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    INTRODUCTION: The historical background




    Pensri told me she and her family came from Ubon. And she always talked about her village, Phana. What she means by Phana, however, can vary. There is an Amphur Phana, the District Town of Phana, which has a population of just under thirty thousand. The District is divided into three tambon, one of them called Tambon Phana. Each tambon contains about twenty ban, or villages. One of the villages in Tambon Phana is Ban Phana. Until quite recently Amphur Phana was situated in Ubon Ratchathani Province. Now it is part of the recently-created province of Amnat Charoen. Pensri’s home is in Ban Phana, Tambon Phana, Amphur Phana.




    Pensri also said she was Lao, and that she spoke Lao as her first language. Yet Ubon is in Thailand. In order to understand how it comes about that Pensri and everyone else in Phana can consider themselves both Lao and Thai, it is necessary to know something of the history of Phana and the political changes that took place towards the end of the reign of King Chulalongkorn, when Rin was born.




    Ta Rin told the story of the founding of Phana in a booklet he prepared to mark the restoration of Wat Phra Lao:




    Around B.E 2231 (1688) after the death of Chao Suriyawongsa, the king of Vientiane, an aristocrat, Praya Maungsan, tried to rule the country and caused civil disorder. For their safety, many people migrated down south along the Mekong River and many reached as far as Nakhon Champassak. Among these groups there was a well-respected monk called Chao Prakru Phonsamet who was accompanied by three fellow monks, Prakru Thi, Bhikhu Kaow, and Bhikhu Inn. These three later settled down at Ban Phopankhan, in Roi Et Province.




    Those lay people who followed Chao Phonsamet to Nakhon Champassak, settled down in The Pho Marong Valley north of Nakhon Champassak at a village called Ban Makhamneang. There were three Headmen named Si-nham, Kumdaongta, and Khaoarsa. All three later on were appointed to be Nai Quang (head of Province) by Chao Soisisamut, who ruled Nakhon Champassak at that time. The villagers of Ban Makhamneang were mainly animal hunters. Among these hunters, the two brothers Pran Thi and Pran Tong were quite important. Both of them had many followers.




    One day, the two brothers and their men went northwest for hunting. They had been travelling for many days when they reached a huge forest next to a vast area of fertile land. Nearby there was a very big pond and a few rivers. They agreed that this location would be very good for a new settlement. So they went back and later on moved all their families and friends to settle down as a village at the edge of the forest called Ban Saimoon (now Don Chao Poo) with the older brother Pran Thi as the Headman. The second brother Pran Tong and his men settled at the south-eastern edge of the forest at a place called Ban Don Nhong Muang (a ruin at present). Each village had its own temple. The temple of Ban Sai Moon invited Pra Sar Phroum from Nakhon Champassak to stay at the temple.




    The three monks, Prakru Thi, Bhikkhu Kaow, Bhikkhu Inn who stayed at Ban Boupankhan, Roi Et, decided to come to visit the two brothers after learning that both had started new villages. Later on they advised the two brothers and the villagers to move to a better location near the big pond (Kud Phra Lao). Everybody agreed. Then a temple was built and Prakru Thi was invited to become the Abbot.




    The story that Pensri was told by her great-grandmother and her mother when she was young was slightly different:




    The two brothers and their villagers had been settled down in their new villages next to the forest for a few years. Then there was an epidemic (possibly cholera), and many of the villagers died. Some of their men were sent to see Prakru Thi and the other two monks and invited them to come to the villages to give advice. When Prakru Thi arrived he realized that the only way to save the villagers was for them to desert the villages and move to build a new village next to the big pond (Kud Phra Lao). They burnt everything that was left over at the old villages. The new village was built on the site of the present Ban Phana.




    The monk Chao Phrakru Phonsamet is said to have paused at That Phanom on his way south from Vientiane in order to repair and restore the That there; or at least to make a start to the restoration. A that is a tower-like structure built to house relics of the Buddha or an important religious person. Writing in 1893, Étienne Aymonier says that the “present That dates from 1714”. It is a similar structure to the That Luang at Vientiane, and is the most important religious site in the whole of Isan. The connection between Chao Phrakru Phonsamet, his followers and their descendants in Phana possibly explains why That Phanom has been of particular importance to the people of Phana.




