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October 14,1973

Student Uprising

Written by Charnvit Kasetsiri

Thammasat University

English translated by Benedict R. O'G. Anderson
Cornell University



On October 14-15, 1973

young heroes left their homes
and walked into history and legend,
long to be remembered

in this land of ours.
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T h ¢ CVCe nt we know by the abbreviated name
‘October 14’ is one of the most politically significant in Thai
history. In the month of October of Year 2516 in the Buddhist
Era [1973], youngsters, boys and girls, high school kids and
college students joined hands with hundreds of thousands of
ordinary citizens to demand that the government of the
Thanom-Praphas-Narong clique free 13 students-ajarn-and-
politician who had been arrested because they demanded a
constitution. These protesters had been charged with breaking
the law by inciting more than 5 persons to gather in a public
place for political purposes, and by subverting the stability of
the state — acts of rebellion and engagement in communist

activity.

Between October 9 and 12, high school and college
students, together with the general public, assembled in peace-
ful protest each day within Thammasat University (formerly the
University of Moral and Political Sciences). On Saturday the
13th, the people marched in a show of strength, and on such a
vast scale that for a while it seemed as if the human wave would
overflow Ratchadamnoen Avenue. On the following days, Oc-
tober 14 and 15, violence started. Youthful demonstrators were
suppressed with deadly weapons, leading to a massive uprising
in Krung Thep Maha Nakhon (Bangkok) and upcountry which
finally toppled the dictatorship. The leaders of the ruling clique,
Thanom-Praphas-Narong, were forced to flee the country.
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Ever since, the story of ‘October 14’ has been told over
and over, year after year, and the event itself given many names,
such as The Day of Great Tragedy, The Day of Great Joy,
The October Revolution, and The Student Revolution. The
grandeur of the event and its consequences for Thai politics
have led it to be compared with earlier turning-points such as
the Revolution of June 24, BE 2475 [1932], or later ones,
such as Brutal May BE 2535 [1992].

Naowarat Phongphaibun, Poet Laureate of the
Rattanakosin Era, wrote of October 14:

And then the movement appeared,
It was beautiful and not at all evil,
It might be blurry and obscure,
But it had begun to take shape.

Once the drum had been boldly beaten,
It was known that another chance had arrived,
Once the gun had been fired in the realm,

It was known that the people would fight for victory.

(’Lﬁwﬂowmﬁaulm’: szaan 5 natAl 2517)

There can be no doubt that October 14, far from being
an affair of a few days involving only so many people, was
actually the result of the accumulation of political tensions and
pressures built up during a long period of dictatorship, within
a vicious cycle of repeated coups d'etat which created constitu-
tions and then tore them up, and annulled and then for
decades trampled on the liberties that the Thai people had just
begun to win for themselves. Political power, far from being
“of the people, by the people, and for the people,” fell into
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the hands of a tiny dictatorial clique which manipulated the
machinery of the state and the military, police, and civilian bu-

reaucracies.

During this period, when the country was deprived of
all democratic freedoms and political institutions, the student
movement built itself up gradually and inconspicuously. High
school kids and college students began to become conscious
of the role and latent might of ‘youth.” There was a growing
awareness of being of the ‘New Generation.” They also started
to ask themselves what it meant to be an ‘intellectual.” Of this
questioning Witthayakon Chiangkun, a student at that time,
remarked:

I was young; I was naive; I was amazed,
I thus came to search for the meaning,
I hoped to gather so many things,

In the end they gave me only a piece of paper.

CINANIDBUUNANILI NGE Juanniun 2511)

In this way the college and high school students of the
late 1960s and early 1970s became self-consciously the “Youth,’
‘The Young Men and Women of the New Generation,” who
emerged in tandem with fundamental changes in the Thai eco-
nomic and social system. For they grew up in the ambiance of
‘national economic development,” which nonetheless created
chasms between rich and poor, between the cities and the
countryside, and between industry and the agricultural sector.

The ‘Young Men and Women of the New Generation’
began to question the absence of political development in a

system where power was passed down within the ruling clique
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from Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat to Field Marshal Thanom
Kittikajon and seemed likely to be passed on to Field Marshal
Praphas Jarusathian as the decades dragged on. At the same
time these young people also questioned the international
system of the Cold War, which divided the world into two
hostile camps led respectively by the United States and the
Soviet Union, as well as the violent opposition to, and suppres-
sion of communism. In the particular case of the Indochina
War, Thailand found itself drawn into the midst of the conflict,
becoming effectively an American military base to be used for
the aerial bombardment of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos.

Between 1969 and 1972, the ‘Young Men and Women
of the New Generation’ stepped forward to play unprecedented
socio-political roles. During the general elections of 1969, they
acted as election observers; they went into the villages to serve
as development volunteers; they became social critics; they
acted as a political pressure group pushing for a change in
Thailand's foreign policy to one of independent neutralism;
they opposed foreign domination of the economy; they
attacked excessive luxury and frivolity; they expressed their
anxiety about the serious condition of the country's balance of
payments; and they went so far as to make their own policy
proposals for the preservation of the nation's environment and
natural resources, and for an art and literature for the sake of
life. They united to oppose ‘the white peril, the yellow peril,
and the green peril’, and organized themselves into various
independent groups within various educational institutions in
Krung Thep Maha Nakhon and upcountry, whether at the level
of the universities, of the teachers' training colleges, or of the
high schools. Out of this process emerged, for example, the
National Student Center of Thailand (NSCT) in 1970, and the
National High school Student Center of Thailand.
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Between the course of the years 1971 and 1973, changes
began to appear in the international system which marked the
beginning of the end of the Cold War. A bipolar system marked
by intense conflict between two camps turned into a triangular
system led by the US, the Soviet Union, and China. Inside
Thailand itself, the years just previous had revealed tendencies
in a democratic direction. In 1968, a constitution was pro-
claimed, and in 1969, for the first time in more than a decade,
general elections were held. But this trend then came to an
abrupt halt in 1971 when the crooked government of Field
Marshal Thanom Kittikajon again seized full power by making

“a coup against itself.”

By this point the behavior of the ruling Thanom-Praphas
-Narong clique had become intolerable to Thai society. Sup-
pression of freedom, bureaucratic incompetence, economic
turmoil, inflation, soaring rice prices, favoritism and abuse of
privilege — in an atmosphere that lacked any element of de-
mocracy — made it seem as though only the students had the
strength to serve as a spearhead, a movement, an opposition,
in sum a force capable of bringing changes to the country.

In 1972, the NSCT became the coordinating center for
various expressions of dissatisfaction with existing economic,
political, social and cultural conditions, and with the ruling
clique's monopoly of power. At the end of 1972, it led dem-
onstrations to boycott Japanese commodities. It denounced the
abuse of power by state officials' hunting game in the Thung
Yai nature preserve. And it attacked the expulsion of 9 students
from Ramkhamhaeng University in mid-1973.

The outcome of all this was that the ‘Young Men and
Women of the New Generation’ came to the conclusion that

no solution to the country's economic, social and cultural
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problems was possible in the absence of civil liberties and a
democratic system of government. Out of the public gathering
at the Democracy Monument on June 22, 1973, to discuss the
expulsion of the 9 Ramkhamhaeng students, emerged the

demand for a constitution.

