news that Yuwathida had suddenly earned two undergraduate degrees at Prasarnmit 
University in Bangkok after achieving top marks in her examinations, and that the prince 
himself had awarded her the certificates in a special ceremony. Police claims that the leaflets 
were the work of revolutionary communists was belied by the class-conscious condescension 
evident in the smears against Yuwathida: the authors clearly considered her far too common 
to be Thailand’s queen. 
 
Meanwhile, Prem’s premiership was as precarious as ever, and his government eventually 
collapsed over several major corruption scandals. The blue-blooded Sukhumband wrote 
another article for the Far Eastern Economic Review warning of dire consequences if 
Vajiralongkorn were to inherit the throne. He used the usual elaborate circumlocutions that 

124
 

http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf
http://thaipoliticalprisoners.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/mong-doo_cracks1.pdf


had to be employed in the media to express the fact that the crown prince was a catastrophe:
 

In post-1932 Thailand, the monarch performs various functions as head of state, but 
his primary duties are considered apolitical -- his role is above politics. But popular 
acceptance of the monarchy as an institution and of the king as a person, combined 
with the latter's role as the catalyst of development, makes royal involvement in 
politics more or less inevitable.  
 
At the present juncture, the monarchy directly or indirectly, intentionally or 
otherwise, plays a number of roles which have become integral to the Thai political 
system.  
 
One is that of the symbol of national unity, essential for a society which, though 
relatively homogeneous, has its share of cleavages. In this connection, the 
monarchy also acts as the factor of continuity, when conflicts occur in other 
political institutions. Since 1932, the kingdom has gone through 13 constitutions, 16 
coups and 46 cabinet changes. The monarchy has also become a force of national 
reconciliation, when extreme political polarisation takes place, as evident from the 
royally initiated development projects at former communist strongholds.  
 
The second major role is that of the last-resort conflict manager when the stresses 
and strains of the system reach a point of crisis. On several occasions since 1973, 
the palace has intervened to restrain military groups which would have toppled the 
government, caused bloodshed or precipitated unpredictable crises. In turn, this 
role creates a balance -- precarious at times to be sure -- among the power groups: 
military, bureaucracy, political parties and business interests…

 
Given the monarchy's role in Thailand's political and economic development, as well 
as its place in the hearts and minds of the populace, any uncertainty regarding the 
future of the monarch inevitably causes a great deal of apprehension. Doubts continue 
to be expressed, mostly in private but now increasingly in the open, about the crown 
prince’s capacity to evoke the kind of intense political loyalty from the people and 
the major domestic political groupings that his father is able to do. Doubts also persist 
as to whether the crown prince can match his father’s subtle and mediatory role in 
politics.
 
All men and institutions go through processes of change and transformation. 
Bhumibol has achieved a great deal for his country and for the institution he inherited 
without forewarning, but by doing so, he has set perhaps an impossibly high standard 
of attainment for his successors. Should the leadership provided by the monarchy 
become less effective for one reason or another in the future, there will be grave 
political consequences. 
 
The precarious balance among the major political groups and factions would certainly 
be destroyed… This vacuum is one which only the military would be capable of 
filling, given its monopoly of coercive power, organizational cohesion and control of 
the media and grassroots politics. For many Thais this ultimately is the root of their 
apprehension. [Sukhumband, FEER, January 21, 1988]
 

By the end of 1987, it had become clear that Bhumibol had abandoned his plan to abdicate. 
Palace officials spread word that Rama IX would not be stepping down, although of course no 
reason was ever given to explain why the situation had suddenly changed. But it was obvious 
that Vajiralongkorn’s efforts to show he was ready to be king had not been a resounding 
success. A state visit to Japan in September had been a chance to demonstrate he possessed 
the necessary maturity and gravitas to stride out onto the world stage with confidence. Given 

