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Ayutthaya: Capital of Siam and Emporium of Southeast Asia

A [=| v = [V} = Vv
28T IHAIHANVIIaEIN !!ﬁ$!31?3)Q‘V]WJBQ!?)!‘UEWI%’JH@@NQE]QW

Ayutthaya (1351-1767) was the capital of
Siam from mid fourteenth to the latter part of the
eighteenth centuries. After the destruction by war
the capital was moved down to Thonburi/ Bangkok.
During its days Ayutthaya was one of the most
prosperous capitals and ports in Southeast Asia.

There are two reasons for this.
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On the one hand, the capital at Ayutthaya
was land-based, i.e. it was rich with rice and all
kinds of food (mainly fish). It had abundance of
agricultural and forest products. This characteristic
of Ayutthaya resembled those of formerly
wellknown past kingdoms like Pagan, Angkor, and

Central Java.
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(Pagan, Angkor, Central Java)

On the other hand, Ayutthaya was also
sea-based and situated within the Asian trade route
of silks, porcelain, and spices. It was one of trade
centers, an emporium for exchanges of goods
similar to its forerunners and contemporaries like
Funan/Angkor Borei-Oc Eo, Srivijaya/Palembang

or Melaka/Malacca, Hoi An, Banten-Batavia, Manila)
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Ayutthaya was established almost at the
same time of the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) in
China. Initially, the Ming paid attention to the
Southern Seas as can be seen by the many voyages
of Admiral Zheng He. But it turned attention to
the northern border once the capital was moved
from Nanking to Peking. On top of that official
trade was not encouraged by the Chinese Court,
resulting in activities of private traders and piracy.
In this light trade from Southeast Asian kingdoms
became vigorous. Ayutthaya, Melaka, Viet Nam
could enjoy such opportunity by exploiting
Chinese ‘Tributary System of Relationship’ of
bringing gifts to Imperial China in order to get
trade benefit. The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries

are well known as ‘The Age of Commerce’ in Asia.
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This period coincided with the Age of
Discovery and Exploration of the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries. This was for European
colonialists and traders to reap benefits from Asian
trade of spices, silk and ceramics. The Portuguese,
Spanish, Dutch, English, all set up their ‘sea-borne
empires’, creating chains of port-cities and
emporium for trading from the Arabian Sea, to
India, through Southeast Asia, to China, Korea and
Japan/Ryukyu. The Spanish established Manila for their
‘Galleon Trade’ crossing the Pacific to Acapulco/

Mexico before reaching Spain via the Atlantic.
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Manila-Acapulco Galleon

As for Ayutthaya, by controlling the land
of central Siam, it could expand northward into
kingdoms of Sukhothai and Lanna/Chiang Mai.
It captured Angkor in Cambodia and took over the
Khorat Plateau, centered around Phimai. With
such land expansion and control, Ayutthaya was
able to obtain for export: agricultural and forest
products: rice, foodstuff, aromatic and sappan-

woods, animal skin like deer, horn and elephant tusks.
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Therefore, by the sea, Ayutthaya could
expand to take control of the sea-coast from
Chanthaburi, bordering Cambodia, crossing to the
west in the area of Phetburi, Kui (Prachuab) down
to Nakhon Si Thammarat (Trambalinga) and Pattani.
At certain time, Ayutthaya attempted to control the
Andaman sea-coast in the Guif of Bengal from
Tavoy, Mergui, down to Tenasserim, and Kedah

trying to subjugate Melaka in the Malay Peninsula.
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In short, Ayutthaya was replacing those of the
former times like Funan, Chenla, or even Srivijaya
by controlling the sea and maritime trade of East
and West, of the Southem China Sea and the Indian Ocean.
It could reap benefit from spices (mainly pepper),
silk, porcelain, from China, Japan (silver), Ryukyu,
plus connecting with the Manila-Acapulco Galleon

trade mentioned above.
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In conclusion, as capital and port Ayutthaya
benefited from its geographical location of the traditional
Asian trade route. It became an emporium for export and
import of East and West. It exploited the labor and
skill of Chinese crews and technical know-how of ‘junks’.
The trade of Ayutthaya was a royal monopoly. Its port-duty
was around 10 per cent. It could be paid in kinds or cash
(silver or gold). As for its export (rice, foodstuff,
forest products), Ayutthaya kings collected them as
‘tax in kinds’ from their peasants and vassals.
This royal trade monopoly was carried out by
elaborated organizations, i.e. the setting up Krom
Phra Khlang (Treasury), Krom Tha Sai and Krom
Tha Khwas: Port Authorities of the Left (i.e. East or
what coming from the South China Sea) and the
Right (i.e. West or what coming from the Indian Ocean).
The system of royal trade monopoly was sustained well

into the Bangkok time till the mid-nineteenth

century in the reigns of King Mongkut (1851-1868)
and King Chulalongkorn (1868 - 1910).
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