A poem by a student using the name Rawi Domphrajan
well reflects the mood of that time:
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Friday October 5 , 1973,

Thiraynt Bunmi, former secretary-general of the NSCT
and a graduate of Chulalongkorn University's engineering
faculty, in his function as coordinator of the groups demand-
ing a constitution, together with about 10 other members, calls
a press conference on the grassy center of Sanam Luang facing
the Monument to the Volunteer Soldiers, and proclaims the

following goals:
(1) prompt promulgation of a constitution;

(2) establishment of courses to teach the people about
the constitution and to train them in making use of it;
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(3) encouragement of the people's awareness and cher-

ishing of civil liberties.

Thirayut Bunmi produces a list of the first hundred peo-
ple publicly to sign the declaration demanding a constitution.
It includes such notables as Police General Sanga Kittikajon,
Liang Chaiyakan, Phichai Rattakun, Khaisaeng Suksat,
Praphansak Kamonpet, Ajarn Khian Thirawit, Bunsanong
Bumnyothayan, Pramot Nakhonthap, Chai-anan Samuthawanit,
Thawi Moennikon, etc. He also exhibits a similar letter from
Thai students in New York.

Just as these announcements are being made, Colonel
Narong Kittikajon, Deputy Secretary-General of the BIFGO
(Board of Inspection and Followup of Government Opera-
tions), son of Field Marshal Thanom Kittikajon and son-in-law
of Field Marshal Praphas Jarusathian, gives a press interview in
which he declares that a number of university professors are
encouraging the students to demonstrate; and if from now on
such demonstrations are not regarded as iilegal, then he him-
self will lead the military in a demonstration of their own, since

the soldiers too do not want to go to war.

Saturday, October 6 , 1973,

About 20 members of the groups demanding a consti-
tution distribute leaflets and tracts which, with full respect, in-
clude on their covers the following words of the late Rama VII:

“I am wholeheartedly prepared to yield to the citizenry
as a whole the powevs which I have inherited. But I am not
prepaved to yield them to any pavticular persons or particular
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groups to use in an autocvatic manner without heeding the
true voice of the citizenry.”

The protesters brandish more than 10 poster-placards
bearing such slogans as: “Tears Fall in Our Hearts When We
Have No Constitution;” “Give Power Back to the Thai
People;” “Free the People;” and “The People Want a Consti-
tution.” They march out from the Sunday Market part of
Sanam Luang to Banglamphu, beading towards Siam Square.
At about 2 p.m., when they reach Pratunam, eleven of them
are arrested by the Metropolitan Police and the Santiban
(Police Intelligence). The arrestees include ajarns, students,
journalists and politicians. All are charged with “congregating
with intent to hold a political assembly,” in contravention of
Revolutionary Decree No. 4 banning meetings of more than 5
persons. They are then taken away to ‘the headquarters of the
Santiban's Second Division and held there till around midnight.
They are then transferred to the Metropolitan Police Academy
building in Bangkhaen. The police deny them visitors and
refuse to permit bail.

Sunday, October 7 , 1973,

Throughout the afternoon and evening of October 6, up
to the dawn hours of October 7, the police conduct searches
of the offices and homes of those accused and others thought
to be involved with them. With the additional detention of a
Ramkhamhaeng student, the number of prisoners rises to 12.
Throughout this time student representatives from various in-
stitutions make hurried attempts to visit their friends and bail
them out.
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At 1 p.m. the NSCT issues a statement, part of which
runs as follows: “Although the protesters demanding constitu-
tion acted openly and peacefully, with the sole purpose of
informing the people about civil liberties and democracy, the
government has ordered their arrest, thereby creating a situa-
tion intended to give force to the serious charges made against
this group of citizens. This reveals the real intentions of the
government, which does not want the people to understand
their civil rights and the legitimate freedoms guaranteed by
democracy, so that it can continue to hold power forever. No
governments in the world suppress their citizens demanding
civil rights and liberties except fascist and communist dictator-

ships.”

At the same time the SUTU, the Student Union of
Thammasat University, moves to call an emergency meeting,
which decides to investigate the situation and to put up

posters explaining the true facts.

Monday, October x , 1973,

This morning, the first day of final examinations at
Thammasat University, posters attacking the government ap-
pear everywhere. At the Prasanmit Teacher's Training College,
students gather to give speeches attacking the government,
demanding the release of all the detainees, and urging the
cabinet to give a full and clear explanation of its intentions with
regard to a constitution. At the same time, students at NIDA,
the National Institute for Development Administration, send a
joint letter to the Prime Minister demanding justice for the

detainees.
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The same day, Police Major-General Chai Suwannason,
Commander of the Santiban, issues a warrant for the arrest of
Khaisaeng Suksai, former politician, on the charge of being the
mastermind of the constitution-protesters. Field Marshal
Praphas Jarusathian, Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of
Defense, and Acting Director-General of the Police Depart-
ment, gives a bombshell interview in which he claims that
the constitution-protesters are conspiring to overthrow the
government, and alleges that police searches have turned up
huge numbers of communist documents in Thai, Chinese, and
English.

Moreover, the minutes of the 28th meeting of the Min-
istry of Interior, held on October 8, under the chairmanship
of Field Marshal Praphas Jarusathian, show that the session
discussed the demands for a constitution, and agreed that the
government should suppress the “instigators, believing there
will be a loss of about 2% of the student population, which
numbers in the hundreds of thousands.” It was decided that
these students “should be sacrificed for the survival of the
country.”

In the afternoon, students at Thammasat University give
open speeches in front of the Grand Auditorium, and go by
car or bus to the Metropolitan Police Academy at Bangkhaen
to visit their friends. Subsequently 60 representatives of the
Thammasat University faculty go to visit Ajarn Thawi
Moennikon, one of the 12 accused, but are prevented from
meeting him. Thereupon they all sign their names [in the
visitors' book] with the addition of the words “We Shall

Overcome.”

After dark, the SUTU holds a secret meeting, and passes
a resolution in favor of postponing examinations indefinitely.
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Student activists fan out to chain the doors of examinations
rooms, plug their locks with plaster, and cut off electricity to
prevent the lifts working.

Tuesday, October 9 , 1973,

As dawn breaks, a black flag flies at half-mast over the
Dome of Thammasat University. At the university gates plac-
ards saying “Examinations Cancelled” are on display. At Tha
Phrachan entrance there are huge banners hung up for display,
with the words “Give The People Back To Us” and “If We
Demand a Constitution, Are We Really Rebels ?” painted on
them. When the students find they cannot enter the examina-
tion rooms, many gather in the Bo Tree Courtyard to listen to
speakers, led by Seksan Prasertkul and Saowani Limmanon,
who heatedly attack the government. Siriraj medical students
cross the Chao Phraya River to join them. Meanwhile, at the
second day of rallies at Prasanmit Teacher's Training College,
a statement is issued demanding the release of the detainees by
October 15, and the promulgation of a constitution by Decem-
ber 10. At Ramkhamhaeng University, students begin to gather
and make speeches demanding that the government release the

detainees and postpone examinations.

In the afternoon, the (monsoon) rain starts to sprinkle.
The Thammasat University Student Council holds an emer-
gency session and resolves: to send a letter to the Prime
Minister demanding the release of all 13 detainees; to urge the
Rector to postpone examinations; to pursue the struggle non-
violently; to protest day and night, and if this achieves no

results, to turn to violent means. The same afternoon, 205
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lecturers at Thammasat University sign a joint letter to the
Prime Minister urging him to “consider releasing the detain-
ees in order to prevent the critical situation from spreading and

becoming more violent.”

The government responds with Prime Minister Field
Marshal Thanom Kittikajon proclaiming that Article 17 of the
“Rule by Decree” will be applied to the accused. This article
gives the Prime Minister absolute powers unconstrained by any
legitimate legal procedures. At the same time, the State Uni-
versities' Bureau issues directives insisting that the students

strictly follow the examination timetable.