    Chao Phrakru Phonsamet died in 1720, the date usually given for the founding of Phana, aged 90. Until the death in 1737 of King Soisisamut, Champassak remained independent. But by 1777 it had become a vassal state of Siam.




    For most of King Chulalongkorn’s reign, from 1868 to 1910, Siam was divided into three administrative ‘circles’. First there were the inner provinces which were administered from Bangkok, and in the northeast reached as far as Nakhon Ratchasima (Khorat). Beyond this were the outer provinces, including most of the Khorat Plateau, which came under Siamese control in the second half of the eighteenth century. Finally there were the tributary states which were on the periphery of Siamese control. These included Vientiane and Champassak, two Lao states that people in Phana felt some considerable affiliation towards.




    The city of Ubon was founded in 1820 by Chao Pa Tha who had fled from Vientiane because of the oppression of the King, Chao Anou. Later he helped the Siamese in their attack on Vientiane, which led to its being destroyed. From the time of its foundation Ubon has been considered a Siamese city, owing allegiance to Bangkok, even though it was populated by Lao people.




    Throughout most of the nineteenth century, the King of Champassak continued to pay tribute to the Siamese King. The people of ‘the outer provinces’ were recognised as being ethnically different to the Thai people of central Siam, their separate ethnicity underlined by distinct cultural and linguistic differences. The whole area of the Khorat Plateau was known as ‘Lao’ because of the linguistic and ethnic origin of the vast majority of its population. But in 1893 France forced Siam to sign a treaty acknowledging French control over the lands east of the Mekong. France took over the administration of the remaining Lao kingdoms of Luang Prabang in the north and Champassak in the south, and set up the capital in Vientiane, all as part of their newly-invented ‘French Indo-China’. This prompted a shift in the way that King Chulalongkorn regarded the people of the outer provinces. He realized that by insisting that the people were Lao he ran the risk of France claiming the areas these Lao lived in as part of the Laos state they had created. Official policy shifted from seeing Siam as an empire in which there were dependent states of different races and languages. Instead, from 1899, a unified ‘Thai Kingdom’ was established and the tradition was abolished by which rulers of tributary states had paid gold and silver to the King in Bangkok. At the same time, the outer provinces which had formerly been known as the White Lao Provinces (Hua Muang Kao) were given the new name of Monthon Isan, of which Ubon Province was a part.




    For a few years there was also the anomalous situation that part of the old Champassak which was west of the Mekong, and this included the town of Champassak itself, was regarded as Siamese territory, and governed from Ubon. This was resolved in 1904, though not to the liking of Siam, when France claimed the residual areas of Champassak. From this time Phana found itself much more firmly under the control of Ubon and cut off from Champassak in any administrative sense.




    Once a more rigid and European view of borders was imposed by the French, the Thai administrative system was forced to evolve to take account of this new way of relating to the people near the border areas who had felt no strong allegiance to Bangkok.




    These changes were not readily accepted and there were risings in all the areas most affected; that is, in the north, the south, and the far north-east. These risings were not linked or co-ordinated in any way, but they clearly arose from a shared reluctance to change a way of life which had been settled for a very long time despite periodic upheavals.




    In the first months of 1902, a popular movement spread throughout the Ubon region and across the Mekong into Champassak. It was led by an Alak tribesman from the Saravane region of southern Laos who claimed supernatural powers, which he expressed primarily in Buddhist terms. The prophecy spread that the “end of the world as we know it” was near and “Thao Thammikarat (a Lord of the Holy Law) would come to rule the world. Another prophecy which proved disastrous for many people was that silver would be turned to gravel and gravel turned to silver.




    There were several of these ‘Holy Men’; one of them, Ong Man, seized the town of Khemmarat, only 34 kilometres from Phana, sacked it, and then began marching on Ubon. The Siamese (Thai) authorities were quick to suppress the insurrection on their side of the Mekong, and more than three hundred rebels were killed and four hundred captured. Pensri’s great-grandmother told her about a rising of kha (hill-tribe peoples) and said that men from Phana had been ordered to help fight against them. The treaty that had been signed with France required the Siamese government to de-militarise a strip of land twenty-five kilometres wide from the west bank of the Mekong River. So a militia had to be raised and the rebels fought and defeated just outside Phana. One of the men who had led rebels on the eastern side of the Mekong in 1902, Ong Kommadam, led another uprising against French taxes in 1934 -1935. He was killed in September 1936 and two of his sons were captured. One of his sons, though, went on to become a Pathet Lao leader, so the family tradition of rebellion against authority was maintained.