125
 

http://feer.wsj.com/articles/archive/1988/8801_21/P040.html
http://feer.wsj.com/articles/archive/1988/8801_21/P040.html
http://feer.wsj.com/articles/archive/1988/8801_21/P040.html
http://feer.wsj.com/articles/archive/1988/8801_21/P040.html


the stakes, things could hardly have turned out any worse. Vajiralongkorn got into a furious 
row with his hosts ahead of the visit because of Japanese qualms about according his mistress 
the formal status of an official wife, and was further enraged by several more perceived 
affronts to his royal dignity during the trip. He stormed home three days early. Worsening the 
diplomatic damage, members of the right-wing nationalist Village Scouts militia rallied at the 
Japanese embassy in Bangkok demanding an apology, and Prem dutifully felt compelled to 
make a formal protest to Tokyo for insulting the prince and the monarchy, despite being well 
aware that Vajiralongkorn’s claims were totally bogus. Bhumibol finally persuaded his son 
to make a public statement a few days later calling on Thais to end their criticism of Japan. In 
the weeks that followed, diplomats and politicans on both sides quietly cleaned up the mess.
 
If this was a taste of how things would be under King Vajiralongkorn, then the people of 
Thailand clearly had ample reason to be alarmed about Bhumibol’s abdication. By the end of 
1987, the notion that Bhumibol could hand over the throne but still steer events from behind 
the scenes and keep his wayward son under some semblance of control seemed like wishful 
thinking, doomed to failure. 
 
But by first raising and then dashing his son’s hopes of soon becoming Rama X of Thailand, 
Bhumibol can only have worsened the conflicts and rivalries already smouldering within the 
royal family. It was only two years since Sirikit’s breakdown and prolonged disappearance 
from public view, following the scandal over Colonel Narongdej. The succession had long 
been a source of tension between Bhumibol and Sirikit, with several sources reporting the 
queen was adamant that despite his faults the crown prince should inherit the throne, while 
the king was more ambivalent and had not yet ruled out the radical idea of somehow choosing 
Sirindhorn. With Bhumibol and Sirikit never fully reconciled and living separate lives after 
1985, and now the volte face over abdication doing more damage to the king’s relationship 
with his wife and his only son, the palace was more divided than ever. 
 
During 1988, Bhumibol completed work on a personal project – an English translation of a 
Thai version of the story of Mahajanaka, one of the Jātaka tales about past incarnations of the 
Buddha. It was an allegorical story about Mahajanaka’s quest to reclaim his rightful throne in 
the land of Mithila from an evil uncle and his subsequent achievement of enlightenment, in 
which Mahajanaka repeatedly proves his determination and wisdom. Ignoring his mother’s 
warnings of the dangers and difficulties ahead, he sets sail for foreign lands to raise funds 
to recapture his kingdom, only to be stranded alone in the middle of the ocean when his 
ship founders. Refusing to give up – in contrast to all the other passengers who get bloodily 
devoured by fish and turtles – Mahajanaka swims for seven days in search of land. He is 
rescued by the goddess Mani Mekhala, whose job it was to protect all those who have done 
good deeds. She takes him back to his kingdom where he finds his evil uncle has died, 
leaving the way clear for him to become king. He rules wisely for 7,000 years and eventually 
attains enlightenment with the help of two mango trees. When he first encounters them, both 
trees are healthy, but one bears no fruit while the other was laden with exceptionally sweet 
mangoes. Some time later, he returns to find the fruit tree has been stripped bare and uprooted 
by greedy hordes who descended on it to eat its mangos, while the barren but healthy tree 
remains unscathed. Mahajanaka realizes that worldly possessions bring only sorrow and 
problems and it is better to have nothing. Now enlightened, he gives up his kingdom and his 
wife, shaves his head and disappears into the wilderness to be a wandering monk.
 
Bhumibol made two very deliberate changes to the story. In his version, the encounter 
between Mahajanaka and Mani Mekhala became an extended paean to perseverance. On his 
seventh day of swimming, Mahajanaka hears a voice asking him what he is doing. He looks 
up to see the goddess hovering above the ocean, and replies:
 

O Goddess, we have reflected upon the wordly behaviour and the merits of 
perseverance. Thus, we conclude that, even though we do not see the shores, we still 
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have to persist in our swimming in the wide ocean.
 

The two of them exchange more homilies extolling perseverance, with Mahajanaka still 
bobbing around in the water after seven days without rest. Eventually, convinced that the 
prince has shown true determination, the goddess tells him:
 

Anyone who is so full of righteous patience will never founder in the vast ocean that 
has no bounds. With this manly perseverance, you will be able to go wherever you 
wish.
 

