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WORLD SUPER POWER AND
REGIONAL CONFLICTS

The Triangular Game Of
Great Britain With Bangkok And
The Lao During The Embassies Of
John Crawfurd (1821-1822)
And Of Henry Burney (1825-1826)

““Those men will only be seized and made grass-cutters to the king of Ava’s
Elephants’’, exclaimed the King of Siam, Rama III (1787. 1824-1851) in 1825 of the
10,000 men of the British Expeditionary Corps led by Sir Archibald Campbell when
they landed in Rangoonl. Was this the scepticism and hilarity of an assiduous reader of
Napoleon’s works with regard to everything British?? In fact, the image of England
during this period was rather mixed, emotional and conflicting in the eyes of Asian
leaders. On the one hand, ‘‘the colossal influence of the English in India has inspired
terror throughout the Orient. This formidable and always growing influence has
overwhelmed every Court in Asia. The King of Siam feared being thrown off his throne
from the first day. When he saw a European he always took him for a British emissary.
Neither could he distinguish a priest from a layman, nor a Christian from a British’*
wrote Lord Bruguieres when he arrived in Bangkok in 1829. On the other hand, with
their repeated failure in other parts of Asia, they appeared to be like a ‘‘paper tiger’’ or
a ““hampered Gulliver’’. In 1808, 10 vessels of war, which were sent against Macao by
Lord Minto, Governor General of India, disengaged themselves from the expe-
ditionary fleet and sailed towards Tonkin to intimidate the Hue Court. Vietnamese
junks forced their retreat and 6 or 7 vessels were destroyed by fire. Th® survivors who
arrived in Macao, were piteously hunted down by Chinese troops sent from Canton®,

The world power of that period dismissed the Royal Courts of Hue, of
Bangkok and of Ava as “‘barbarous’”>. Terms that were derogatory and intended to
compensate for the frustrations in the relations between the countries. John Crawfurd
or Henry Burney would repeat ad nauseam, vis a vis the Siarhese leaders, ‘‘their great
ignorance of what foreign nations were, had made this people weak and pusillanimous,
vain and arrogant and they have got to the point of believing themselves as nothing but
the very first nation of the globe.”’

The Anglo-Dutch Treaty signed on 17 May 1824, made mainland South East
Asia an English sphere of influence. At first, the British objectives concerning this part
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of the world seemed limited to establishing Britain in certain Malay States in order to
assert its commercial imperialism. Perhaps we have got so many colonies to keep for
ourselves, so many territories to exploit but we can never have enough secure points for
our commerce and we can never get so many ports of call to supply and repair our
vessels’” wrote Barrow in 1806 . However a certain British politico-strategic conception
viewed continental South East Asia (as the English then called it ‘‘Indo-China”’
(Crawfurd wrote ‘‘Hindoo-Chinese’’)) as composed of 3 large units: Burma, Siam and
Cochin-China. Siam comprised 2 sub-units: ‘‘Lao and Cambodian”*%.

The power balance between England and Siam were so excessively dispro-
portionate that British properties in South East Asia were more likely to become
inviolable sanctuaries, safe from Siamese attacks. ‘“May I repeat again’’, wrote
Crawfurd, ‘‘that the Siamese people, notwithstanding their number and their vast
territory, are a people who are not in any way dangerous to us, even on the weakest
point such as the Island of the Prince of Wales. Their total lack of maritime talents and
abilities not only makes them incapable of all serious and dangerous aggression, but
also prevents them from worrying and annoying their neighbours from India and from
the Persian and Arab Gulfs, by causing trouble and indeed dangerous plunderings
against the rich and peaceful nations, their neighbours. The power and population of
Siam lies along the Menam banks: between this river and the points where they can
strike against us, there exist mountains, forests and dangeous swamps which cause
many difficulties to be overcome. Only power will permit them to invade enemy
opposite territory; the Kedah, doesn’t exist. All the more reason why we should set
aside this more difficult venture, the invasion of Penang. It will never be dangerous to
us and a few mercenary troops will be enough to repel them rapidly”g. Being a rational
utilitarian, Crawfurd even foresaw some advantages.‘‘If the Siamese nation became
our neighbour, I would fearlessly take the risk to affirm, after what I saw of her that
her power is just as fearful as the Malay power. From their proximity we can get some
advantages that cannot be received by the latter, of whom the form of the Government
is still more barbarous and more unpolished”’ wrote Ambassador Crawfurd in
Bangkok on 12 July 1822!°. From the commercial point of view, Singapore has done it
quickly to attract Siamese trade'’.

