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            Introduction

         
 
         On Easter Sunday afternoon in 1967, an American businessman from Thailand named James H.W. Thompson disappeared, perhaps while on an innocent stroll, perhaps not, in the jungled mountains of central Malaysia. The circumstances surrounding his disappearance were unusual, to say the least, and Thompson was already the subject of a considerable legend; these two factors combined to assure the case of an extraordinary amount of public attention. A number of people involved in the affair, especially those closest to Thompson, thought the interest would die down in time, but for a variety of reasons this has not happened. In 1997, on the thirtieth anniversary, the British Broadcasting Corporation, the International Herald Tribune, and numerous other media outlets featured prominent stories on the mystery, and theories regarding a possible solution still abound, not only in most of the capitals of Southeast Asia, where Thompson was a familiar figure, but also in American and European circles. The disappearance has, in fact, assumed the proportions of a second Thompson legend, which with its tempting array of possibilities, threatens to obscure the very real and remarkable achievements that were the basis of the first.
         
 
         Jim Thompson, as he was generally known, was sixty-one years old in 1967. His life had not really taken its distinctive shape, however, until he was in his early forties, at an age when radical changes are difficult to make. Paradoxically, this is a restless time for many men, perhaps for the majority; they dream of turning their back on what they have achieved (or failed to achieve) and starting out on an entirely new path, but few ever take even the first step toward translating such vague desires into reality. Thompson was one of those rare few, and that he happened upon the new path accidentally does not diminish the rarity of what happened.
 
         At this midpoint of his life, he abruptly abandoned everything that was familiar to him and moved into a world and a career as exotic as any novelist’s creation. What is more remarkable, he found in this new world, again by chance, a fulfillment of certain innate talents that not only brought him personal satisfaction but also profoundly changed the lives of thousands of other people. In the twenty years before his ill-fated holiday in Malaysia, he had accomplished more than most men in a full life. He had built a major industry in a remote and little-known country whose language he never learned to speak; he had become an authority on an art that, previously, he scarcely knew existed and had assembled a collection that attracted scholars from all over the world; he had built a home that was a work of art in itself and one of the landmarks of Bangkok; and, in the process of doing all this, he had become a sort of landmark himself, a personality so widely known in his adopted homeland that a letter addressed simply “Jim Thompson, Bangkok” found its way to him in a city of three and a half million people.
         
 
         Thompson’s career in Thailand became one of the most popular postwar legends of Asia, recounted in dozens of publications and gathering, along the way, all the usual embroideries and distortions common to legend-making—some of them, it is only fair to say, invented by the subject himself. It was quite characteristic that only a week before he went to Malaysia he was interviewed for yet another telling of it by an American television crew. Given such renown, it is not surprising that his disappearance attracted widespread attention. What was less expected was that the disappearance should acquire a legendary life of its own, with even more distortions, one in which the man himself has been all but lost amid the fascinations of the mystery.
 
         The following account has two purposes: to tell the first Thompson story in greater detail than has been possible in other published versions, and to examine the second more closely and comprehensively than has been done. It is based on numerous interviews with people who were close to Thompson, on private letters, on all the material that has been printed concerning his career and disappearance, and on numerous conversations the author had with Thompson over some eight years in Thailand. When it was first written, less than three years after the disappearance, Thompson was still legally alive, and there were various reasons for omitting or playing down certain aspects, particularly concerning his private life. This gave rise to certain misconceptions, some of which seriously affected conclusions drawn from them; in this revised telling of the story, an effort has been made to fill in some of the gaps and produce a portrait more in keeping with the man known to his close friends and associates, as opposed to the numerous impressions, both oral and written, that have come from people who, despite their claims, knew him only slightly at some stage in his life or, in some cases, not at all.
         
 
         Even a casual reader will soon perceive, however, that Thompson, like most gifted men, was a complex person; and for this reason there are inevitably assorted points of view about different aspects of his life. No account of either the career or the disappearance is likely to meet with complete approval from the many people who admired and the few who disliked him. What follows aims at telling the truth but it does not, it cannot, claim to be infallible.
 
         One could start the Thompson story at several places: with his arrival in Thailand, for instance, which is really the beginning of the first legend, or, more conventionally, with his birth and follow through chronologically. Considering the purpose of this book, it seems more suitable to begin at that dividing point where the first legend came to a sudden, tragic end and the second began its curious growth.