    In the last twenty years of his forty-year reign, King Chulalongkorn started to make administrative and educational changes, largely as the result of studies of Western government systems that were made in the 1880s by Prince Damrong, one of his brothers. These reforms were carried out by Prince Damrong and another of his brothers, Prince Wachirayan. Prince Damrong was responsible for setting up a new system of provincial government which ensured a single, centralized control exercised by the Bangkok court and bureaucracy. Prince Wachirayan was initially charged with reforming the organization of the Buddhist monkhood but this was inextricably tied up with education, particularly in rural areas.




    From 1898 Prince Wachirayan was promoting the funding of village schools. For hundreds of years basic education had taken place in the village temples. It was centred on individual monk-pupil relations and had little or no secular content.




    From the turn of the century the new schools started using a standardised syllabus and textbooks in the Thai script and language in place of local scripts and languages. Western-style maths and science were also introduced into the curriculum.




    The increasingly centralized control of its territory which these reforms instituted resulted in a shift towards the way in which the northeast is seen and referred to by the government and people in Bangkok today. The area is no longer thought of as Lao, but as a region of Thailand, Isan.




    Isan is often referred to as the north-east of Thailand. The word Isan is said to be derived from Ishana, the Hindu god of death. It is the largest of the regions, about a third of the total area of the country, and is a neatly-bordered area, consisting mostly of the Khorat Plateau, bound in the west by the mountain range which runs south from Petchabun, in the south by the Veng and the Dongrek mountains that border Cambodia, and in the north and east by the great Mekong River.




    According to The Institute of Population and Social Research in Bangkok, Isan covers an area of 168,854 square kilometres (64,000 square miles), which is approximately one third of the area of Thailand. It is also home to about one third of the total population, a ratio that has remained remarkably constant. In 1911, when the first modern census was taken, the population of Thailand was 8.25 million and that for Isan was just under 3 million. By 1960 Isan had a population of nearly 9 million out of a total of 26.3 million, and by 1993 out of a total population of 58 million, Isan’s population was 19.5 million.




    For centuries, Isan has been populated by Lao-speaking people who greatly outnumber the Lao on the other side of the Mekong. Excluding the Bangkok metropolitan area, it is the region with the highest population, and yet because of its vast area it is also quite thinly populated. Its population is made up of indigenous people who are mainly of Mon and pre-Cambodian Khmer ancestry, as well as Lao who were forcibly resettled after Thai / Siamese attacks on the former Lao kingdoms centred on Luang Prabang and Vientiane; and some who have migrated of their own accord like those who founded Phana.




    The southern part of Isan, stretching from Khorat through the provinces of Buriram, Surin, and Sisaket to Ubon and on to Champassak in southern Laos, has a rich heritage of ancient Khmer temple ruins. These remnants of Brahman-class Hindu culture date from the Indianized Angkor culture and were constructed when Isan was part of the Khmer empire. Buddhist temples, images and shrines also indicate the strength of religious and cultural influences on the life of Isan. Monks from Isan have always been influential in Bangkok, and the tradition of Forest Monasteries has its origin and principal presence in the region.




    Isan is drier compared to other regions of Thailand and rice cultivation has traditionally been rain fed, resulting in uncertainty as to the success of the crop. Cassava, sugar cane, kenaf, corn and fruit trees are also grown, but Isan has long been regarded as having largely infertile soil and impoverished people. For centuries the Siamese rulers seemed to prefer to keep it that way, seeing the area as a useful buffer between their central, rice-bowl heartland and the strong and potentially hostile powers of the Han Chinese to the north and the Vietnamese to the east. Long after even the more remote parts of Isan were fully integrated into the Siamese (later Thai) state, officials in Bangkok regarded it as inhospitable and hardly civilized.




