
The Regent, New Siam and Chulalongkorn (1868-1883)

In the following year, large-scale rioting broke out in the south-
ern provinces of Ranong and Phuket. The central government 
sent chaomu'n Samoechairat (Chun Bunnak) to rally forces 
from various southern provinces and put down the disturbances 
at Phuket. The governor of Ranong, assisted by troops from a 
neighboring province, managed to restore order in his own 
region.6° By the end of 1877 the government had demonstrated 
its ability to maintain its hold over outer provinces and vassal 
states, being able to do so by following the time-honored meth-
ods. Chulalongkorn played only a minor role in these affairs; 
the responsibility for the day-to-day decision-making had 
reverted to the Bunnak-dominated senabodi. The case of the 
ill-fated phra Pricha clearly illustrates in whose hands most 
power lay.

Phra Pricha, Chulalongkorn and Sisuriyawong

The case against phra Pricha was in itself not very important 
and it would have run its course unnoted by historians, had it 
not been for the passionate intervention of the British consul. 
Phra Pricha was a middle-ranking government official, a 
member of the Amatayakun family, one of the leading influen-
tial families of that time. An Amatayakun (Mot) had been 
appointed to the State Council, one (Khlip) was governor of 
Prachinburi, another (Phlap) was one of Siam's chief judges,m 
yet another held a senior position in the krom Phrakhlang.62

Phra Pricha was not as high-ranking as all these relatives, yet 
he wielded more influence than his rank would suggest, 
because he knew the king personally. Early in 1879 phra 
Pricha was in great trouble, for he had been formally accused 
of embezzling funds. The accusation came from members of 
the Bunnak family, at that time undoubtedly by far the most 
powerful in the country. In a bid to save himself, phra Pricha 
married Fanny Knox, the eldest daughter of the British 
consul-general. The newly forged links with the leader of the 
consular corps did not prevent his arrest, which took place in 
March 1879 not long after the marriage,63 by which time phra 
Pricha had given Fanny all his property.

In April, knowing that his daughter was expecting a child, 
Consul Knox made a bold attempt to help phra Pricha. He went 
to Chulalongkorn and asked him to intervene. Meanwhile, 
however, the investigations into phra Pricha's past had uncov-
ered serious malfeasances relating to the management of the 
Kabin gold-mine in Prachinburi province. In addition he was 
now charged with having murdered some of the prisoners 
working there. The case had developed into a full-scale 
scandal and apart from the main culprit, phra Pricha, other 
members of the Amatayakun family were arrested and held in
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custody. Knox reminded the king of the friendship that had 
existed between him and phra Pricha and requested that the 
king appoint unbiased judges to examine the charges. 
Chulalongkorn assured the consul that he did not wish phra 
Pricha to be punished unless he was found guilty. Realizing that 
the king was not willing to risk the displeasure of most of the 
cabinet by appointing new judges, Knox did his utmost to 
provoke the king to action. He depicted the charges as weapons 
in the hands of the Bunnak family to destroy a rival power, and 
described Sisuriyawong and his eldest son as the king's 
enemies. Siam itself was enslaved to Sisuriyawong. Knox is 
reported to have continued as follows:

I should like to see it [Siam] free for once. If Your Majesty 
will dismiss the Somdetch Chao Phraya [Sisuriyawong] 
and the Minister for Foreign Affairs, 1 will help you in 
every way. And Siam will be free. ... I know for certain that 
that party wish to wrest the Sovereignty from Your Majesty 
and destroy you. If you do not act now, you will in future 
have no-one to help and no authority 64

In addition, Knox told the king that he had summoned a 
warship that could be of assistance. Chulalongkom did not take 
the bait and insisted that phra Pricha would stand trial, reassur-
ing Knox that he saw no imminent danger to his throne. Knox, 
a man with a formidable record in Siam," clearly had no busi-
ness interfering officially on behalf of phra Pricha, and his 
spirited attempt not only was firmly rejected by Chulalongkorn 
but also was repudiated in London and caused him to be 
recalled and retired. Phra Pricha was duly tried and found 
guilty. Not long before his execution Fanny left the country, 
taking her newly born baby, two of phra Pricha's children by 
another marriage, and a large amount of money and valuables '
4

The confrontation between the British consul and the king 
reflects also on the relations between the king and the Bunnak 
family. Knox tried to turn the enmity between Sisuriyawong 
and Chulalongkorn to his own advantage. It was now four years 
since the 'Palace Incident' , and the king had not established 
cordial relations with the senabodi. The affairs of the Grand 
Palace were left to Chulalongkom, while the government of the 
country remained largely in the hands of the senior ministers. 
Legally, Chulalongkom had immense powers and he was 
gradually regaining some confidence in himself. However, he 
clearly felt in no position to act of his own accord and 
provoke a direct conflict over phra Pricha's case.

The Tug -of-war for Manpower

Although King Chulalongkorn may outwardly have demon-
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