      

    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Part One: A Walk in the Highlands

         
 
         
1
         
 
         The Cameron Highlands is a cool and picturesque hill station, some 6,666 feet above sea level at its highest point, in the central Malaysian state of Pahang. It was named after William Cameron, a British surveyor who in 1885 discovered what he described as “a fine plateau with gentle slopes shut in by lofty mountains” and soon afterwards developed by foreign settlers from the lowlands as a retreat during the hot season, following a practice already well established in other British colonies like India and Ceylon. There is no train or air service; the quickest way to get there is to fly to Ipoh, the capital of neighboring Perak state, and then hire a taxi to make the winding ascent to the resort. Ipoh, however, has little to recommend it to the average traveler, and most tourists who go the Highlands for a holiday prefer to drive from either Kuala Lumpur, the Malaysian capital, or Penang, a pleasant island off the west coast. From the former, the drive takes about five hours, from the latter seven.
         
 
         Beyond Ipoh the road gradually begins to climb, rice paddies and coconut plantations giving way to jungled foothills; after a small town called Tapah, the climb becomes steep, the road more winding, and the scenery wilder and more forbidding. As one nears the Highlands, the countryside has a definitely untamed look about it, much, one imagines, as it must have appeared to William Cameron. This was particularly true in 1967, before development led to considerable clearing; then the dense jungle rolled away endlessly on all sides, green and silent, roadless and dangerous; tigers were reported to still lurk in it, hidden ravines plunged a hundred feet deep, and there were tribes of elusive aborigines who still hunted with blowguns and poisoned darts and reportedly dug illegal animal traps along the secret trails.
 
         Even today in the midst of all this wilderness the Highlands settlement, centered around the town of Tanah Rata, comes as a pleasant surprise with its neat streets and bungalows and general air of orderly, tranquil civilization. In 1967, there were several modern hotels, of which Foster’s Smokehouse—patterned after a Swiss chalet—was the most prominent, a first-class golf course laboriously hewn out of the jungle, a rest home for convalescent soldiers on leave from the sweltering coastal areas, and a school for children of American missionaries which had formerly been located in Dalat, in Vietnam, but moved to the Highlands several years before when the war intensified. Around the golf links and scattered about the surrounding hills were numerous solid, European-style bungalows: Tudor cottages and mock Swiss chalets, with carefully tended lawns and beds of roses that grow with astonishing vigor in the clear, thin air that in the late afternoon becomes chilly and at night often quite cold.
         
 
         The influence of the former colonial masters is strong. The rose gardens and herbaceous borders are English, and so are the high teas served every afternoon in the grander hotels, the hot water bottles thoughtfully provided on cold nights, the little Anglican church in Tanah Rata, and the overall public neatness of the place. Even the alien jungle that until very recently crowded in on all sides, threatening to take over again, has in a sense been anglicized, for it is hard to believe that any Asian settlers would have gone to all the trouble of cutting and maintaining the numerous paths through the forest to indulge the English passion for a bracing walk. A simplified guide map (p. 14) of the resort shows the major trails that meandered through the jungle in 1967, but innumerable minor ones branched off from these, leading deeper and deeper into the luxuriant greenery. (More detailed maps that showed all the known trails were hard to come by in 1967, possibly, according to one source, for security reasons.) Since walking is second only to golf as one of the major attractions of the Highlands, a regular labor force is assigned the burdensome chore of keeping the main trails clear for hikers, hacking at the grass and vines that reach out like greedy fingers. The local authorities now advise adventurous walkers to carry signal smoke bombs along with them “just in case” and discourage exploration of the side trails, which have a way of petering out or branching confusingly. In the first part of 1967, though, the jungle hackers were rumored to be spending more time maintaining the showpiece golf links than on the trails, and no one was advising smoke bombs and caution for the very good reason that lost walkers were almost unknown—possibly a testament to prudence considering the wildness of the countryside.
         
 
         Back in the twenties and thirties, during the heyday of British rule, the Cameron Highlands was the largest and most popular of the hot-season resorts scattered around the Malay states, and from February through May it was crowded with the elite of Singapore, Penang, and the vast rubber estates to the south: planters and colonial administrators, missionaries and traders, exhausted by the lowlands heat and hungry for a familiar climate. It was the wealthier of these who built the first cottages and planted the first rose gardens, who achieved a feeling of “back home” in defiance of the inhospitable jungle. The Highlands supplied the English of Singapore with European vegetables and fruits, which were brought down the peninsula at great effort and expense. “Highlands strawberries” were a great delicacy in the colony, and still are in modern independent Singapore.
 