    In the 1950s, foreigners going to the northeast were told that it was an inhospitable area because of its remoteness, the unpalatable food and the unattractive women. The northeast was seen as dangerous because of drought and because of communist insurgents. Foreigners and even Thai officials who actually spent time there found it quite different. They noticed the gentleness of the people, their devotion to Buddhism and their self-sufficiency.




    When the American anthropologist, William J. Klausner, told government officials in Bangkok in late 1955 that he had selected the northeast (Ubon, in fact) as his research site, he was told that the area was remote, the food unpalatable, and the women not very attractive. What was more, it would not be sanuk, or fun.




    An Englishman, Francis Cripps, eighteen years old when he arrived in Bangkok in 1961, met with a similar response when he told sympathetic supervisors at the Ministry of Education that he was being sent to Mahasarakham, also in the northeast. They assured him that he would find the conditions intolerable and he would soon be back in Bangkok asking for another post.




    Isan has indeed frequently suffered severe drought and famine, and more recently from flooding, and has always been at the mercy of the vagaries of the rainy season. Francis Cripps, though, loved the area so much that he returned a second time, and in his book The Far Province he says “Teachers, officials, students and villagers in the north-east twice received me with open generosity.” Klausner was still living in Thailand in 1993 when he described himself in the preface to a new edition of his book Reflections on Thai Culture as a “son-in-law of Ubon”.




    The best picture of Isan towards the latter part of Chulalongkorn’s reign is provided by a French explorer and scholar called Étienne Aymonier. Over the course of three years from 1882 to 1884, he made a series of journeys “from an epigraphical point of view”, mapping and recording inscriptions he found on ancient Khmer temples and religious sites. The first of his two volumes contains his record of these inscriptions, but the second describes his journeys through Isan. Aymonnier and his assistants travelled all through Isan and reported on what they saw in great detail. He visited most of the important muang and described the dependency relationships they had among each other and what their relationship was with the court in Bangkok. He noted the ethnic and language groups living in all the villages and towns he passed through and commented on their superstitions and beliefs as well as their agricultural practices, the forest commodities they collected and the artefacts they produced.




    Aymonier didn’t reach Phana, although he mentions it and passed very close to it on at least two occasions. He lists it as one of the eight muang, or towns, on the west bank of the Mekong that comprised the province of Ubon, and says that the former ‘capital’, Ban Phra Lao, consisted of two hundred houses. This makes it a large town relative to nearby villages he mentions; and Trakan, another of the muang of Ubon, he says had “some forty huts”; Ubon he lists as having one thousand houses at the time. A muang was a township that was ruled by a titled governor, assisted by a group of officials, each of whom had a title according to his rank.




    Writing about his early life, Rin threw some light on the Phana that he was born into:




    In those days Ban Phanan was a tertiary Muang belonging to Muang Ubon which was the primary Muang. I would like to explain the history of Muang Phanan, and how it was created, for the benefit of the younger generations. In the year 2422 (1879) Chao Phrom Thewa Nukhrohvong, Chao Muang Ubon, proposed to King Chulalongkorn that he elevate Ban Tayaku to become a Muang called Chanuman Monthon, and appointed Phra Phajon Jaturong to be the Chao Muang; and also Ban Phra Lao to become Muang Phanan Nikom with Phra Chantawongsa to be the Chao Muang.




    My mother was a daughter of fPhya Muang Glang Satiphod. When I went to the Thai school at Wat Phra Lao I heard people calling the important persons in Ban Phana by titles such as Muang Glang, Muang Saen, Muang Chan, Uparhat, Rajawong, Rajabut, Paen, Sabandit, and so on. I wondered why all of these people had got names so long that they were difficult to remember. Then a long time later when I had become the Head Teacher of Phana school (Udomwitayakorn) I was doing some research by looking at the history of the administrative structure of Siam in those days. I learned that according to the tradition of governing the people in eastern Isan in those days, if the Muang had a king it would be called a Muang Ekarat (Independent Muang) and those could become a vassal of another country such as Vieng Chan and Nakhon Champassak. Those that were smaller ones would be called Muang Ek (primary), Muang Tho (secondary), Muang Tri (tertiary).




