Chapter 14 – Section 1

Colonial Rule in Southeast Asia

Narrator: In 1850, Thailand, then known as Siam, was an isolated kingdom, under great pressure to open itself to trade with the west. Standing in the way was Siam’s stubborn ruler, King Nangklao, also known as Rama the Third

Nangklao’s death in 1851 triggered wholesale changes in the culture and politics of Siam, mostly through the coronation of Nangklao’s brother Mongkut as King.

Mongkut had spent the 27 years of Nangklao’s reign wandering the kingdom as a Buddhist monk, and brought an unusual combination of modesty and enlightenment to the throne. His exposure to western missionaries had led him to study English, French, Latin and Astronomy.

Soon after his coronation, King Mongkut startled his countrymen by appearing in public once a week to hear the commoners’ problems and ideas. Mongkut welcomed  the interest of western trading partners, but feared that Siam could be exploited by a massive influx of foreign business. To strike a balance, he modernized Siamese royal and political traditions and began reaching out to world leaders.
One of the benefits of this outreach was an 1855 treaty with Great Britain, which solidified relations and commerce between the two nations.
The Buddhist King also championed education, importing tutors for his wives and children. The most notable of these teachers was Anna Leon Owens, a British widow who arrived to serve Mongkut as a governess in 1862.

A highly fictionalized account of her time in Siam was later adapted into the film and Broadway musical “The King and I.”

Ironically, the broad based education which helped Mongkut become a progressive and visionary ruler also led to his demise. On an expedition to confirm the solar eclipse which he had correctly predicted, Mongkut contracted malaria and died just days later.
His legacy of enlightenment lived on through his son, King Chulalongkorn, who abolished slavery in Siam. To this day, Mongkut is hailed as Thailand’s “Father of science and technology.”
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