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The English Governess [April, 1870.]
356

THE ENGLISH GOVERNESS AT THE SIAMESE COURT

IN 1825 a royal prince of Siam (his birthright wrested from him, and his life imperiled)
took refuge in a Buddhist monastery and assumed the yellow garb of a priest. His
father, commonly known as Phén den-Klang, first or supreme king of Siam, had just
died, leaving this prince, Chowfa Mongkut, at the age of twenty, lawful heir to the
crown ; for he was the eldest son of the acknowledged queen, and therefore by
courtesy and honored custom, if not by absolute right, the legitimate successor to the
throne of the Phra-batts.* But he had an elder half-brother, who, through the intrigues
of his mother, had already obtained control of the royal treasury, and now, with the
connivance, if not by authority, of the Senabawdee, the Grand Council of the kingdom,
proclaimed himself king, under the title of Phra-chow-Phra-sat-thong. He had the
grace, however, to promise his plundered brother - such royal promises being a cheap
form of propitiation in Siam - to hold the reins of government only until Chowfa
Mangkut should be of years and strength and skill to manage them. But, once firmly
seated on the throne, the usurper saw in his patient but proud and astute kinsman only
a hindrance and a peril in the path of his own cruder and fiercer aspirations. Hence the
fore warning and the flight, the cloister and the yellow robes. And so the usurper
continued to reign, unchallenged by any claim from the king that should be, until
March, 185l, when, a mortal iliness having overtaken him, he convoked the Grand
Council of princes and nobles around his couch, and proposed his favorite son as his
successor, Then the safe asses of the court kicked the dying lion with seven words of
sententious scom, -" The crown bas already its rightful ewner "; whereupon Phra chow
- Phra - sat- thong literally cursed and himself to death; for it was almost in the
convulsion of his chagrin and rage that he came to his end, on the 3d of, April.

In Siam -to hold the reins of government only until Chowfa Mongkut should be of
years and strength and skill to manage them. But, once firmly seated on the throne, the
usurper saw in his patient but proud and astute kinsman only a hindrance and a peril in
the path of his own cruder and fiercer aspirations. Hence the fore warning and the
flight, the cluster and the yellow robes, And so the usurper continued to rein,
unchallenged by any claim from the king they should be, until March, 1851

* The Golden-footed




In Siam there is no such personage as an heir apparent to the throne, in the definite
meaning and positive value which attaches to that phrase in Europe, - no prince with
an absolute and exclusive title, by birth, adoption, or nomination, to succeed to the
crown, And while it is true that the eldest living son of a Siamese sovereign by his
queen or gueen consort is recognized by all custom, ancient and modern, as the
probable successor to the high seat, of his royal sire, he cannot be said to have a clear
and indefeasible right to it, because the question of his accession has yet to be decided
by the electing voice of the Senabawdee, the Grand Council of the realm, in whose
judgment he may be ineligible, by reason of certain physical, mental, disabilities, -as
extreme youth, effeminacy, imbecility, intemperance, profligacy: Nevertheless, the
election is popularly expected to result in the choice of the eldest son of the gueen,
though an interregnum or a regency is a contingency by no means unusual.

It was in view of this jurisdiction of the Senabawdec, exercised in deference to a just
and honored custom, that the voice of the oracle fell upon the ear of the dying
monarch with a disappointing and offensive significance; for he well knew who was
meant by the "rightful owner” of the crown. Hardly had the breathed his last when, in
spite of the busy intrigues of his eldest son (whom we find described in the Bangkok
Recorder of luly 26, 1866, as "most honorable and promising”) in spite of the bitter
vexation his lordship Chow - Phya 5ri Surry Waongse, so soon to be premier, the prince
Chowfa Mangkut doffed his sacerdotal robes, emerged from his cloisater, and was
crowned, with the title of Somedtch-Phra Paromendr Maha Mongkut. *

For twenty-five years had the true heir to the throne of the Phra-batts, patiently
biding his time, lain perdu the in his monastery, diligently devoting himself to the study
of Sanskrit, Bali, theology, history, geology, chemistry, and especially astronomy. He
was a familiar visitor at the houses of the American missionaries, two of whom the (Dr.
House and Mr. Mattoon) were, throughout his reign and life, gratefully revered by him
for that pleasant and profitable converse which helped to unlock to him the secrets of
European vigor and odvancement, and to make stroight and easy the paths of
knowledge he had started upon. Not even the essential arrogance of his Siamese
nature could prevent him from accepting cordially the happy influences these good and
true men inspired; and doubt less he would have gone more than half-way to meet
them, but for the dazzle of the golden throne in the distance, which arrested him
midway between Christianity and Buddhism, between truth and delusion, between
light and darkness, between life and death.