On this night, the rain falls in thick drops, but the gath-
erings do not disperse. Some people open umbrellas, while
others cover their heads with newspapers, as they listen to
speeches attacking the government, interspersed with satirical
political skits. About midnight the rain becomes torrential and
the air cold, so that the gatherings move from the Bo Tree
Courtyard to the Grand Auditorium.

Wednesday, October l() 1973.

By late morning the rain has stopped, so the students
gradually move back to the Bo Tree Courtyard and read out
various statements: for example, the Faculty Council of
Ramkhamhaeng University opposes the actions of the govern-
ment; ajarns at Chulalongkorn University urge the government
to think its actions over carefully; the Faculty Council of
Thammasat University asserts its view that the sincere expres-

sion of opinion for the benefit of society as a whole is a funda-
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mental right of every citizen in a civilized country; the Bar
Association declares that the charges against the 13 detainees
are a “deliberate frame-up”; the Mahidol University Student
Club affirms that “anyone who fights to give power back to
the public is acting for the sake of the nation and of the
people”; the student organization of Kasetsart University
declares its intention to continue protesting until success is
achieved. At the same time, the NSCT takes over official charge
of the meeting from the hands of the SUTU, and issues a state-
ment imploring the people to join the fight, for otherwise
“Thailand will remain in the dark world of abusive power, with

no prospects at all of seeing the bright light of justice.”

On this Wednesday, the Bo Tree Courtyard becomes the
focal point of the gatherings. From noon onward, students
from the Phranakhon, the Ban Somdet Chao Phraya, the
Prasanmit and the Thonburi Teachers' Training Colleges —
about 1,000 in all — join the Bo Tree Courtyard assembly,
followed later in the afternoon by students from the Prasanmit
College of Education. Meanwhile, the news comes in that eight
colleges of education across the country are going on strike

from this moment on.

An important development is that high school kids and
vocational students from various institutions in Krung Thep
Maha Nakhon and the provinces send in representatives to
announce their decision to boycott classes and examinations.
Representatives from the vocational schools declare that they
are joining the struggle. One boy from the Changkon Voca-
tional School yells, “If you need any weapons, just give us the
word.” On this day the crowds number more than ten thou-
sand, spilling out of the Bo Tree Courtyard and onto the
balconies of the Faculty of Liberal Arts. It is decided to move
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the assembly to the Football Field. The same day, the govern-
ment heightens the tenseness of the atmosphere when Field
Marshal Thanom Kittikajon says in an interview that evidence
of communist leanings has been discovered, thereby adding to
the list of charges against the 13 detainees.

Thursday, October ll 1973.

At dawn, the students invite some 200 monks to the
Football Field and make merit by oftering them food. Then the
speeches attacking the government resume. From this morn-
ing on, university and high school students from all kinds of
institutions stream in, forming ever-larger orderly rows. The
students at Kasetsart University boycott examinations, charter
70 vehicles, and head for Thammasat 4,000 strong. Another
33 vehicles bring in students from Chan Kasem Teachers Train-
ing College. A little later students from the Changkon Voca-
tional School, Ramkhamhaeng University and various teachers
training colleges pour in. By this point the crowds have grown
to 50,000 people. A spokesman, standing on a dais in front of
the SUTU building, near the water tank, declares that tomor-

row even the kindergarten kids will join the assembly.

In the afternoon, Field Marshal Praphas Jarusathian
opens negotiations with Sombat Thamrongthanyawonyg, secre-
tary-general of the NSCT, and his team, but no agreement is
reached. The students demand that the government release the
13 detainees, while the government categorically insists on its
determination to use Article 17. After dark, the cabinet meets
in emergency session at Suan Ruan Rudee, with Field Marshal

Praphas Jarusathian at the helm.
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The same night, the jam-packed mass meeting contin-
ues in a fieiy spirit. The students get support of many kinds
from every direction: cash contributions in the hundreds of
thousands of baht, and an endless flow of cooked food and
fruit. Thai students in the United States, Germany, and Aus-
tralia send letters of support urging continuation of the strug-
gle, as well as cash contributions.

Friday, October '2 , 1973,

After three full days of nonstop rallies, the paths of all
those in pursuit of liberty and democracy converge on
Thammasat University. The traffic on the streets of Krung Thep
Maha Nakhon, especially those leading to Thammasat Univer-
sity, are jammed with high school and university student dem-
onstrators carrying placards, banners, and posters. They move
in, wave after wave, from the capital and from the provinces,
from the elementary school up to the college level, from pub-
lic and private institutions. As the day wears on, the crowd con-
tinues to swell; it is estimated that there are by now more than
a hundred thousand protesters massed on the Football Field.

At noon, the NSCT issues an ultimatum, to the effect
that: “the government has twenty-four hours, counting from
noon, October 12, 1973, to free all the detainees. If the NSCT
has not received a satisfactory response by 12 noon, October
13, 1973, it will then consider taking decisive measures.”

In the afternoon, Major-General Prakob Jarumani, Di-
rector General of the Department of Public Relations, summons

representatives of the press and cautions them about their
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reporting. He warns them to refrain from using the expression
“fears of a blood bath,” and the words “hundreds of thou-
sands” in describing the number of demonstrators. This warn-
ing is a reaction to efficient reporting in both Thai-language
newspapers such as Prachathipatai, Thai Rat, Daily News
and Siam Rat, and English-language newspapers such as The
Nation and The Bangkok Post which have spread word about
the demands for a constitution to all parts of the country in an
unprecedented way, thereby arousing high school and univer-
sity students in the provinces to undertake demonstrations of
their own, synchronized with developments in the capital: for
example, at Chiangmai University, Khonkaen University, and
Songkhla Nakharin University.

The solidarity of the hundreds of thousands of demon-
strators forces the government to permit the detainees bail, and
people come forward to offer it. But the thirteen prisoners
refuse to accept bail from persons unknown to them. The
NSCT issues a statement that the actions of the government in
permitting bail, and seemingly ‘creating’ bailmen, are simply
ways of evading the real issue; it demands the prisoners uncon-

ditional release.

On this night the protest rallies continue, with about
200,000 people gathered in jam-packed crowds. A group of
Thammasat University lecturers takes two student representa-
tives along to Chitralada Palace, seeking an audience with His
Majesty the King in order to explain the situation and the
activities of the students. The same night the radio of the De-
partment of Public Relations warns parents and guardians not
to permit their children and charges to join the assembly of
protesters, claiming that a certain group of students and others

is preparing to use deadly weapons.
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Meantime, the information section of the NSCT gets
word that there has been a substantial strengthening of the
military units on guard at Suan Ruan Rudee; that tanks,
armored cars, and fire-engines have emerged at various places;
that at the Chana Songkhram police barracks a large force of
policemen has been assembled, issued with full-strength
weapons and ammunition, and linked up with forces of the
Metropolitan Police; that the military and the police are plan-
ning to suppress the ‘riots’ — the military using the Eleventh
Infantry Division of the Royal Guard, paratroopers from the
Special Warfare Center, and tanks from the Fourth Armored
Regiment of the Royal Guard; support also to come from the
First Infantry Division, the Anti-Aircraft Artillery Division, and
the police (using units from the Metropolitan Police's Special

Suppression Center at Bangkhaen).