Being Siam’s immediate neighbour, the English are attracted to Siam ‘“which is
probably, at this moment, more powerful and richer in resources than at any time in its
history’> wrote Crawfurd in 1822!2. “The large variety of Siamese possessions present
a wide diversity of soils and products. Allow me to say, that no country in the world,
has ever been so favoured by nature. Its products in the mineral, vegetable and animal
fields are not only so varied, but are also so appropriate for the stimulation of com-
mercial enterprises and attract the attention of foreign nations”!3.

The sending of Ambassador Crawfurd was aimed at ‘‘renewing the trade
relations on better footing, and at preventing all negotiations, having reference to terri-
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torial assignments, no matter what they were” 4. Having arrived in Siam in 1821,
Crawfurd would then leave in 1822 full of bitterness. In a letter dated 15 June 1822
about Siam, the surgeon of the Crawfurd mission, George Finlayson, expressed the
idea of this climate at the time: ““It is needless to say why our mission failed, for we can
really say that it was doomed to failure. After the way diplomatic affairs have taken
place so far in this part of the world, it is undoubtedly better for us to leave without
being insulted or worse...”" !,

The psychological climate, the cultural clash, as has already been mentioned,
partly explained this failure. Adding to this, there was a commonplace, but essential,
reason. What the British demanded was equivalent to the abrogation of royal
monopolies. In exchange, Siam would get nothing out of it, not even the arms provi-
sions in which they were much interested: ‘“What we chiefly want from you are
firearms’’ were the only substantial words - among others purely protocol-addressed by
Rama II to the British negotiator during the first audience given to him upon his
arrival'®, The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Phra Klang, would certainly ask him this
question with clenched teeth: ¢‘If a treaty were made ... would Siamese vessels be
permitted to purchase firearms and ammunitions freely at British ports?”17 Canons in
exchange for a commercial treaty. Desiring not to offend the Burmese with whom they
were still on the best of terms, the British would give the Siamese a negative answer.

To overcome this impasse, two tendencies were created. Humiliated by the
failure of his negotiations with Siam, Crawfurd advocated the use of the strong hand
and insistently proposed the blockade of Bangkok in order to induce her to give in. *‘It
is mostly from foreign trade, practised along the Menam river, that the kingdom
receives its principal resources and the government’s officials most of their income. It
would need only one mounted gun, blocking the river, to completely stop all this trade
and only two of these could destroy the Capital without any possible resistace on the
part of the people. The Menam is accessible to this type of vessel, in all seasons; no
obstacle would make the navigation dangerous and either being suspicious of inside
treacheries or by negligence, there doesn’t exist any equipped canon to defend the
Capital’’. (Report of Crawfurd at Bangkok on 12 July 1822)18.

For this end, he would collect operational information. That was the Court of
Bangkok would particularly as a grievance against him.‘‘Crawfurd is an intelligent
man, a very fine observer and his objective was to seek information on the Siamese
Empire, before the English could send in their war vessels, intended to conquer the
Empire. It is for this reason that Crawfurd, Dangerfield, the doctor, and the officers
have explored rivers, surveyed islands, large and small, studied the population,
informed themselves and received advice in order to bring on other things that gave
offensive motives’’ (letter of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Siam addressed to the
Governor General of India, dated 20 February 1823 )19. In spite of his repeated denials
Crawfurd would declare, like an echo of Phra Klang accusations, ‘‘I proudly confess
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Captain Hale visited Bangkok with an American vessel, and engaged to return which
he fulfilled, and which obtained for him the Siamese title of Luang, and some offer it is
said, to the American Government to establish a factory at Bangkok several Americans
incited by the success of Captain Hale’s speculation, afterwards visited Bangkok...”27
reported Burney.

British arms dealers would soon be making a fortune in Siam and one of them
would even receive the title of ‘“‘Luang Awutwiset”’?® (Noble of extraordinary
armaments). Deliveries would be so prodigious that in 3 years, saturation would be
attained?. It was then in 1826, the eve of the war against Laos. Those arms would
furnish the Thai unsurpassed firepower against the Lao in 18273

Still, Siam remained sceptical with regard to British victory over the Burmese,
who was then considered the ‘‘Super Power’’ of the region just after China, ‘‘Chao
Phraya Maha Yotha, ... was sent to take possession of Martaban, but with two sets of
dispatches, to be presented to the English or the Burmese whichever the victorious
party”3l. A double game which had made Burney laugh as it came from those who
professed.to be British allies. Burney was also irritated by Bangkok’s stubbornness
which didn’t believe in British power even on that day of its victory.