* Duke, and royal bearer of the great crown

1824 “The English Governess at the Siamese Court” Sifluyiadousnlu The Atlantic
Manthly A.F, 1870




In the Oriental tongues this progressive king was eminently proficient; and toward
priests, preachers, and teachers, of all creeds, sects, and sciences, an enlightened
exemplar of tolerance. It was likewise his peculiar vanity to pass for an accomplished
English schelar, and to this end he maintained in his palace at Bangkok a private
printing establishment, with fonts of English type, which, as may be perceived
presently, he was at no loss to keep in "copy." Perhaps it was the printing-office which
suggested, quite naturally, an English governess for the elite of his wives and
concubines, and their offspring, -in number amply adequate to the constitution of a
royal school, and in material most attractively fresh and romantic. Happy thought 1
Wherefore, behold me, just after sunset on a pleasant day in April, 1862, on the
threshold of the outer court of the Grand Palace, accompanied by my own brave little
bay, and escorted by a compatriot.

A flood of light sweeping through the spacious Hall of Audience displayed a throng of
noblemen in waiting. None turned a glance, or seemingly a thought, on us, and, my
child being tired and hungry, | urged Captain B fo present us without delay. At once we
mounted the marble steps, and entered the brilliant hall unannounced. Ranged on the
carpet were many prostrate, mute, and motionless forms, over whose heads to step
was a temptation as drolly natural as it was dangerous. His Majesty spied us guickly,
and advanced abruptly, petulantly screaming, "Who? who? wheo?™

Captain B (who, by the by, is a titled nobleman of Siam) introduce me as the English
governess, engaged for the royal family. The king shook hands with us, and
immediately proceeded to march up and down in quick step, putting one foot before
the with mathematical precision, as if under drill. "Farewarned, forearmed," my friend
whispered that | should prepare myself for a sharp cross-questioning as to my age, my
husband, children, and other strictly personal concerns. Suddenly his Majesty, having
cogitated sufficiently in his peculiar manner, with one long final stride halted in front of
us, and, pointing straight at me with his forefinger, asked, "How old shall you be?

Scarcely able to repress a smile at a proceeding so absurd, and with my sex's distaste
for so serious a question, | demurely replied, "One hundred and fifty years old.”

Had | made myself much younger, he might have ridiculed or assailed me; but now he
stood surprised and embarrassed for a few moments, then resumed his quick march,
and at last, beginning to perceive the jest, coughed, laughed, coughed again, and then
in a high, sharp key asked, "In what year were you borned?"
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No, 108 Grand Royal Palace
Bangkok
18th. May 1864
To
Lady Leonovens
My dear Madam

| beg to inform you | shall have liberty to do enquiry in regard to 2 slave girls,
complained by you to me, of respective names Maa Cheng and Maa Dang: the said slave
girls are now in possession of the Lady Khoon Peeaeh, being of previous slave-parents, barn
on the estate of her, the said Lady Khoon Peeaeh's father, paternal. For me, even King of
Siamese people, to grant said girls freedom from obligation to serve their lawful mastress,
will be greatest violation of Siamese law and custom, or to afford facility unto you of buying
of said girls and then setting free, without obtaining first full consent of Lady Khoon Peeaeh
their mastress, would be equal great violation. But you may go and visit said lady herself,
and doubtless you will obtain by wise and persuading dis course, requried permit of
purchasing of said slave-girl on cost of ticals not too large perhaps 100 T's for both, to
appease the strong desire an your part to set free the said slave girls

| beg to remain Madam!
Yours faithful friend and well wisher
5. P. P. Maha Mongkut R. 5.
Very private postscript

You shall have remembered once, since three maonths past, or more perhaps you have
said to our hearing “that slavery shall be a great blot on the Siamese nation? and | have
denied Your. word, and stated to you that said slavery as existing in our Country is not of
such the bad nature as the many kinds of labour-slavery on unfruitful soil and in below the
earth surface deep mines, and in factories operated by men, women and even sometimes
children, as now prevailing in many highly civilized countries in Europe: and you have
declared in our hear, very, positive, that no nation which holds or permits selling human
beings, in markets for money can ever be great”. Now | am desiring of you to well consider
and return by letter, or by word of mouth to us, on these doubtless points well known to you
i.e. Whether it is more proper, or more humaine to purchase and possess slaves in men and
women, and even whole of families, firstly, of prisoner-slaves captured in war with

neighbouring states, secondly, rebel-slaves as forfeiting liberty on account of
treachery and disloyalty to reigning monarch, thirdy, whole of families of our
common people, born of serfs, on estates of princes and nobles, and fourthly, slaves
of debts, i.e. money loaned to parents and grand parents, being still not repaid The
owners or such all slaves of which are very numerous in our country are careful of
the bodily condition of their property, only with some very few except ing, and




on another amiable family: although | have not been doing anything contrary to, or
unfavourable to the good of my people: and they doubtless would regard such the
action on my part as arbitrary and violation of most common law and ancient
custom of Siamese people. So you shall now understand that shall be good course
for me to so circumspectly i.e. looking all around and not be induced to hurried
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