    So during the last years of King Chulalongkorn’s reign, Phana was a small town, with a group of officials administering it under the aegis of the much larger and more important Muang Ubon. Nevertheless, the status attached to its being a Muang was a source of pride for Rin, and something he attached considerable importance to.




    Aymonier moved towards Phana from the east, from Khong Chiam on the Mekong just north of the point where the River Mun flows into it. Nowadays this is one of the few spots mentioned by guide books as of interest to tourists. Two of his assistants passed through Trakan, just nineteen kilometres from Phana, and he mentions two features that they noticed about it. Firstly, from there on westwards they found only Lao people, whereas Chiam had been populated almost entirely by Souay, a tribal group found also on the eastern bank of the Mekong, and together with Lao in villages between Chiam and Trakan. Secondly, his men noted the fertility of Trakan district, in the basin of the Se Bok, contrasted with the sterility and poverty of Muang Chiam, where the Souay could not produce much, given the sandstone rocks that covered this entire region.




    His men travelled from Trakan to Ubon, passing just south of Phana. It was a two days march through glade forest and rice fields, sometimes on a wide track cut from sandy soil but more often on cart tracks on sandy soil through the glade forests or following a road meant for la, or small Laotian carts, across the rice fields.




    Aymonier visited Isan a quarter of a century before Rin was born, but there is no doubt that little had changed in the interim. Aspects of village life which he describes are still apparent today, and almost all remained as he saw it when Pensri was a small girl.




    When Rin was born in the last full year of King Chulalongkorn’s long reign, then, the borders of Thailand were clearly established. The administrative and educational reforms which had been put in place by King Chulalongkorn (Rama V) can be seen with hindsight to have marked the beginning of the creation of the modern Thai state and of the full integration of Isan into that state.




    Much, though, remained to be done. It was done in Rin’s lifetime. And by the combined circumstances of time, place, family, and character, Rin played a central role in carrying out many of the changes that were to produce the Phana that I know today.


  




  

    Chapter 1: Mr Rin’s Beginnings




    On the 5th day of the new moon of the 12th lunar month, the year of the cockerel, which was Wednesday the 17th of November 2452 (1909), around 6 pm, Rin was born to his mother, Nang Nin. The place was Ban Phanan which is now known as Ban Phana, Tambon Phana, Amphur Phana, then in the province of Ubon. At that time of day it is already dark in Phana, and most people were already in their own houses. They had had a long, hard day in the fields harvesting their rice crop, and returned home for an evening meal. By six o’clock many were thinking of going to bed, or sitting around the resin torch chatting.




    The time of day that Rin was born was certainly considered lucky by his mother’s family. It meant that the birth could more easily be kept secret, albeit a ‘secret’ known to everybody. Nin had been married and already had one daughter, but her husband had died. There had been some talk of her marrying a Mr Pim, but perhaps that wouldn’t happen now, because he was not the father of this new child. Nin’s father was quite an important person in the village. He could read and write, and until the government in Bangkok had reformed the administrative system, he had held a post as one of the officials in the village. He had been the Muang Glang, and together with two other officials he was responsible for looking after provisions, stores and granaries, the local prison and prisoners, maintaining the temple, the registration of males and keeping lists of men who had wives somewhere else. There was a population census every three years and the number of animals had to be registered, too. These three officials were also charged with collecting taxes. But that had all changed by the time Rin was born, and his grandfather no longer had the income which his post used to bring in.




    Even so, he still had a certain reputation in the village and he was not at all pleased by his daughter’s behaviour, and even less pleased that the child’s father was refusing to accept responsibility for the pregnancy. But life was going on, and Nin’s mother and aunts helped with the delivery and with all the arrangements that needed to be made. Usually when a boy was born, a man would have cut the umbilical cord, preferably a man who was seen to have admirable qualities such as strength, patience and cleverness. But Rin’s birth was as secretive as possible, involving only those women closest to his mother, so one of his aunts was given the job.