Saturday, October '3 , 1973,

This is the day when the NSCT's ultimatum expires, a
day which everyone is anticipating with anxiety and excitement.
From nightfall to dawn the protests, rallies, and speeches con-
tinue, interspersed with songs, skits, and poetry-readings. At
about 5 a.m., Sombat Thamrongthanyawong and the NSCT
committee members lead the singing of the National Anthem
and swear to the assembled crowds that they revere the Na-
tion, the Religion, the King, and the Constitution. During the
morning hours the high school kids and college students,
together with the general public, jam Thammasat University to
the point of spilling out into the surrounding area. Everyone

is waiting for the noon hour to strike.

14 non: duindizifinaani
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At this point Seksan Prasertkul, the student leader spe-
cially tasked with heading the demonstration activities declares
that: “Dear brothers and sisters of the Thai nation, we have
given the government a long time — five days and five nights
without closing an eye, enduring the heat by day and the cold
dew by night, in demanding our rights. But the government's
response has been to ignore us. Our 24-hour ultimatum is now
almost up. Are you all now ready ? Ready to take decisive meas-
ures against the two bloodsucking families 2”

“Finally... exactly at 12 noon, October 13th, everyone
stood up, ready to move out to face all eventualities that might
arise. The Central Committee led the masses in prayer and in
singing the National and Royal Anthems, which was followed
by thunderous applause and roars of ‘Victory!’

“The marchers poured out of Thammasat University in
an orderly fashion according to a well-prepared plan. The Com-
mando Unit pushed through the crowds to take up the spear-

head position, along with an all-female unit bearing flags.”
(Saman Lueadwonghad, “Day of Joy”)

At 12:30 the command car “began to double back. The
women's volunteer units bearing the National Tricolor moved
out, followed by ordered rows of other women volunteers
carrying the Dhamma Chakra Banner and portraits of the Royal
Family... Then came the Bear Unit and the Chairuamphon
Dare-To-Die Unit...equipped with rice bags and chili-peppers
to deal with police dogs, and with grappling hooks and plastic
ropes to clear away any obstacles. At the rear of the procession
were vehicles carrying water, plastic bags, and face-towels, for

protection against tear gas.”

(Phumsan Rotloetchanya, “Day of Joy”)
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“Now the command car moved out... The Kanok 50
Unit followed as protection, and the throngs flowed out of the
Football Field in their wake.... They left the Football Field, with
orderly lines from the left and right of the field taking turns to
pass underneath the Dome Building. By 2:00 p.m. still less than
half of the crowd had managed to exit from the Football Field
... The flood of humanity washed across Thammasat Univer-
sity like a mountain torrent, pouring out of the Football Field,
clogging the passageway under the Dome Building, then
wheeling right onto the main street in a vast column... in end-
less waves from 12:30 to 3:30 p.m.” The throng leaves the
University by passing beneath the Library through the Sun
Gate; then skirts the base of Phra Pinklao Bridge, before
entering Ratchadamnoen Avenue. From there it crosses the
bridge over the Phanphiphoplila Bridge, heading for the
Democracy Monument. It is estimated that the number of stu-
dents and the general public has now reached half a million,

and the scene is transmitted by television on channels 4 and 7.

The march is carefully organized such that the demon-
strators in the vanguard proceed five abreast, bearing symbols
of the Nation, Religion, and the King, in support of the de-
mands for a constitution. There are also 13 small pickup trucks,
including the command car at the center followed by an am-
bulance, an amenities truck, a food-truck, and a van carrying
electrical, sound, and lighting equipment. as well as a rearguard
truck.

Strict security measures are taken to safeguard the gigan-
tic demonstration, because of periodic reports coming in that
there will be attempts at repression by groups of military and
plainclothes police. Students from the vocational schools are

detailed to handle security, and divide up into ten units, namely
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the Commando Unit, the Bear Unit, the Wild Cog Unit, the
Cog and Wheel Unit, the Safe Unit, the Kanok 50 Unit, the
Vishnu Unit, the Elephant Unit, the Yellow Tiger Unit and the
Jod Unit.

The whole day long, as the jostling throngs move along
Ratchadamnoen Avenue, representatives of the NSCT hold
their final discussions with Field Marshal Praphas Jarusathian.
When he tells them that the 13 detainees will be released and
a constitution prepared within the year, they proceed to an
audience with His Majesty between 4:20 and 5:20 p.m.

At 5:30 p.m. Seksan Prasertkul, head of the Demonstra-
tion Action Unit orders the demonstrators to move from the
Democracy Monument to the parade ground by the Equestrian
Statue of Rama V. Meanwhile the members of the NSCT hold
a further meeting with Field Marshal Praphas Jarusathian to put
their joint agreement in writing.

At 8:00 p.m. the National Radio broadcasts an an-
nouncement that the Government has accepted the proposals
of the NSCT, is prepared to free the arrestees, and will prom-
ulgate a new constitution in the coming year. Representatives
of the students and His Majesty attempt to persuade the hun-
dreds of thousands of demonstrators to disperse. Everywhere
the atmosphere is marked by difficulties of coordination, ten-
sion, and various rumors hostile to the student leaders. The
Department of Public Information announces that “a certain
group of students or other persons are preparing to use deadly
weapons on October 13, 1973.” At 10:00 p.m. a further an-
nouncement declares that: “At this point it appears that there
is a group of non-student are exploiting the anti-government
rallies and inciting people to further chaos.” At 11:30 p.m.
Phiraphon Triyakasem, chairman of the SUTU, whispers to
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Seksan Prasertkul that the NSCT members who had an audi-
ence with His Majesty have lost their lives. Thus, around mid-
night, Seksan Prasertkul orders the demonstrators to march out
from the parade ground by the Equestrian Statue of Rama V
towards Chitralada Palace, in hopes that they can “rely on His
Majesty's barami for protection.” It is now near midnight.

Sunday, October '4 , 1973,

After midnight of October 13, the high school kids, col-
lege students, and general public who have been protesting for
several days now, gather in the vicinity of Chitralada Palace in
huge, massed throngs to “seek the protection of His Majesty.”
Then, at about 5:00 a.m., just as they are starting to disperse,
the violence commences. Choetsakun Meksiwan, a journalist,
who both witnessed the event and lost an eye thereby, offers
the following account. By the front of Chitralada Palace where
Rama V Street adjoins Ratchawithi Avenue, Police Colonel
Wasit Detkunchorn, representative of His Majesty,

“read out the Royal Instruction for the people to hear.
When he had finished, the people began to disperse in accord-
ance with His Majesty's wishes.... A group of vocational stu-
dents, who formed the Dare-To-Die Unit, almost all of them
armed with sticks and water pipes, had laid down their weap-
ons and destroyed their Molotov cocktails. But as the crowds
were headed home along Ratchawithi Avenue, they were
intercepted by Police Commandos. These policemen were
equipped with nightsticks, wicker shields, and teargas guns....
under the command of Police Lieutenant-General Monchai
Phankhongchuen (Deputy Director-General of the Police) and
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"

Police Major-General Narong Mabhanon (Commander of the
Metropolitan). Once the people realized...that they were not
going to be allowed to leave quietly, they reacted by hurling
wrapped bags of food at the police... Someone in the trapped
throng threw a length of wood and wounded a policeman. Not
ten minutes later, two Anti-Riot Police cars equipped with
sirens, along with Anti-Riot and Metropolitan police equipped
with crash-helmets, were launched against the crowd... Among
those wielding cudgels to beat the people, including women
and children, were two police officers notoriuos from the
Thung Yai Affair...It was from this point on that the bloodshed
began, arousing the vengeance of the people. When they saw
one young female student shoved into the canel, and another
collapse from the effects of teargas, those who could escape
scrambled over the wall into the zoo, and used the stones there
to hurl at the police. Still others charged into Chitralada Palace
where the Royal Pages had opened the gates... The clash lasted
about 15 minutes, from about 6:30 to 6:45.” (Choetsakun
Meksiwan, “Dawn Breaks at Chitralada Palace,” in “Day of Joy”).