         For obvious reasons, the station suffered a severe decline during the Japanese occupation, and even after liberation, in 1945, its respite from hard times was relatively brief before an even darker period set in. This was the time known in Malaysian history simply as the Emergency, though it was, in fact, a full-fledged war fought by British and Malay troops against a small army of Communist-led terrorists, many of them remnants of mainly Chinese resistance groups who had operated during the occupation period. They would swoop down in sudden murderous ambush on government forces and remote rubber plantations and then vanish into the jungle where there were thousands of hiding places and even secret landing strips. No one knows how many lives were lost during the long and bitter struggle—numerous fighters from both sides simply vanished into the forest and were never seen again—but in the mid-fifties the government got the upper hand, and by 1960, when the Emergency was officially declared over, the remaining insurgents had been forced back to an even wilder area near the Thai border, where there were still reports of their marauding activities as recently as 1967.
 
          
 
         
         
 
         Cameron Highlands in the 1960s.
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               Courtesy Cameron Highlands Tourist Promotion Association, Malaysia

            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Hints to Walkers
 
            
               1. Never walk alone.
 
               2. Inform a friend before leaving:—
 
               
                  a. Route you intend to take.
 
                  b. Your expected time of return.

               
 
               3. If you are lost, walk either due East or West (i.e. in the opposite direction to that which you left the Main Road), until you meet the Main Road again.
 
               4. If you are uncertain as to the direction of East or West, remain stationary, if possible near a stream, until you are found. It may take over 24 hours to find you. DO NOT PANIC.
 
               5. You should always take the following items on your walk:—
 
               
                  a. A filled water bottle.
 
                  b. A box of matches (to light a signal fire).
 
                  c. A compass (this may be bought at the tourist board).
 
                  d. A whistle.
 
                  e. A torch.
 
                  f. A little food (e.g. chocolate).
 
                  g. A knife.

               
 
               6. You should always wear long trousers and long sleeves. This will protect you from being scratched and will keep you warm at night. (Bring warm clothing along.)
 
               7. KEEP TO THE NUMBERED PATHS AS SHOWN ON MAP.

            

         
 
         
 
         
 
         Security returned to the Highlands, and with it a renewed prosperity. The creepers that had repossessed most of the rose gardens were hacked away, the bungalows one by one were reopened, and hopeful local promoters dubbed the resort “the holiday playground of Malaysia” and began trying to attract tourists from outside as well as inside the country. The colonial days were over, of course, and most of the old British faces were gone, replaced by rich Chinese from Singapore and Penang, Malaysian government officials, and an increasing number of visitors from neighboring countries like Thailand. By the spring of 1967, when it found itself unexpectedly and unhappily in headlines around the world, the Highlands had fully recovered from its various setbacks and was well established once more as the country’s leading resort.
 
         
2
         
 
         Land values at the Highlands understandably fell during the Emergency, and numerous bungalow owners, disillusioned by the long insecurity, sold out for whatever they could get. One such sale was made to a Singapore couple named Dr. and Mrs. T.G. Ling. Dr. Ling was Chinese and his wife, Helen, was American; they met in New York during the twenties, when Dr. Ling was a chemistry student at Cornell University, and later married in China; their son became an officer in the U.S. Air Force. The Lings lived in China until the Communist takeover in 1949, when, leaving most of their possessions behind, they fled first to Hong Kong and finally to Singapore. There Dr. Ling found a good position with a European firm and Mrs. Ling opened a successful antique shop. Both prospered and within a few years were making enough money to live in one of Singapore’s more fashionable areas and, looking ahead to eventual retirement, to buy a bungalow in the Highlands.
         
 
         The property they acquired there consisted of a fair-sized piece of land atop a steep hill overlooking the golf links and a pleasant semi-Tudor bungalow called Moonlight Cottage, one of a pair built before the war by a British company as holiday houses for its personnel. The other of the two, predictably called Starlight, was a short distance down the hill but out of sight of Moonlight, so that both had unusual privacy. In the spring of 1967, Starlight was being used for rest and recreation by British officers on convalescent leave from their units.
         