    In the days following the birth, the most important thing for them to do was to make sure that Nin was comfortable and that she recovered her strength as soon as possible. For the last month or so the family had been collecting and storing firewood, thicker branches than they would usually use, and now a krae was put next to the fireplace in the kitchen and a bamboo rail erected between it and the fire. This krae is the low bench or bed that is most often found beneath Lao houses and is used for resting on during the day. Usually they are large and square, but a woman after giving birth lies on one which is long and narrow. The wooden slats of the krae had spaces between them so that burning charcoal could be placed beneath it so Nin would be warmed from below as well as from the fire at her side. At the same time she was protected from cold air and draughts as much as possible. The aim of this fire treatment was to get rid of the blood in the womb and to help the womb contract well. When she got a little stronger she would pull herself up by the rail and lean against it, warming her body that way, sometimes lifting her sin to let the heat get to her more directly.




    As well as the open fire, a small brick stove was also kept burning to heat a large ceramic pot and a kettle. The kettle contained water with herbs, which Nin drank regularly to aid her blood circulation. In the pot were tamarind leaves, lemon grass and, when they could be found, kaffir lime fruit. These were constantly boiled in water and she used this water to wash herself three or four times a day. The mixture smelled pleasant as it boiled and washing in it rejuvenated her skin.




    Nin stayed on the krae in the kitchen for about a week, until she was strong enough to resume her normal life. During this time the household’s cooking had been done outside the house, so that Nin wasn’t disturbed by the smells. She was encouraged to eat food such as fish which would help restore her strength, but to avoid things like bamboo shoots which were difficult to digest. To encourage her milk supply, her mother and aunts would try to find banana flowers for her to eat. The baby Rin was kept in a simple cot on the far side of the kitchen and brought to her whenever he needed to be fed.




    The house where Rin was born was very close to the sandy track that ran through the village, and almost opposite a stone which was considered the home of the town’s spirit, situated on the other side of the track. This stone was sometimes referred to as the beuh ban, the navel of the village, or the jai ban, the heart of the village. Nin’s house wasn’t far, either, from the village’s original temple, Wat Phra Lao, and the big pond next to the temple compound that served as a communal fish farm. Every day a lot of people would pass the house on their way to the temple or the pond, or to the wells nearby, and on their way to and from their fields. But because of the circumstances of Rin’s birth they didn’t stop to ask after the new baby or his mother or to comment on his looks or how strong and healthy he seemed, as they would have done in normal circumstances. Amongst themselves there was certainly a lot said, but no-one wanted to embarrass the family any more than they were already.




    Illegitimate births were not particularly unusual in Lao village society but they were considered a misfortune for the girl’s family and the misfortune was customarily removed by payment of a peng heuon, a sort of fine imposed by the family as both a form of compensation and a way of appeasing the girl’s ancestors who are offended by the way the young man has behaved. Perhaps the most important aspect of Lao custom which minimised the effect of illegitimacy was that inheritance of land and property passed through the female line; and girls who married stayed in their parents’ house until a younger sister married, and then a new house would be built within the family compound which the girl who had married earlier would move into. Since nothing would be inherited from the father it didn’t matter so much who the father might be, and a boy would only expect to inherit anything if he had no sister. So Rin stayed with his mother in his grandparents’ house, and when his mother did marry Mr Pim about a year later, he came to be recognised as part of the family and villagers outside the family were able to talk about him openly at last. Nevertheless, the facts of his birth were not forgotten and continued to be thought of as a misfortune for Rin himself. Pensri remembers overhearing two of his relatives talking about him and remarking that he had been very successful “considering he was born illegitimate”, and when Rin came to write the story of his life when he was more than sixty years old, he mentions in the very first paragraph. ‘The story you are reading now is the story of a poor illegitimate child.’ However, he also goes on to explain:




    My mother had four children with three different fathers. My sister with father number one, me with father number two, and our two brothers with father number three. Even though we all had different fathers my parents were very fair to all of us and looked after us well, especially myself…. They encouraged me to have the highest education available in a rural area… I am particularly appreciative of their kindness and their support. According to an old saying, to look after one’s family is the true virtue.