Beyond all expectations, the minor clashes by Chitralada
Palace spread rapidly and widely. The government uses the
military and the Anti-Riot Police to suppress violently the pro-
testing public. The high school kids and college students,
together with the general public, respond by causing chaos,
breaking into and destroying various buildings regarded as
symbolic of the power of the despotic clique — including the
offices of the Department of Public Relations, which has con-
sistently issued distorted information, as well as various police

posts.

From 10:00 a.m. on, the government issues proclama-

tions at repeated intervals, accusing a group of students of
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breaking into Chitralada Palace and there carrying out sabo-
tage. At the same time rumors circulate that one of the women
bearing the Tricolor on the day of the Great Demonstration
has died as a result of a police beating, and that a little boy
drowned when he was kicked and shoved into a moat. These
rumors make the assembled throngs very angry and thirsty for

revenge. The situation becomes increasingly violent.

The government dispatches the military and the police,
supported by tanks and helicopters, to suppress (the uprising).
For ten hours there are clashes and bloodshed the length of
Ratchadamnoen Avenue, in Thammasat University, and in
Banglamphu. A general curfew is proclaimed for between 10
p.m. and 5:30 a.m. All schools and educational institutions in
Krung Thep Maha Nakhon, Nonthaburi, and Samut Prakarn
are ordered closed. The government declares the environs of
Thammasat and Silpakon universities a danger zone, and pre-

pares a vast razzia.

At 2:00 p.m. the offices of the State Lottery and the
BIFGO are burned down. The students and the public fight
on unyieldingly. Some seize buses and use them to ram the
tanks, but are shot dead. The whole time, the wounded are
carried across the Chao Phraya River for treatment at Siriraj

Hospital.
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At 6:10 p.m. Field Marshal Thanom Kittikajon an-
nounces his resignation as Prime Minister.

At 7:15 p.m. His Majesty speaks over radio and televi-
sion, part of his speech reading as follows: “Today has been a
day of great tragedy... Theve have been (armed clashes) and
people wounded. Violence has spread throughout the capital to
the point of anarchy... Thai have been killed by fellow-Thai,”
and requesting all sides to refrain from further violence, and
appointing Professor Sanya Thammasak, Rector of Thammasat
University, Privy Councillor, and president of the Buddhist
Association of Thailand, as the new Prime Minister.

At 11:00 p.m. The Princess Mother goes on television
to speak of her anxiety, and at 11:30 p.m. the new Prime Min-
ister Professor Sanya Thammasak follows, urging all parties to
help restore order, and promising a new constitution within six
months.

Yet at midnight, Field Marshal Thanom Kittikajon, in his
function as Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces, is still

LN

uinndizifiAardn

=1

14 no0:



October 14,1973 Student Uprising 116

issuing an announcement that there are certain people “at-
tempting to make use of another evil political doctrine to over-
throw democracy,” and therefore is calling on “all responsible
officials to perform their duties to the utmost” - i.e. to con-
tinue the suppression of the high school kids, college students
and the people.

Throughout this same night there continue to be clashes
between the police, the high school students and the people at
the Phan Fa headquarters of the Metropolitan Police. The lat-
ter hunker down for action at the offices of Thai Airways and
at Phrakan Fort. Tens of thousands of people are still gathered
around the Democracy Monument. The NSCT's leadership is
handicapped by lack of adequate communications; furthermore,
rumors circulate of the deaths of various people, including
Seksan Prasertkul and Saowani Liminanon. The upshot is the
formation of a temporary “Thai People's Center” to coordi-
nate actions and calm the situation. One of the leaders in this
effort is Jiranan Phitpricha. All night long there are sounds
of scattered gunfire and the sky over Ratchadamnoen Avenue
glows red, with clouds of smoke swirling up here and there.
The struggle for liberty and democracy continues throughout
the night.

Monday, October '5 , 1973,

All night long the high school kids, college students,
and the people continue their mass vigilance at the Democracy
Monument. The warnings and threats of the government have
no effect. On the contrary, huge numbers of people continue

to leave their homes and join the throng. The government
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announces that all government offices and banks will be closed

today in view of the emergency.

At the same time, the high school kids and college
students, as well as the public, continue their struggle indomi-
tably. There are local uprisings in various parts of the capital
and the provinces. In particular, at the Phan Fa headquarters
of the Metropolitan Police and the Nangloeng Police Station,
the students and the people spend the whole night breaking

into buildings and burning them down.

Yet the fact that Field Marshal Thanom Kittikajon,
though resigning as Prime Minister, continues to hold the post
of Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces, and exploits this
military post to continue suppression of the high school kids,
college students and the people, and to announce that the com-
munist rebels have sent armed units in disguise to the capital
— thereby showing clearly an intent to create lies, hatred and
vengeance — arouses in the resistance the force to continue the

struggle, no matter what the cost in wounds and lives.

However, the attempt by the Thanom-Praphas-Narong
ruling clique to suppress the opposition by violent and brutal
means, deploying tanks, helicopters, heavy field artillery and
hundreds of soldiers and policemen, also creates a deep rift in
the government. Among those opposed to the policy of vio-
lent suppression are Army Commander General Krit Sivara
and the top brass of the air force and the navy. It is these men
who compel Field Marshal Thanom Kittikajon to resign as
Supreme Commander, and eventually force Thanom-Praphas-
Narong to flee the country. Thus the crisis is quite suddenly
resolved with the 6:40 p.m. announcement that the trio have
gone abroad.
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Among the young men and women who left their homes
to participate in the historic changes wrought by the events of
October 1973, there were some who never returned, some who
returned maimed and disabled, and others who came back with
new sensibilities. During the period October 14-15th, no less
than 77 people were killed and 857 wounded.

Among the fallen heroes, none more deserves to have his
name inscribed in the pages of Siam's political history than Jira
Bunmak. When he was shot dead in front of the offices of the
Department of Public Relations, his comrades-in-arms retrieved
his body, and surrounded it with their own, some vowing
revenge, some weeping, some prostrating themselves by the
lifeless corpse, some raising a flag stained with his blood in
witness. Then the body was wrapped in the national flag, with
garlands round the neck, and borne across Phra Pinklao Bridge
to the Ban Khaek intersection across the Chao Phraya River in
Thonburi for all the people to witness.

Jira Bunmak, a graduate of the Prasanmit College of
Education, was studying for his M.A. at NIDA. On October
14, “he went out with his son to buy some toys, clothes, and
food... came home and bathed the child... and listened to the
radio with his little boy... As he listened, he grumbled over and
over: ‘It's not true; the Department of Public Relations is
broadcasting distortions of the truth when they say that the
kids are creating riots and breaking in to seize Chitralada
Palace — everyone reveres His Majesty deeply, so why would
they seize Chitralada Palace ? What they should seize is the
Department itself....”

“So Jira got up, found his pants and put them on, slung
a shirt over his shoulder, and put on his shoes. His little son
burst into tears and ran to hug his father, begging to go out
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with him...

“When Jira arrived at his destination, he digtributed
oranges to the Changkon vocational school students, and urged
them to not to go on in, not to make trouble with the soldiers,
but rather to keep calm and eat the oranges first. He also asked
them to give him their flag, and said he would go and talk to
the troops himself...