The British victory in Burma overwhelmed Bangkok’s governing class who
expressed their confusion in a session of the Council of Ministers as was reported to
Burney, ‘‘On that occasion he (the Siamese King) said to Wangna (called the Second
King by the Portuguése) ‘“The Burmans with ten times our population have not been
able to resist the English. They are now very near to Siam. What could we do with our
small force?’’. The Wangna rep}ied, ‘“‘Siam has numerous people to defend the
country, and besides, there are many Chinese”’. The Phra Klang was of the same
opinion as the Wangna. Kroma-Kun and Kroma-Surin remained silent, considering
what answer they should give. The opinion of the King was delivered in these words, “I
think it right to continue in friendship with the English by doing which I shall remain a
King and maintain possession of my country. If I act otherwise, I shall lose my throne,
be driven into the forest and become food for tigers...

Hence, it was either the throne or the Burney Treaty which had been insistently
proposed to him by Crawfurd’s successor since 18253

Rama III knew the English were trying to bnbe the General who was sent to
assist the English in Burma and they intended to appoint him to lead a ‘‘Mon
State”34 —the nightmare of Bangkok. During Crawfurd’s stay in Bangkok, two Siamese
noblemen came and proposed to him to exert British mfluence on their country and
they proposed then to gather 20,000 men for that purpose . Anou himeself (1767.
1804-1829) met with Crawfurd on 19 May 1827°6. The unificator and the ‘‘champion
of independence’’ of his country37, Anou wanted to set his country free from Siam
which had dominated the Muong Lao since 1778. ‘“At the beginning of the XIXth
century, when Chao Anouvong was enthroned at the head of the vassal country of
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the pro-British Partyso.

Rumours on th¢ next invasion of Siam travelled quite fast throughout
Bangkok. An old prophecy had been foretold that, ‘‘a foreign King will soon rile
Siam’**!. The praetorian guard of Rama III lost its morale and spoke of giving in. The
Bangkok population started to leave the city5 2,

The treaty was signed with Burney on 20 June 1826 (some months after the
Yandabao treaty which ended the first Anglo-Burmese war and was signed on 24
February 1826) in which Siam was represented as Great Britain’s ally. Against all its
hope, Siam didn’t receive any territorial compensation. ‘“Fhe need to avoid a break
with the rising Anglo-Indian Efmpire was especially urgent in view of the developing
,Siamese problems on the Laotian and Cambodian frontiers’>.

And according to James Low’s report of October 1826 addressed to his
superiors in Calcutta and in London, ‘‘Her neighbours (of Siam) on the north, the
Laos of the Che-Ung Mai qnd Lan-Chang, are ever ready to assert independence”54.

At the beginning of 1827, Anou wrote a letter to Rama III to inform the latter
of the deployment of Lao troops on the plateau of Khorat at the request by Rama III to
help him face the expected British invasion by sea>. In fact, Anou used this action as a
political camouflage to destroy the stonghold of Khorat, the outpost of Siam’s
annexationist policy in the Mekong basin, and to repatriate the population of that
region. He had even used that opportunity to organize a commando party led by Chao
Ratsavong to reach Saraburi in order to take back the Lao who had been deported
there since 1778. Rama III used the pretext of this action to mobilize every available
force against Anou. Careful enough, he left a portion of the troops to guarantee the
defense of the Menam mouth against a possible British adventure, which, on the
initiative of Governor Fullerton, from Singapore did make an armed gesticulationSG.

Anou was caught and died in Bangkok after being put into prison and tortured
for 3 days. ¢‘‘The Siamese made a complete holocaust of Vientiane”57, wrote D.G.E.
Hall. Arthur Dommen recently declared ‘‘the Siamese who by now were embarked on a
policy of vigorous presence in the Lao territory reacted to this impudent and imprudent
challenge by sacking Vieng Chang as the Romans had destroyed Carthage after the
Second Punic war’”>%,