Lifting the prince out of the ocean, Mani Mekhala flies him to Mithila, and before departing 
she urges him to share his wisdom with others:
 

O Wise One, thy meaningful words should not be lost in this empty wide expanse. 
Thou shouldst share with others the boon of enlightened wisdom that come from thy 
lips. 
 

At this point, Bhumibol’s translation returned to closely tracking the original once again, 
although with more added homilies about perseverance. Mahajanaka – also known as the 
Great Being – rules Mithila with immense wisdom and marries the evil uncle’s daughter.
 
Bhumibol’s second major change was King Mahajanaka’s reaction to the lesson of the mango 
trees. As in the original, he realizes that a life in retirement, free from the worries that come 
with power, would be far more pleasant than the dangerous, anxious life of a king:
 

That tree is still beautifully green, because it has no fruit, but this tree has been cut 
down and uprooted because it bore fruits. This throne is like the tree with fruits; 
peaceful retirement is like the tree without fruits. Danger lurks around the one with 
worries and does not menace the one without worries. We will not be like the tree 
with fruits; we will be like the one without fruit.
 

Having apparently resolved to retire and free himself from the tiresome burden of kingship, 
however, Bhumibol’s King Mahajanaka suddenly has second thoughts, remembering what 
Mani Mekhala had told him as he struggled to stay afloat in the ocean many years before:
 

The King could not remember the exact words, for he was exhausted and drowsy 
from the seven day swimming in the briny water, but he knew she had said he would 
not find the path to absolute happiness without sharing the wisdom he had found in 
the ocean. Mani Mekhala had told him to establish an institute of higher learning… 
Once he had fulfilled this mission he could find the path to peaceful retirement.
 

King Mahajanaka’s realizes his work is not yet done. He is on a mission from the goddess.
 

The Great Being thought: “Each one, may he be a trader, a farmer, a king or a priest, 
has his duty to do. Anyway, before anything else, we have to find a way to revive the 
fruitful mango tree.”

 
The original Mahajanaka had been able to spend the rest of his life in peaceful retirement far 
from the worries of office, after relinquishing his throne, leaving his wife, shaving his head, 
and abandoning the capital city to meditate in the wilderness – just as Bhumibol had once 
hoped to do upon officially becoming the longest reigning king in Thai history.
 
Bhumibol’s Mahajanaka, alas, has no such luck. Because of his indomitable perseverance, 
and the fact that his calling in life is to share his wisdom with others, retirement will have to 
wait. First, he has to restore the ravaged mango tree, and cure the people of Mithila of their 
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uncouth stupidity. Then, perhaps, he can take a bit of a break.
 
The mango tree destroyed by ignorant greed is, of course, intended to symbolize modern 
Thailand. And at this point in the book the prose lurches into a very different style, from 
the incantatory language of religious allegory into the attempted bonhomie of a hectoring, 
practical-minded modern monarch trying to patiently but urgently impart some knowledge 
to a group of slightly dim-witted subjects. Mahajanaka summons a monk and a couple of 
disciples to the wreckage of the uprooted mango tree, so he can start getting things organized 
and give everybody their instructions on what they should be doing: 
 

Udicchabrahmana Mahasala promptly came, along with two disciples, 
Charutejobrahmana and Gajendra Singha Pandit. Of these two, the first mentioned 
was an expert in planting, the second one an expert in uprooting. The moment they 
arrived, Gajendra Singha Pandit threw himself at the feet of the King and said: “Your 
humble servant is at fault; when the courtiers asked me to pick mangoes for the 
Viceroy, I used my new automatic fruit harvester, unwitting that it would uproot 
the mango tree. Your majesty!” The King said: “Do not despair, my good inventive 
man. The mango tree is down already. Now the problem is: how to restore the 
mango tree to its former state. We have nine methods for this; some of these could 
be usable. First: culturing the seeds; second: nursing the roots so they grow again; 
third: culturing (cutting) the branches; fourth: grafting on the other tree; fifth: bud-
grafting on the other tree; sixth: splicing (approach grafting) the branches; seventh: 
layering the branches; eighth: smoking the fruitless tree, so that it bears fruit; ninth: 
culturing the cells in a container. Brahmana Mahsala, pray order your two disciples 
to study the problem and do the implementation.” Udicchabrahmana acknowledged 
the royal order by saying: “Your Eminent Majesty. Gajendra Singha will immediately 
bring the machine to raise the tree to its upright station. And Charutejo will collect 
the seeds and the branches to act according to the royal initiative.” The King ordered 
the two to hasten on their way, but bade the Brahmana Mahsala to stay on for further 
consultation.  