 
         Compared with most of the other holiday houses at the Highlands, Moonlight Cottage at the time was uncommonly isolated. The twisting road from the golf course narrowed to a one-car, partially asphalted track, then bordered by thick jungle, and came to a dead end at the Ling property; except for a number of somewhat precarious paths, it was the only way to get down the hill. The isolation of the place was undoubtedly one reason for the low price it sold for, and another, rather more ominous factor may also have been influential. Moonlight, it was rumored, had been used as a headquarters by the terrorists at the peak of their activities, and summary executions had reportedly taken place in the pretty flower garden near the veranda. Later, this grim interlude was recalled by a number of local people, and at least one witch doctor maintained there was a link between the past and the mystery that brought the cottage into the news in 1967; certain spirits in the jungle, he said, were still outraged by the bloodshed that had taken place on their doorstep and were having their revenge at last.
 
         Ghosts notwithstanding, once the terrorists had been cleared out and security returned to the Highlands, it was obvious that the Lings had made a good buy. The house was spacious and comfortable and wonderfully private. There were three bedrooms downstairs, each with its own bath, a large living and dining area with an open fireplace to take the chill off the celebrated Highlands air, and a modern kitchen and storeroom. Upstairs were some more storage rooms. Off the living room was a covered veranda, from which a gravel path led along the lawn to the narrow road down the hill. The ample servants’ quarters were separate, to the right of the house and facing the road, though without an absolutely clear view of it. A large garden extended around three sides of the house and the Lings, both plant lovers, set about restoring it with roses and other temperate-zone shrubs they missed in the equatorial heat of Singapore. The jungle, with its mysteries and its dangers, was kept at bay across the road, where it provided a striking contrast to the orderly compound.
         
 
         Despite regular plane services to Kuala Lumpur and Ipoh, the Cameron Highlands was then not within really convenient weekend distance of Singapore, and the Lings never planned to use Moonlight Cottage for more than occasional holidays until the time came for retirement. Accordingly, they made arrangements with a Dutchman and his wife, who lived in Tanah Rata, to act as rental agents for anyone who might want to take the house for a vacation; a Malay named Mohammed and his family lived in the servants’ quarters and acted as caretakers for the place in addition to cooking and cleaning when anyone was in residence. The Lings came up four or five times a year, and one of their visits, almost invariably, was over the long Easter weekend, which fell in the worst part of the coastal hot season and always attracted a large number of visitors.
 
         Twice the Lings had invited two old friends from Bangkok to be their houseguests for this particular holiday, and in 1967 the invitation was extended and accepted once more. The friends were Mrs. Connie Mangskau, the owner of one of Bangkok’s leading antique shops, and James H.W. Thompson, or Jim as he was known to friends and strangers alike, who was internationally famous for his highly successful revival of the Thai silk industry and as one of the most colorful Americans living in the Far East. Before the weekend was over, he was also to become the most celebrated guest in the history of the Cameron Highlands, one whose memory still haunts that peaceful resort. 
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         On Thursday, March 23, when he left Thailand for Malaysia, Thompson was two days past his sixty-first birthday, a soft-spoken, blue-eyed, slightly overweight man of medium height whose skin was deeply tanned from spending almost every lunch hour beside the swimming pool of the Royal Bangkok Sports Club. He drank sparingly and was trying, not very successfully to cut down on a heavy smoking habit. According to his doctor—a Dane named Einer Ammundsen, who, by coincidence, was also at the Highlands, playing golf, over the Easter weekend—he was in generally good physical condition for a man of his age, though he was not in perfect health. He was unusually susceptible to bronchial disorders—he had been in the hospital with pneumonia twice in the previous three years—and for the past year had been subject to painful gallstone attacks; for the latter he had pills to take in case he felt an attack coming on and had reluctantly agreed with professional advice to have the stones removed in the near future. (He kept his pills in an antique silver box given to him by one of his sisters, which friends in Bangkok had jokingly dubbed his “jungle box,” since he had taken to carrying it with him whenever he went on trips up-country.)
 
         Thompson led a highly active life, getting up early in the morning to visit his silk weavers and seldom getting to bed before eleven or twelve at night, and he resented these signs of physical weakness, preferring, whenever possible, to pretend they did not exist. On more than one occasion, friends in Bangkok later recalled, he had needlessly driven himself into a bad cold or a gallstone attack by refusing to slow down his fast pace even when confronted by a variety of warning signals. His “jungle box” was thus something of a concession, though a wise one, for, as he had discovered, the attacks were not as easily dismissed as a cold: when he had his first one, in a London hotel room, he had thought it was a heart attack and had been convinced he was going to die. 
         
