A True Hero---King Chulalongkorn of Siam’s visit to Singapore

and Java in 1871

Abstract

The reign of King Chulalongkorn (King Rama V) has been one of the most important periods
in the history of the Kingdom of Siam. Historians have made it the turning point towards
“modernization”, “civilization” and “westernization”, terms that will never have a stable definition and
yet can be used to summarize the period of 1868- 1910. Historians have studied this period
extensively, but there is as little a chance that history will ever be exhausted as there is a chance that
Chulalongkorn’s reign will be exhausted. Aspects of state administration, education, law and justice,
public health, diplomacy, economy, and warfare have been investigated and described, usually with
a focus on the activities and thoughts that were developed by the Bangkok-based elite and their
leader, the King.

Various explanations have been brought up to account for Siam’s “modernization”. One of
them has centered on the journeys King Chulalongkorn made to numerous lands in the South and to
Europe. Two journeys in particular have been discussed: his trips to Europe in 1897 and 1907 which
are usually described as the climax of the elite’s drive towards civilization. Europe was regarded as
the center of the civilization the king and his allies were striving for. Moreover, in an attempt to solve
caused by European powers, the king visited the centers of these powers and negotiated with their
leaders. Above all, the Siamese elite was in search of balance of power in the region while trying to
keep its state standing on its own feet.

Of these two journeys to Europe the documentation in Siamese as well as in European
languages is stunning in terms of quantity and quality, and this may be one of the reasons that these
two journeys have been so well explored. In comparison, contemporary documents of King
Chulalongkorn’s visits to Singapore and Java (in early 1871) and to India and other British colonies
(in late 1871 and early 1872) are much fewer, and so are the documents of the early period of the
king's reign, i.e., between his first coronation in 1868 and his second coronation in 1873. As a result,
the early period has been given little attention.

Every process has thier beginning — and a careful study of each beginning may shed a
bright light on subsequent developments. This holds for the “modernization” of Siam as well. The
notions of “civilization” and “modernization” were first explored in the final years of King Mongkut’s
(Rama V) reign and then emulated during the first years after King Chulalongkorn’s ascension to the

throne — to come to full bloom in the later years of his reign. The drive towards “civilization” was not



inspired by internal, Siamese considerations of power and authority alone; the contacts with
representatives of European ways of life — merchants, envoys, missionaries, politicians,
administrators - were as important for energizing this drive.

King Mongkut already had intensive contacts with Europeans. He studied their written work
and publications and had a number of meetings with them in his Bangkok court. King Chulalongkorn
did the same and even more: he left the court and visited the Europeans in their own courts. He went
to Singapore, Batavia, Samarang, Penang and Calcutta, and later to Europe. His first visits during his
formative years were inspired by King Mongkut's long-time ally, the Regent, and they helped him to
formulate his ideas and feelings about the meanings of “civilization” and its implications for the
Kingdom of Siam.

King Chulalongkorn’s visit to Singapore and Java was an important one, and this book tries
to describe it. It is meant to be a first step in the re-evaluation of the king's formative years, crucial for
a better understanding of the later years of his reign. Contemporary documents may be relatively
rare, and, Siamese sources, in particular, are few in number. Nevertheless, they suffice to create a
balanced picture of his adventures and experiences in the centers of “civilization”. The available
texts are of a varied quality; they consist of official letters, newspapers, personal letters as well as
poems, written in various languages: Siamese, English, Dutch and Malay. Together they make the
king and his hosts very visible, as visible as the king and his authorities wanted to be — and visibility
was the main aim of his journey to the South. After all, the king made his trip not only to see
“civilization” in operation, but also to make the British and the Dutch aware that Siam itself was a
strong nation and that it wanted to participate in the political and diplomatic games in the Malay
world and beyond. And if there were a conflict between various groups in the Bangkok court as
historians want us to believe, that conflict did not yet exist in the early years of Chulalongkorn’s rule
when unity and cooperation were the basis of Siamese political life. Bangkok was united in the effort
to make the Kingdom of Siam visible as an independent state that deserved respect .

In the creation of this picture of King Rama V’s visit to the South, non-Siamese sources have
a very loud voice, if only because there are quite a lot of them. They offer descriptions of the king
from various perspectives — and this very variety gives the pictures of his adventures an intriguing
depth: the king is not only a glorious and distant deva-racha but also a curious and charming human
being who plays a role in Siamese affairs as well as in British and Dutch conversations. He was, so to
speak, an infallible hero and a catalyst of friendships and animosities at once. The British and the
Dutch treated the King of Siam with respect, and, in unfamiliar ways, he made them more aware of
their shortcomings and their glory.

The variety of sources gives the pictures of the royal journey an intriguing depth but also a

puzzling depth. The texts about His Majesty’s visit are written in different genres - reports,



newspaper articles, diaries, letters - and in different languages — Dutch, English, Siamese and Malay;
they should make us realize once more that historical events can be described and read in different
ways and that many voices have been lost. It should also remind us, once again, of the fact that
history is a bumpy affair, and so is writing about it.

Writing history involves taking many roads at once on an infinite visit, and even in the
description of a relatively short and simple event such as a royal visit, no effort should be made to
smooth out the divergences and pretend to have a comprehensive understanding of it by using a
single language in a standardized form like so many historians do. Also in writing and reading about
events and adventures of royal persons, one should try to retain the depths, differences and
misunderstandings they evoked in reality. To retain these effects, many of the texts related to King
Chulalongkorn’s visit to the South are presented in their original forms in different languages and not

all of them have been translated in the footnotes.

Note on the transliteration of Thai words :

In all scholarly works where Thai words are transposed in Roman script, the author is
presented with various choices. There are numerous methods, some indicating tones, others not,
some showing differences in vowel length-others refraining from doing that. There are differing
solutions for showing aspiration of consonants.

In general | use a system of transliterating Thai that may be described as a simplified form
of the Library of Congress way of doing so. Exceptions are standardized geographical names and

works that are commonly known in a variant spelling such as Chulalongkorn or baht.
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