 
The Great Being, King Mahajanaka of Mithila, has been transformed by the experience of 
attaining enlightenment: he is now, unmistakeably, King Rama IX of Thailand. 
 
Bhumibol’s adaptation of the tale of Mahajanaka ends with a stern reminder of the 
importance of education. Having organized a royal project to restore the maimed mango tree 
to bountiful health, thanks to his decisive leadership and impressive knowledge of the range 
of horticultural techniques most relevant to the endeavour, King Mahajanaka’s work is almost 
done. But one item remains on the agenda. As the story ends, the king announces that in 
fulfilment of his pledge to Mani Mekhala, he will establish “an institute of high learning” to 
share his wisdom with the people of Mithila:
 

We are sure that the time has come to establish that institute. In fact, it should have 
been established many years ago. Today’s events have shown the necessity. From the 
Viceroy down to the elephant mahouts and the horse handlers, and up from the horse 
handlers to the Viceroy, and especially the courtiers are all ignorant. They lack not 
only technical knowledge but also common knowledge, i.e. common sense: they do 
not even know what is good for them. They like mangoes, but they destroy the good 
mango tree.
 

Bhumibol can’t be accused of overdoing his trademark inscrutability in The Story of 
Mahajanaka. With its focus on the importance of perseverance – the determination to 
just keep on swimming even if you don’t know when you will see the shore – and the 
preoccupation with choosing the right time to retire, plus the fact he finished work on it in 
1988, the year he had planned to vacate the throne, Bhumibol’s book was sending a message 
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about why he had decided it was not yet time to abdicate after all. And just in case anybody 
somehow managed to miss the obvious ways in which Bhumibol identified himself with 
Mahajanaka, the king wrote a preface for the book when it was published in 1996 that 
ensured the moral of the story was made clear. First, he summarizes what the parable teaches 
us about the qualities of King Mahajanaka:
 

King Mahajanaka practised ultimate perseverance without the desire for reward 
which resulted in his gaining a throne and bringing prosperity and wealth to the city 
of Mithila by the strength of his qualities. 
 

Bhumibol clearly wanted to ensure readers spot the similarity to a real-life monarch who 
believes his own ultimate perseverance and indifference to worldly rewards have brought 
prosperity and wealth to his country thanks to the strength of his qualities. 
 
He then explained the key change he has made to the original story, to make absolutely sure 
nobody missed central message of his book:
 

Upon arriving at the text concerning the mango trees, His Majesty the King was of 
the opinion that King Mahajanaka’s desire to leave the city on a quest for supreme 
tranquility was not yet opportune nor timely because Mithila’s prosperity had not 
reached an appropriate peak, because everyone “from the Viceroy down to the 
elephant mahouts and the horse handlers, and up from the horse handlers to the 
Viceroy, and especially the courtiers all live in the state of ignorance. They lack 
wisdom as well as knowledge in technology, they do not see the essence of what is 
beneficial, even for their own good. Therefore, an institution of universal learning 
must be established.” Moreover, King Mahajanaka also had to advance his thoughts 
on how to revive the mango tree with nine modern methods.
 

Bhumibol believed Thailand would be lost without his wisdom. Like the people of Mithila, 
the Thais did not even know what was good for them. 
 
The economic crash of 1997/8, seemed to prove him right, in the view of many Thais, and 
of Rama IX himself. Stevenson says that Bhumibol joked to him in the 1990s that “I cannot 
afford to die”. The Revolutionary King even makes the outlandish claim that the king – aware 
that an economic crisis was inevitable – deliberately delayed his mother’s cremation “until 
the storm broke”, to drive home the message that the “Sufficiency Economy” theory he 
preached was the only answer for Thailand. The belief that Bhumibol had accurately 
predicted the crisis became another theme of royal mythology.
 