“With the flag in his hands, he then set off toward the
troops manning the tanks and surrounding them. As he drew
near, he called out to them:

“<Soldiers, don't shoot the schoolchildren! They have no
weapons ! They are Thai like you! Thai soldiers should keep
calm! Trust me !’

“But as he spoke the soldiers harshly prepared themselves

to fire.

“Jira continued forward on his way. The soldiers told
him to halt, saying that if he advanced they would shoot. But
Jira strode on, calling out ‘Be calm, don't harm the kids or me,

I'm here with good intentions and in peace.’

With that, he took some oranges out of his bag and held
them out for all to see, and then made as if about to throw
them to the troops, calling out: ‘Be calm, keep calm, we can
sort things out if we talk, have some oranges and you'll feel
relaxed.” Then he threw the oranges towards the soldiers. At
that moment the M-16 automatic rifles roared, and Jira fell to
the ground. His legs twitched three times, then ceased to move.
His bright blood spread out around him. Then a young stu-
dent came forward to dip a flag in Jira's blood.”
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On October 14-15, 1973 young heroes left their homes
and walked into history and legend, long to be remembered in
this land of ours.
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Do you remember what happened on October 14-15....

Do you remember the stains of blood, the stains of
tears... and the nightmare ?

Our heroic young men and women ?

Dying in the midst of a hail of bullets and tear gas,

As they held out their two empty hands calling for
liberty.

And now, I ask that we be still and silent for a moment

And remember our comrades who are gone

At the least so as to serve as a reminder

And a source of strength for those will fight on....
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A Cinema Review

“Tongpan”

Norman Peagam

In early 1975 1 was working in Bangkok as the political
correspondent of the Far Eastern Economic Review and my
colleague, Mike Morrow, covered economic and business
affairs. Chained to a merciless weekly deadline, we found
ourselves constantly busy trying to keep track of develop-
ments during Thailand’s first serious attempt to establish a
democratic parliamentary system of government. Day after
day we pursued leads and contacts as we attempted to piece
together coherent stories in time for the Wednesday evening
bloodletting, when we sat, often long into the night, behind
typewriters in the Reuters office and watched our paragraphs
go chattering over the wire to the editors in Hong Kong.
Like most foreign journalists in Thailand, our work
was largely confined to Bangkok, partly because of the need
to appear and perform each week at the Reuters office, but

fuvinsausn Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, 11: 1 (1979),
pp. 32-35.

166 Mol



mainly because the Thai capital is the center of all national
decision-making and high-level political and financial
activity to an extent surpassed in few other countries.
Bangkok is the only true metropolis in Thailand, where ten
percent of the population live and die: where government,
industry, foreign trade, banking, communications, higher
education and the military and civilian elites are concentrated:
where, for good or ill, the future course of the nation is
charted.

Scurrying around the hot, teeming city after news, it
was easy to lose sight of the larger issues facing developing
countries such as Thailand, and to forget that the vast major-
ity of the population were simple farmers living in villages
far removed not only from the bright city lights but also
from the wealth, the way of life, the values and ideals, and
even the very minds of most city dwellers. Every now and
then, however, something would happen to remind us
forcefully about the problems of this true silent majority.

One day in early 1975, Mike Morrow heard that a
seminar was being organized by the American Friends
Service Committee (AFSC) to discuss the United Nations
Mekong Development Scheme, a grandiose plan dating
back to the early 1960s and aimed at harnessing the waters
of the river Mekong to provide irrigation, power, and other
benefits to the countries which lies along its banks. He
thought it might make an interesting story, and with his
usual energy and ingenuity set about preparing a compre-
hensive survey of the entire Mekong project.

He read through the voluminous studies and reports
which had been published over the years, interviewed the
director of the program and various experts involved in its
planning, travelled to Laos to see how the first stage was
progressing—the construction of the Nam Ngum dam and
hydroelectric complex about 60 miles north of Vientiane-
and arranged to attend the AFSC seminar as an observer.
He planned a three-part series, with one article focusing on
the technical and economic aspects of the project, one on
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its political implications for the region, and another summa-
rizing the discussions at the seminar.

The seminar was held one weekend in Chaiyaphum,
north of Bangkok. This location in itself was rather unusual
normally such meetings are held in Bangkok so the
participants can stay in luxury hotels and take advantage
of the numerous diversions available in the Thai capital.
It was attended by AFSC representatives, Thai govern-
ment officials —including the renowned economist Dr. Puey
Ungphakorn, then the Rector of Bangkok’s Thammasat
University1 -technocrats, and local politicians. Another
unusual feature of the seminar was the appearance of
interested students who had even managed to bring
along a few farmers from the area in the hope that they
would voice their opinions on the merits of the project,
which was, after all, primarily designed to benefit them.

The participation of students and farmers in a
meeting like this was a direct result of the October 14,
1973, student uprising in Bangkok, when hundreds of
thousands of people had taken to the streets of the
capital in protest against the corruption and repression
of the 10-year-old military dictatorship then in power.
The massive demonstrations, unprecedented in Thai his-
tory, had so alarmed the leaders of the regime that they
had ordered the army and police to open fire on the
crowds. In the ensuing two days of the street violence,
71 people were killed and hundreds wounded, govern-
ment vehicles and buildings were destroyed and set on
fire, and part of the capital was transformed into a
battlefield. But to the astonishment of everyone, the
crisis opened a fatal split in the senior ranks of the
armed forces, and as a result, the three most prominent
leaders of the military regime were forced to resign and
driven into exile.

''See “Violence and Military Coup in Thailand” by Puey
Ungphakorn in The Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, 9: 3 (1977),
pp. 4-12.
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In the euphoria which followed the students’
triumph, many Thais believed that a new and truly
democratic era had arrived. Students went out into the
countryside to “teach democracy” to the farmer; a new
Constitution was promulgated; general elections were held
for a National Assembly; labor unions were formed and
began applying pressure for higher wages and better
working conditions; and even the farmers, who make
up about 75 percent of the Thai population, organized
themselves into a Federation, began publishing their
own newspaper, and demanded redress for a wide
variety of grievances. It was in this new, and ultimately
short-lived, atmosphere of popular participation in
national politics- a unique experience for Thailand- that
students and farmers arrived at Chaiyaphum to take part
the AFSC-sponsored seminar.

One of those farmers was a man called Tongpan.
In fact, he had been forced to abandon his land several
months earlier because an irrigation project had ruined
his crop. The diversion of the natural water supply in
his area had left the soil dry and barren when it needed
moisture and flooded when it needed the warmth of the
sun. Since then he had drifted from town to town in
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search of work and had ended up in Chieng Khan, a
small dusty settlement on the banks of the river Mekong
in northeast Thailand, where he had taken a job as a
samlor (tricycle rickshaw) driver. He and his wife and
their several small children lived in a small shack behind
the bus station, where one of the students had found
him. His wife was pale and weak from tuberculosis, but
they had no money to buy medicine. When he came to
the seminar, Tongpan had only 20 bath ($1) in his
pocket.

After the important people from Bangkok had ad-
dressed the seminar, Tongpan told his story of how
“development” schemes can sometimes result in poverty
and suffering for the people they are intended to benefit.
Though unsophisticated and unschooled, he was a physi-
cally impressive man and surprisingly articulate. There
was little the economists and technocrats could say in
reply.

After lunch, it was decided to make a tour of the
surrounding area to inspect the irrigation problem at first
hand. Tongpan said he had to go home to take care of
his wife, but the seminar participants agreed to meet him
during their tour at his home behind the bus station.
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A few hours later, they interrupted their trip into
the countryside at Chieng Khan and made their way to
Tongpan’s shack. There, they found him crying uncon-
trollably. His wife had died during the afternoon.