    When Rin was born, there were no surnames in Siam. There was a huge number of given names in use, all of which had a precise and known meaning. Some were words for everyday things such as flowers, fruits, trees or animals and some described personal characteristics which parents hoped their son or daughter would live up to. In both cases these were usually words that were in everyday use and therefore familiar; but some children were given names that were derived from Sanskrit or Pali, and these often had much more grandiloquent meanings, and were often associated with religious ideas such as ‘merit’. Some individuals were identified by the title that accompanied their rank in the administration, as Nin’s father had been in the days when he was the Muang Glang and known in full as Phya Muang Glang Satiphod. The King conferred names on high-ranking officials and these would change as the person’s position changed. So given names were a way of indicating someone’s position in society; and this ‘society’ was seen to consist only of officials and non-officials. The names of Rin’s immediate family illustrate this. His mother’s name, Nin (which would be written as Nil as the final ‘n’ sound is written that way in Thai) means a black stone, probably jet. ‘Pim’ refers to writing or printing and is found in the Thai word for a newspaper. Rin means flowing, but can also be said to be derived from Sanskrit with the meaning of ‘great’ or ‘grand’. One man was known as Crocodile because he had been attacked by one while he was out hunting wild elephant.




    In 1906, the then Crown Prince Vajiravudh wrote an essay which set out some of the practical reasons why he thought surnames would be useful: they would identify individuals more precisely, and indicate family background. In 1913, when he had been king for nearly three years, he issued a decree announcing that everyone in the kingdom was to have a surname so that government records of births, marriages and deaths would be clear and reliable and so that identification of individuals and their line of descent would be free from possible error. Throughout his reign, King Vajiravudh was concerned to inculcate a strong feeling of nationhood amongst the somewhat diverse peoples who had been designated as subjects within the newly-established boundaries of Siam. He was a great admirer of many of the things he had encountered in the West while he was being educated in England and he saw devotion to nation as an extension of a person’s family and group identity.




    Other ways in which King Vajiravudh tried to develop these feelings were through the adoption of a new flag, the colours symbolising nation, religion and the monarchy, and through the formation of the Wild Tigers and later the adoption of the Boy Scout movement and its promotion through the school curriculum. Another of his key concerns was to increase Siam’s international prestige. He wrote: “Now that we have surnames it can be said that we have caught up with people who are regarded as civilized”.




    The decree announced in March 1913 had twenty articles altogether. The main provisions were as follows:




    

      	
• A surname was to be adopted by all Thai





      	
• The name chosen would be the permanent name of the family, to be handed down in the male line





      	
• A married woman was to take her husband’s surname





      	
• Neither given nor surname was to be changed without permission of the nai amphur, the district officer





      	
• The oldest living male of a family was to choose the name





      	
• The surname had to be suitable – in keeping with the family’s position, and with no coarse connotations





      	
• It must not require more than ten letters to write





      	
• There was to be no duplication of surname in a district or neighbouring district





      	
• District officials were to help in choosing names





      	
• The name was to be registered at the district office





      	
• There was to be no charge for registration





      	
• The decree was to become law on 1st July 1913





      	
• Six months later all heads of families were to have complied by registering their name with the district office.



    




    The deadline was extended several times and by the end of the reign, in 1925, enforcement of the decree had been indefinitely postponed. The Ministry of Interior reported that a total of 100,979 individuals in the provinces had been awarded surnames by the end of 1915. This figure relates to heads of families so the total number of people with a surname would have been considerably greater.




    Of course, 90% of the population were farmers and the majority of them were illiterate. Surnames meant nothing to them and certainly didn’t answer any of their needs. The adoption of a husband’s surname and the passing of names down the male line can also be seen to be in conflict with the matrilineal tradition among the Lao population of Isan.




    It seems that as late as 1924 the Ministry of Interior was still having trouble getting its own officials to comply with the law, despite the possession of a surname being a prerequisite for appointment to positions such as kamnan (commune head) and pu yai ban (village chief). However, there are several reasons to suggest that Rin’s family adopted a surname at a fairly early stage. In the first place, there is the example that would probably have been set by Nin’s father, the former muang glang. He, of course, was literate, and his son-in-law, Mr Pim, clearly valued literacy, too, since he sent Rin to school. And perhaps they would have seen the adoption of a surname by Mr Pim and Mrs Nin as a means of formalising the legitimacy and equality of all the four children they had between them. However that may have been, and whenever the name was adopted, Rin identifies his parents as Mr Pim and Mrs Nin Mahanil.