Rama III who, since his accession decreed the annexation of the Muongs Lao
by generalized tattooing, was ensured of a scope of manoeuvres on the international
scale by signing a modus vivendi with the English. Fifty years before, Siam under
Taksin, considering the Burmans and the Lao as enemies”> then signed in 1776 a modus
vivendi with Asevunki, the Burmese general. In 1777, Siamese armies invaded
Cambodia to recruit troops, then Champassak and Vientiane in 1778. Fifty years later,
Siam under Rama III, *‘distrustful of the Lao as of us’’ (the English)GO, signed in 1826,
the Burney Treaty; it became the modus vivendi to invade and finally annex Laos a
year later.
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vicinity to the Prah-Klang’s house, and the fear of exciting the jealousy of the Government prevented
many persons from calling upon us who were otherwise well disposed to do so. The manner of this
individual, who was a native of Lao, were singular. When he entered the room, I begged him to be seated
but before complying, he made three obeisances towards the palace, then three towards the residence of
the Phra-Klang, and three more to the company before him. His conversation was frank and intelligent,
and he appeared well-informed respecting his own country, which forms so interesting and considerable,
but to Europeans so little known, a portion of the present Siamese Empire’’ (J. Crawfurd Journal of an
Embassy....p.240). The detailed data published by J. Crawfurd on Laos permitted us to identify this
visitor as Anou, ‘Chief of a country which form so interesting and considerable....a portion of Siam”’,
standard formula unanimously used to refer to the kingdom of Vientiane and his king. For an identical
view, Cf, Prince Damrong Rajanubhap; idem, Volume 2, p.165-166. See also, Thao Youne Conephom;
‘Phongsavadan Lao samay tokpenh khoi muang kheun khong pathed Sayam kai pathed falangset’’
(History of Laos during the Siamese and French colonization), Vientiane, 1971, p.20 Pansa Sinsawat
““The Bangkok-Vientiane relationship during the reign of King Rama IIl. A.D. 1924-1827"’. M. A.
Thesis, Silpakorn University, Bangkok 1978, p.80.

Expressions of Professor Le Ruyer in his speech on the occasion of the ceremony of distribution of awards
at the Lycee of Vientiane, on 28 June 1971. He said, ‘‘History can act - as often in Europe, in the XXe.
century - as a social role; a national and dynastic reminder - I think mainly of Fa Ngum, the conqueror;
to Samsenethai, the organiser; to Setthathirat, the builder; to Anou, the champion of independence - as
well as the collective myths which together made up the Unity of the Lao Nation”’.

Chalong Sontravanij ‘“History of the Thai-Lao relations before the XXe century’’, in Coalition for Peace
and Development, Seminar on the Thai-Lao friendship relations, Bangkok 21 June, 1986, p.8. This view
fits remarkably with the general impression which prevailed in the XIXe century. Thus, Francis Garnier
wrote *“‘In 1826, the Princes of Vienchang tried again to proclaim independence of Laos; but the
repression was rapid and terrible ...”’ (p.54); ‘‘Xieng Mai was warmly solicited by King Anou to join him
to reconquer the independence of the Lao race...”” (p.388). Francis Garnier ‘‘Voyage d’ exploration en
Indo-Chine”’, Revue Tour du Monde, Paris 1870-1871. The official historiography of the Court of
Bangkok will report that Anou said the same thing to his collaborators, “‘The situation becomes more
than intolerable, we must not accept at all to continue to be a dependency of Siam”’ (Chaophraya
Thiphakarawong The Royal Chronicle of the Third Reign of the Bangkok Dynasty. Bangkok, Khuru
Sapha, 1961, p.39). Furthermore, a Thai historian, linked with the Dynastyof the Vientiane kingdom,
Phraya Pramouanevisaphoum wrote ‘‘Phrachao Anouroutharaj, Phrachao Lan Xang Hom Khao Vien-
tiane, (whom the Thai called briefly ‘‘Chao Anou’’) considering that Myong Lane Xang has always been
in the past an independent country....but was then defeated by the armies of Krung Thonburi and
abducted as vassal of Krung Thep and at the same time lost the emerald Buddha, palladium of the
country, decided to launch a national liberation war...."” Cf, Phraya Pramouanevisaphoum Phongsavadan
Muong Lane Xang, Bangkok, 25 February 2484 (1939) 2nd Ed. p.43. Finally, Chao Ratsavong, heir of
the Vientiane kingdom said the same thing as was reported as follows by Chao Ratsavongtheukommeun
Charathsphonpatithane ‘‘Perched on his elephant, Ratsavong shouted in Lao to the peasants who were
there, ““In Myong Thai we have no rice to eat nor fish-bone to nibble. Go back (after these harsh labour
that Siam constrained us to do) to Myong Lane Xang, we will have perfumed rice and delicious fishes to
eat’’. After arriving at Vientiane, he pressed Chao Anou thus “I don’t want to be slave of the Thai
anymore. A radical measure must be taken to put an end to this situation. What do you think about it,
father?’’ (S. Playnoy Saranoukom Pawatsat Thai, Bangkok, Houamsasom, 1984, p.246-247). More
generally on this topic, Cf, Maha Silva Viravong ‘‘Phrarajpavat khong Somdet Phrachao Anouvong,
kasat Ong Soutthay heng Phraratsavong Vientiane’’ (Royal Biography of His Majesty Somdet Phrachao
Anouvong, the last king of the Vientiane Dynasty), Ministry of Culture, Vientiane, 1969, 74 pp.
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Thai National Library (Manuscripts Division) Document Rama I1I (6) 1188 20, Vientiane Prince to Rama
111, 15 January 1827, letter reached Bangkok, 23 February 1827. This letter has been published in Thai
National Library (Ed.): ““A collection of accounts and documents concerning Nakhon Ratchasima’’,
Bangkok, Prachak. Vitthagna, 1968, p.27-29; Thawatt Poonothok: ‘‘Report of an analysis of tale
““Pheun Vieng’’: a study of history and culture of Isarn’’, Bangkok, Thammasart University, 1980,
p.155-156.