The members of the seminar were embarrassed and
didn’t know what to say or do. Somebody quickly orga-
nized a collection and gave Tongpan a few hundred
Baht to pay for the funeral. Then they left. Later, the
students returned to Tongpan’s home, but it was empty.
He and the children had gone. Despite efforts made over
the next several months, nobody was ever able to find
out what became of him.

Morrow returned to Bangkok to write his articles,
including a moving account of Tongpan’s experience.
But the editors of the Far Eastern Economic Review, in
their wisdom, decided not to publish the story of Tongpan,
partly for space reasons, partly because “human interest”
stories are not their specialty, but largely, I believe,
because its powerful indictment of the damage that can
be inflicted by blind, western-imposed “development”
efforts and the callous indifference of privileged urban
elites was simply too controversial and ran counter to
their editorial policy.

Disappointed, but not discouraged, Morrow decided
that the story of Tongpan deserved to be told and con-
ceived the idea of making afilm about it. Over the next
several months, while continuing his normal reporting
work, he assembled a group of young Thais to work on
the project and began raising money to carry it out. Two
years and over $30,000 later. The final result has now
appeared: a 60-minute, 16 mm feature film in black and
white called simply “Tongpan.”

The film is setin the cracked and parched paddy
fields of the northeast, the poorest region in Thailand,
and attempts to weave a slightly fictionalized portrait of
Tongpan and his family around a seminar on irrigation
by cutting back and forth between life at home and in
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the field and scenes in the air-conditioned sterility of the
seminar room. To the music of the traditional Khene (wind
instrument) and drum, we are presented with a realistic
glimpse of the daily frustrations and hardships which
face the poorer peasants of Thailand, relieved as it is
only by such comforts as the family, village fairs, and
rice wine.

The film suggests no solution to their dilemma,
whether reformist or revolutionary, no redemption, no
way out, It merely illustrates the enormous material and
psychological gap between a complacent elite and the
mass of peasants upon whose sweat and tears it so
comfortably rests. No doubt the film can be criticized
on this ground, since it essentially depicts a situation of
hopelessness. But, given that it is comparatively rare for
filmmakers to sully the silver screen with images of
poverty which offer neither happy endings nor safe box
office returns, the enterprise of the young Thais in-
volved in making this film should be applauded if it can
help to increase awareness of the poverty and suffering
crying out to be solved in their society.

Another criticism, voiced at a private screening
at the World Bank in Washington, D.C., is that by
concentrating on the plight of one unfortunate family,
“Tongpan” provides a false perspective of the general
situation in northeast Thailand with an insufficient basis
in the objective facts. According to this argument, con-
ditions in the northeast are simply not as bad as the film
implies. From a statistical point of view, that may be
correct. But art has rarely had much time for statistics,
and insofar as the story of Tongpan is true, who can say
it should not be told? Chiaruscuro is one of the most
effective weapons of the artist.

“Tongpan” is not a great film. Technically, it is
not as good as it might be owing to the poor and
inconsistent quality of the negative, the crew’s inexperi-
ence and lack of funds and equipment, plot deficiencies,
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wooden sub-titles, and a bad processing job carried out
“on the cheap” in a developer’s backyard in Hong Kong.
But it is moving, despite or perhaps because of its ama-
teurishness, and by exploring the realities of daily life
among the rural poor, unique of its kind in southeast
Asia.

Apart from the cameraman-cum-production man-
ager-cum-technical director Frank Green, a young Ameri-
can who has studied film at UCLA, nobody else involved in
the making of “Tongpan” had any previous experience
in making movies. The director, Surachai Chantimatorn,
is a young poet, writer, and musician-once referred to as
“Thailand’s Bob Dylan”- and leader of the popular Caravan
folk group, whose songs are used in the film. The principal
actors are ordinary farmers from northeast Thailand while
supporting roles are played by Thai students, intellectuals,
and former politicians. The dialogue is in the northeast
Isan dialect, a composite of Thai and Loatian, with English
sub-titles.

The film was actually shot in Bua Yai, a small market
town in Korat province, where the political tensions of that
period soon made themselves felt. According to one of the
film crew.

As soon as we arrived, we became the center
of attention in the town. We rented a house where
the crew and the cast could stay and began looking
for potential actors. We were lucky to come across
the man who plays the leading role, a farmer and
former prize fighter who conveys the physical
impressiveness of the real Tongpan quite well.
Through friends, we soon found people to play the
other parts.

We then decided it would be good diplomacy
to let the local police know who we were and what
we were doing. One of the crew went to see the
police chief, but he was roaring drunk. She tried
again later, but we were never able to reach him...
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About half way through the film we ran out
of money and raw stock and the camera needed

repairs so we called a ten-day recess. (We were so
low on money that we bad to get through filming
the scene in the chicken farm so we could eat the
actors!) A friend and I went to the railway station
to catch the midnight train to Bangkok and we
sat on the platform with our gear waiting for the
train. There were a lot of poor, homeless people and
bums sleeping in the station and samlor drivers
asleep in their samlors.

We attracted the usual crowd of curious
passers-by, but one guy in the back caught my
attention. I could see he was holding an automatic
rifle and suddenly felt the whole atmosphere in the
station change. People had stopped talking and
there was tension in the air.

He came up to the front of the group without
saying anything and stood about five meters away
from me, pointing his gun between my eyes. He
seemed a bit drunk and angry. Then he cocked the



gun. He stood like that for a while until finally the
station master appeared, quite scared, and said to
us, “I think you’d better come in and pick up your
tickets now.” Then the man fired, right between our
heads. He fired a couple more times and also threw
a small plastic bomb, scattering shrapnel and
concrete around. The man was arrested later and
we found out he was an off-duty local policeman.

We felt this incident was meant to be a warn-
ing from the police, so later we threw a dinner party
for the police chief, which he seemed to enjoy.
But after that, the crew turned into a virtual armed
camp. One of us always stayed awake at night and
we carried guns. We just wanted to finish the film
and get the hell out of there!

Another incident involved the boy who plays
Tongpan’s son. He was about 11 years old and was
really enjoying himself. He and his father were
paid a little and everything seemed fine. Then his
schoolteacher, the daughter of an army general,
began calling us communists and threatened to
throw the boy out of school. He and his father got
scared, but we had to go on using him. Fortunately,

in the end, nothing happened.
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The tension and violence surrounding the making of
“Tongpan” was symptomatic and the ugly course of Thai
politics was taking at the time: assassinations, threats, and
intimidation by extreme right-wing groups and vigilantes
were commonplace as the political forces at work in Thai
society rapidly polarized and the country’s first serious
attempt to establish democratic parliamentary government
began to break up in chaos and confusion.