For a few years, the immense wealth of the palace seemed at risk. A crack team of economic 
technocrats was assembled to salvage the fortunes of the Crown Property Bureau, which they 
did with considerable skill but also thanks to a number of highly favourable deals in which 
the state, not the palace, took on the cost and risk of bailing out royal investments. 
 
By the end of 1999, the worst of the crisis was over. And while the palace remained far from 
united, even Vajiralongkorn appeared to have calmed down as he entered middle age. The 
new constitution, promulgated in 1997, was explicitly designed by liberal royalists to reduce 
the pressure on Bhumibol by setting up systems of checks and balances on parliamentary 
power; loyal “good men” would take over much of the work of guiding Thailand, allowing 
Bhumibol to relax a little. 
 
Rama IX’s plans to step aside around the end of his sixth cycle in 1987 had been abandoned, 
but as he celebrated his seventh cycle in 1999, the stars seemed to be aligned for him to try a 
second time to start letting go. There was no suggestion of abdication this time, but Bhumibol 
departed Bangkok in 2000 to take up near-permanent residence in his seaside palace in Hua 
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Hin: “Far From Worries”. He was finally away from Sirikit and all the courtiers, intrigue 
and stifling ceremony of the royal court. He continued some royal duties, but seemed to be 
preparing his people for life without him:
 

Bhumibol couldn’t relinquish his duties completely, as if his work wasn’t finished. At 
times he emerged to swear in new cabinet members, to meet prominent guests, and 
to receive charity donors or the occasional group of civil servants, like the military 
officers corps for their annual promotions. He also returned to Bangkok for his annual 
birthday chats, delivered as ever with homespun morality tales, self-effacing jokes 
and barbs for the politicians. But mostly he stayed secluded. [Handley, The King 
Never Smiles]
 

Besides his beloved jazz, his main project was writing The Story of Tongdaeng, his book 
about his favourite dog. Published in 2002, it shows a side of Bhumibol’s life that had rarely 
been glimpsed: in photographs throughout his book we see Bhumibol dressed in casual 
clothes, relaxing, and smiling. He explicitly depicts himself as an elderly man enjoying 
his semi-retirement. In one picture, Bhumibol is even shown on his knees sprinkling 
baby powder on Tongdaeng’s belly. In three of the photos, the king seems to be wearing 
patterned bathrobes over his clothing. When his children had been growing up, palace-
issued photographs gave a window into Bhumibol’s family and home life, but for many years 
official photographs had generally shown him hard at work: doing his ceremonial duties, 
speaking to officials, visiting dams or royal projects or disaster sites with a camera around his 
neck and a notebook in his hand, meeting foreign dignitaries. The main exception was when 
pictures were released to show him leaving hospital after health scares. For many Thais, The 
Story of Tongdaeng was a charming glimpse of a much-loved king allowing himself some 
relaxation after a lifetime of hard work and dedication to the country. It was also a further 
signal to his people that Bhumibol intended to take a less active role. The book’s rather 
unsubtle message that Thailand’s people should be as obedient, loyal and grateful to their 
master as Bhumibol’s dogs did not appear to cause much indignation. The general opinion 
was that Bhumibol deserved a break after a lifetime of service to Thailand.
 
His reputation was at its zenith. Most Thais regarded him with profound respect and genuine 
adoration. He had a worldwide reputation as a uniquely popular king: most foreigners lapped 
up the Bhumibol myths almost as eagerly as Thais, as a Time magazine story to coincide with 
his 72nd birthday in 1999 showed:
 

The king is universally revered by the entire population of Thailand. The most 
common way of referring to the King in Thai is Prachao Yu Hua – “Lord above 
your head”. In the villages, many are still too overawed even to look at him. Instead 
they put out handkerchiefs for him to walk on and save the scraps of cloth with his 
footprint in shrines at home.
 