    In modern Thailand, nearly a century after King Vajiravudh’s decree, surnames are little used other than in official documents. People are always referred to by their given name, both in speech and writing. On first mention, perhaps, both given and family name will be used, but not usually thereafter and the family name alone is never used. Within families and friendship groups, a nickname is very likely to be the one most frequently used, and children are usually allocated a nickname soon after birth. This practice seems to have gained in popularity, especially amongst more educated people who increasingly choose grander given names for their children. Nicknames, though, are simple, one-syllable words which reflect the sort of given names most common a hundred years ago.




    An irony that would not become apparent for many years was that although Mr Rin’s own children did grow up to fulfil King Vajiravudh’s wish for people to identify strongly with their family, and they directed their identification towards their father Rin, talking of themselves as ‘the Mahanil clan’, they were all girls, and Rin did not pass on the surname that was adopted on his behalf.




    In 2462 (1919) when Rin was ten years old, his step-father, whom he always referred to as his father, took him to live as a temple boy under the supervision of a monk, Ajarn Tuay Khambonkun, at Wat Burapha. At this time there were two schools in Phana, the one at Wat Phra Lao and another at Wat Burapha, known as the Government primary School. Rin went to the school at Wat Phra Lao because the monk he stayed with was the Thai language teacher there.




    There had been a Thai language school at Wat Phra Lao for twenty-one years but primary education was not compulsory. Rin wrote of his parents’ decision to take him to be a temple boy:




    My parents had the vision to take me to be part of the temple because most of the boys that went to the school were temple boys, monks and novices; there were no girls.




    He also went on to say, ‘I was very lucky to be born at the right place, which is Muang Phanan.’ Rin considered himself ‘lucky’ because education had already been established for so long in Phana. This came about after the senior monk in Ubon, Chao Khun Ubali, who had formerly been in Bangkok, had been put in charge of establishing Thai-language education in the whole of the north-east region. He began by appointing three other monks to assist him and together they set up a school in Ubon, at Wat Supatanaram, in the year 2440 (1897). They called it Ubonwitayakom School. One of the founding monks of this school was Phra Kru Thiep who had originally come from Phana and in 2441 (1898) he became abbot of Wat Phra Lao. He asked two other monks to start a Thai-language school at Wat Phra Lao. This new school was called Udomwitayakorn. Many boys went to study in this school and went on to become teachers or clerks throughout the region. This was how it came about that even some time before Rin was born, Phana was becoming known as a village that produced boys who were literate; and literate in Thai. At that time other temple schools taught pupils to read Thai Noi or Aksorn Dham, a script used for writing Buddhist teaching on palm leaves. It had been the script used in Lanna (Chiengmai, Thailand), Lan Xang (Luang Prabang, Laos), Sipsongphanna (in Yunnan, China) and was related to Thai Kheun, a script used by the Thai Yai in the Shan State of Burma. Adopting the Thai script was instrumental in integrating the people of Isan into the Siamese/Thai state, and being able to read and write it was a key factor in offering boys, and later girls, opportunities previously open to very few in the villages.




    A second primary school was opened in Phana in 2453 (1910), in Wat Burapha. On this occasion it was the village headmen who instigated it, and the villagers themselves supported it. Each household paid a sum of 50 satang towards the teachers’ salaries, which were between four and six baht a month.




    Most people, of course, remained illiterate; and it remained the case that monks would learn the old script, and after disrobing a reading knowledge of this script would remain essential for a man to become a mor kwan, the village elder who officiates at certain important non-Buddhist ceremonies; but Rin’s parents were well aware of the advantages that schooling and literacy would bring, and so although they were not at all well off, they sent him to school. They would know that as a temple boy, Rin would be fed and cared for, but at the same time they would be deprived of his labour in their fields.




    All the temple boys would study with their monk in the morning, learning about Buddhism and the monastic life. In the afternoon they would go to Wat Phra Lao for their ordinary lessons. The monks had to chant towards the end of the afternoon, and when they had finished the boys would hear the temple drum, and know that it was time for more lessons. There were textbooks provided by the central education authority in Bangkok, and these were designed to provide three years of basic schooling. The boys had to study mathematics, Thai language (reading, comprehension, copy-writing, writing, essays, grammar), and Thai history; also Morals, Health, and Art, which were not examined.
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