Eventually, on October 6, 1976, the Thai armed forces
again seized power in Bangkok following a savage attack
on Thammasat University by police and right-wing mobs
which, according to eye witness reports, left at least 200 dead.
Dr. Puey Ungphakorn, who attended the original seminar at
Chaiyaphum, narrowly escaped lynching and managed to
seek exile in Britain. A right-wing daily Bangkok newspa-
per published a group photograph taken at the seminar,
identifying American AFSC representatives as “KGB agents™
and some of the Thai intellectuals in the picture as “leading
communist cadres”! Not long afterwards, I was expelled
from Thailand because of certain stories published in the
Far Eastern Economic Review and the editors of that worthy
magazine, who had long since found a replacement for
Mike Morrow, immediately fell into line with the spirit of
the new Thai regime and made no attempt to reinstate me.
Meanwhile, hundreds of students, intellectuals, and others
had fled into exile or joined the outlawed Communist Party
of Thailand in the jungle, including many of those involved
in the making of “Tongpan.” That is why there are no credits
at the end of this film, and why it is unlikely that it could be
shown in Thailand today.
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A Cinema Review

“Tongpan”:
An Important Event
in Thai Cinema

Baljit Malik

Films being made in Asian countries are now
beginning to express an Asian reality. This is happening in a

small way, but it is happening. The scale of the movement
to break away form Hollywood and Bombay-type extrava-
ganzas, and from films as a kind of “celluloid LCD,” is
still small, constrained as it is by film-makers and sellers out
to make quick profits. One little ripple that has recently

AwWnasausnlu The Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars,
11: 1 (1979), pp. 36-37.
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emerged from the stagnant waters of Asia’s film world is
called “Tongpan.” The work of a group of creative amateurs,
“Tongpan” is not the result of a commercial venture, and is
not a professionally-made film in the conventional sense.
It is also not a film in the style of what has come to be known
as the “New Wave Cinema,” for “Tongpan” is not an art film
to be “museumed” for wealthy connoisseurs. But precisely
for all these reasons it is important that film called “Tongpan”
has been made. Indeed and important event has occurred
in Thai Cinema. Important because it shows what is
happening to the Thai people in the name of ‘development’
and captures for posterity the tensions and strains of an
important period in Thailand’s recent history.

Unique Features

There are certain unique features about “Tongpan.”
Those who made a film also had a part to play in the events
that make up the film. It is a simple story told in a simple
way by a group trying to work together in a spirit of a
solidarity: there is unity in the content and form of the film.
For its makers the film was a means to continue their
efforts to get closer to village vpeople. They also tried to
make the process of making the film as participative as
possible. So, though the film had an identifiable director
and cameraman, a group was responsible for producing
it collectively. The screen-play, dialogues and various
arrangements during the shooting were all handled in a
spirit of togetherness, with individuals contributing their
particular talents and skills. In other words, the film was not
an ego-trip for any one person. Those who got the idea to
make the film, and made it, also acted in it and were
participants in the string of events that led to the making of
the film. Ultimately “Tongpan” turned out a documentary
on the life of the Thai peasants as well as s feature story
based on an attempt by certain Thais to break their
alienation from the real Thailand of villages, tenants and
sharecroppers.
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Hence in this review the story of making the film
is so interwoven with the events narrated in it that it is
difficult and, indeed, unnecessary to make a distinction
between the two. Another unique, though tragic, feature of
the film is that many of those who made the film and/or
were in it, had to leave Thailand after the Military Coup of
October 6, 1976.

Tongpan The Peasant

“Tongpan” the film has Tongpan the peasant as its
central character. The story is centered around a seminar
that actually took place in 1975. The seminar, which was
held under the sponsorship of the Quaker International
Seminar Programme, was organized by a group of socially
conscious young Thais. Their idea was to discuss the
relevance of the construction of the huge Pa-Mong dam
on the Mekong River, by arranging a dialogue between
government officials, foreign experts, intellectuals and
farmers. That’s how Tongpan came into the picture.

Some of the organizers, who later decided to make a
film about the seminar, had met Tongpan in a border town.
They discovered that he had a very chequered life. To start
with, he had lost his land when a dam had been built to
straddle one of the Mekong’s tributary streams. From then
on he had struggled and suffered to keep his family alive,
drifting along from job to job as a pedicab driver, timber
smuggler, and prize fighter. In the film there are a series of
sequences of the ebbing fortunes of Tongpan’s life. Particu-
larly effective are the scenes when he and his family had to
leave their village and land and move to new pastures, and
when he is shown in his new profession as a prize-fighter.

Tongpan was understandably reluctant to come to
the seminar as he wasn’t convinced that it would do him
any good. But eventually he decided to go. One night,
recalled a fellow participant recently, Tongpan woke up in
the middle of the night searching furiously for something
in an obvious state of nervousness.
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“Brother, what is it! What is the problem?” asked
one of his roommates (himself a farmer cum writer now
living in exile in Sweden). As it transpired, Tongpan had
been looking for his little fortune of 20 Bath ($1) with which
he had come to attend the meeting with so many big shots.

True to his fears, the seminar proved to be a waste of
time for him. Not many of the participants really had any
time for people like him or any interest in their problems,
dreams and hopes.

It became evident through the course of the film
that except for two or three of the younger people, nobody
was really interested to know that he and his family, having
lost their land to the dam, were living on with the hope
that one day they might have enough money to buy a pair
of buffalo. With their buffaloes they could at least get
back close to the soil, if only as nomadic ploughers on
other people’s land. Moreover, they would have a calf to
sell each year and, perhaps one day, enough savings to be
able to possess a little land of their own once again. But
such matters seem to have any answers to the few questions
put to them by some of the other peasant participants.
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Rustic Reality

In contrast to the cool-looking neatly dressed experts,
bureaucrats and intellectuals in the seminar, the film has a
strong rustic reality running through it. Sometimes this comes
out in the songs of the minstrels who roam the villages
singing about the pain and suffering of village life:

This land is dry and poor,

This land is a starving land,

In the dry season the forest disappears,

As the scorching wind blows from year to year.

Lacking home and shelter

We pick leaves and berries

Which we must eat instead of rice
Our daughters they take for pleasure
And our wives they take away too.
Who is above the Law of the Land?

Sometimes the peasants’ anger is not disguised
in song or poetry but comes out in plain talking with
friends over a drink, in quarrels with family members, or
in emotional outbursts of deep resentment against their
oppressors. In one such burst of emotion, Tongpan shouts, “
What on earth is this wholesale labor? They buy my labor
wholesale...but pay later whenever they feel like it!”

One of the most powerful moments in the film is
when Tongpan is laboring away all alone, looking after
a rich farmer’s chicken-run. He suddenly feels that he has
come to the end of the road, that he can’t tolerate his condi-
tion anymore. There is no one around on whom he can lose
his temper, so he goes like hell-let-loose on the poor chick-
ens. Kicking and hitting them with anything, running
around like a frightened animal in the cage, he transforms
the chicken-run a graveyard. And there is no requiem for
the poor birds except his furious cries, “Get out of here you
damn chickens, the more I feed you, the more poor I am!”
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Tongpan Disappears

The events shown in “Tongpan” were, in a way,
symbolic of the failure of attempts to create suitable condi-
tions for a dialogue between different interest groups and
classes in Thai Society. Even Tongpan left the seminar,
undetected, only to discover tragedy awaiting him at home.
While the experts and intellectuals were talking away, his
wife had died at home, having succumbed to the sickness
of poverty, the sickness of a system of health-care restricted
to Bangkok and to those with money and wealth.

In the film, after the seminar, the student who had
persuaded Tongpan to take part in it returned to the
village to look for his missing friend. But Tongpan was no
longer there and nobody knew where he had gone. Maybe
he had really come to the end of the road. Or had he arrived
at the threshold of renewed hopes and a new struggle
against injustice? Had Tongpan actually convinced himself
of the futility of dialogue in a system which recognized
communication only as a topdown process? No, nobody
knew where Tongpan was, and nobody knew what was
in his mind.
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“Tongpan is the best fictional movie on Southeast Asia | have ever

seen. It portrays vividly the political and cultural gap between

peasant realities and the good intentions of the liberal intelligentsia,

and catches the illusion of Thailand’s experiment with democracy”

Benedict Anderson
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