Thais have nothing but good things to say about their monarch… “Thailand wouldn’t 
be worth living in if we didn’t have him,” says Pim Sairattanee, also aged 72, a 
flower seller on Bangkok’s busy Sukhumvit Road. “He has a white heart, there 
is magic, goodness and power in his heart,” adds Prachob Virawong, 42, a street 
vendor from the poor northeast who sells fried grasshoppers in Bangkok. When boxer 
Somluck Khamsing won Thailand’s first ever Olympic gold metal in Atlanta in 1996, 
it was a portrait of the King that he raised over his head in celebration. Says Bangkok 
political scientist Chai-anan Samudavanija: “He is perhaps the only monarch who 
anywhere who has total love and no fear.”
 
Yet the King floats above this adulation, observing it as from outside his own body, 
gracious but distant, selfless in the Buddhist sense. In the age of celebrity, where the 
freeze-dried smile is required of all princelings of pop, King Rama IX is habitually 
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shown with the demeanor of a religious ascetic...
 

Throughout his life, the King’s only real escape from Olympian melancholy has 
been his passion for jazz. Long before his health deteriorated, there were recorded 
sessions of the King’s band on weekends that went out over the radio. Any famous 
jazz musician visiting Thailand invariably received an invitation to play with the 
King. “Some say music is like medicine for him,” says Manrat Srikaranonda, a 
pianist who has played with the King since 1956. “He can play the saxophone very 
sweet… We used to play all night in Hua Hin until dawn came, and then walk out on 
the beach.”
 
But although Manrat still goes to the Palace on Friday nights, to play, the King 
has less stamina these days. Thais have not seen much of their King this year – his 
health is fragile. He has a heart condition that first required surgery in 1995, as well 
as chronic back pain that originated from a car accident 50 years ago. “Yes, he still 
plays, but not so long. And he must rest between sets.”
 
Many Thais are uneasy that they may be living in the twilight of Bhumibol’s reign. 
Even as the nation prepares to celebrate [his] 72nd birthday, thoughts of the future 
are tinged with foreboding. The 47-year-old Crown Prince Vajiralongkorn has yet to 
achieve the same level of devotion among Thais that his father enjoys, and some say 
the King has set an impossibly high standard to follow…
 
The King may take solace from the knowledge that he has outlived some of the forces 
of darkness that threatened Thailand during his reign: communism has disappeared, 
and along with it much of the vicious right-wing militarism that sprang up to oppose 
it. Coups seem barely conceivable in Thailand today. Thailand still has its problems, 
and the King has long agonized about how to make society fairer, even as the World 
Bank calculates that Thailand has the biggest gap between rich and poor in Asia. 
In recent years, the King has spoken out about the dangers of graft, environmental 
degradation, over-reliance on foreign investment and even the chronically gridlocked 
traffic in Bangkok – all issues affecting the everyday life of Thai citizens that heir 
governments have been slow to address. But after more than half a century of taxing 
rule, the King should be above such worries. In Buddhist terms, he has made more 
than enough merit. As he completes his sixth cycle of 12, nothing more stands 
between King Bhumibol Adulyadej, “Strength of the Land, Incomparable Power”, 
and the smile on the face of the Buddha. [Terry McCarthy, The King and Ire, Time, 
December 6, 1999]
 

- - - - -
 
A decade later, everything has changed. Bhumibol is still in seclusion, but now in Siriraj, 
unwilling or afraid to leave. It is not just his father and mother’s memories that hang over the 
hospital: somewhere in the bowels of one of the buildings in Siriraj, doctors shot bullets into 
corpses 65 years ago as they investigated whether Rama IX’s brother was murdered.
 
The chronic unresolved social and political tensions that plagued Bhumibol’s long reign 
have exploded once again into open conflict. And a large and growing number of Thais have 
totally lost faith in their king. He seems to have no answer to give them, only silence. 
 
The only answer of the royalist and military establishment around him is to try to impose 
silence on Thailand’s people too. But the harder they try to crush any criticism and impose 
archaic myths that can no longer be believed, the more determined many Thais become to 
make their voices heard. The future seems to promise only more conflict, unless the royalists 
and the military recognize the futility of trying to hold their country together by force and 
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lies, and allow an open, honest, democratic discussion about where Thailand goes from here.
 
Until then, Siam will remain haunted and fearful, just like its king. 
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