“In 1824, the year of Siam’s expansion in Selangor and Perak, a new and aggressive Governor, Robert
Fullerton, arrived in Malaya... In May 1825, ... he sent a fleet to simulate a blockade of the mouth of the
Trang River. The ruse was successful....”” (Virginia Thompson, diem, p.150-151). In 1827, it seems that
Robert Fullerton renewed his exploit, but his superiors rapidly stopped him, The Burney Papers, Vol.Il,
Part 6, p.262-286. The reports sent by the Siamese spy from Penang confirmed the movements of British
armies, Cf. Thai National Library, (Manuscripts Division), “‘Document Rama III (15) 1188/20 (On
events in Penang, March 1827). (16) 1188/20 (On events at Moulmein, 1 April 1827)’.

D.G.E. Hall History of Southeast Asia, idem, p.451.

. Arthur Dommen Laos. Keystone of Indochina, idem, p.22.
59.

On the dual friend/enemy of Taksin, see Chroniyues Royales Khmer (Ed. Trad. Martine Piat.) Bulletin
de la Societe d’Etudes Indochinoises, 1974, p.68, Mongkut recognized this fact when he told the mis-
sionary, J. Tomlin, on the 30th October 1831, “‘His-own nation, the Siamese, he said, had also been very
cruel in their wars against the Burmans and Laos’ (p.57) (J. Tomlin, Missionary Journal kept at
Singapore and Siam from May 1830 to January 1832, The Mission Press, Malacca, 1832), see also The
Burney Papers, Vol.ll, Part 4, p.51, 53.

The Burney Papers, Vol.l, Part I, p.84.

Chaophraya Thiphakarwong ‘‘The royal chronicle of the Third Reign of the Bangkok Dynasty”’, idem,
Vol.2, p.188.

Annotations and commentary of Chadin-Thadeus Flood, in Chaophraya Thiphakarawong: ‘‘The
Dynastic Chronicles, Bangkok Era. The Fourth Reign’’ (Tra. Chadin Flood). The Centre for East Asian
Cultural Studies, Tokyo, 1965, Vol.IV, p.230.

Maha Sila Viravong: ‘“Wannakhadi.”” Review Wannakhadisane. Royal Lao Literary Committee. Vien-
taine. No.6. April 1954. pp.51-54. Maha Sila Viravong:‘‘ Wannakhadi Lao pheua kane seuksa.”” Royal
Lao Literary Committe. Vientiane. 1960. p.272. Souldng Dejvongsa: ‘‘Phasa, wannakhadi lae
wathanatham ta venh ork.” Vientiane. 1974. pp. 120-150. Dr. Khampheng Ketavong: ‘‘Wannakhadi
Lao. “Institut de Droit et d’ Administration du Royaume du Laos. 1968. pp.287-288.

Royal Lao Academy (Ed.): “‘San Leub Bo Soun.’’ (Everlasting message). Kingdom of Laos. 1967. p.17.
Idem. pp. 34.

Somsy S. Desa: ‘‘Pheui Sane Leub Lo Soun.’’ (Deciphering the everlasting message.) Imprimerie of the
Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Vientaine. 3rd. Ed. 1984, p.33.

The antic name of Laos which had at this time a different territorial component than today. This is the
past. Since 1975, thg Lao country has become the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Lan-Xang
exists no more.