 
         Despite such problems, however, his general stamina seemed remarkable to many of the less hardy foreign residents of tropical Bangkok. They marveled at his ability to dash about the city in the hottest part of the day, his refusal to have air-conditioning in his bedroom or, until recently, in his office, and his unwillingness to waste part of a weekend by taking a nap. On Sunday, the one day of the week he took off from his silk business, he frequently made the two-hour drive to the old capital of Ayutthaya or else spent the afternoon browsing about the congested alleyways of the Chinese section where there were a large number of antique shops. He entertained almost nightly in his celebrated Thai-style house and would often get up a dinner party of six or ten people simply to avoid eating alone. One of his special pleasures, which in recent years he had been able to enjoy less and less frequently due to business and social engagements, was walking, preferably in the country and, if at all possible, off the beaten track. In the Thai countryside, he often combined this pleasure with an interest in exploring ancient ruins, and some of his happiest hours had been spent with a few friends who shared these enthusiasms, clambering through thick jungle and scaling precipitous cliffsides to locate a rumored cave, a lost temple, or merely a pretty view—expeditions that he described in great detail in the long letters he wrote to his sister Elinor. He had been with the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) during the Second World War and, towards the end of it, had been with a group scheduled to parachute into Thailand. In preparation for this, he had undergone a jungle-survival course in Ceylon designed to teach a man how to take care of himself for weeks on end in a tropical forest.
 
         Partly because of this training, though it had taken place more than twenty years before, and partly because of his many experiences in the wilds of Thailand, he was justifiably proud of his sense of direction and his knowledge of jungle lore. On at least one occasion in the not too distant past, however, this knowledge had not succeeded in keeping him out of trouble. On his first visit to the Highlands as a guest of the Lings, he had gone for a solitary ramble near Moonlight Cottage and had stumbled on a nest of wild hornets. They had pursued him with a vengeance and only a handy stream had saved him from serious injury. On his second visit, out of curiosity, he had revisited the scene of the near disaster and before leaving Bangkok in 1967 he had remarked to several people that he would like to see it again.
         
 
         On the day of his departure, Thompson was a tired man and freely admitted it. In addition to his normal heavy load of activities, he had several weeks before moved his silk business into a handsome new building, a copy of an eighteenth-century Thai structure, and had been undergoing the usual strains and confusions of getting settled into new quarters. The Highlands holiday was intended to provide a much-needed rest, though, typically, a brief one, for on the Monday following Easter he was going to Singapore for a round of entertainments and talks with an American businessman who was thinking of starting a fabrics industry there and wanted some expert advice. On Monday evening, Thompson was scheduled to dine with the businessman and the American ambassador, and to make the engagement he and the Lings and Mrs. Mangskau were planning to leave the Highlands early in the morning and drive down the peninsula.
 
         Mrs. Mangskau, his traveling companion, was a fifty-nine year-old widowed grandmother, half-English and half-Thai by birth, who had been married to a Norwegian; despite her age, she could have easily passed as the mother of her grandchildren. She and Thompson had been good friends since 1945, when he first came to Thailand and she had worked as an interpreter for the allied forces. He had been helpful when she opened her first shop, in the old Oriental Hotel; the business had flourished and by 1967, moved to larger quarters in another hotel, she was one of the leading antique dealers in Bangkok. There was no romantic attachment between her and Thompson and never had been, though later a good many people, especially in Malaysia, tried their best to manufacture one. They were simply close friends who enjoyed the same interests, often entertained the same visitors to Bangkok, and sometimes traveled together when their destinations were similar. As noted above, they had been twice to the Cameron Highlands to visit the Lings, as well as to the Middle East and Europe; Mrs. Mangskau had been in London when Thompson had had his first frightening gallstone attack. Thompson, who had been divorced in 1946, was considered a highly eligible bachelor—his personal fortune, mostly family money in America, was estimated at about a million dollars—but Mrs. Mangskau was not among the several women, in Bangkok and elsewhere, who had a serious claim on his affections.
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         The trip to Malaysia began amid a certain amount of confusion. This was not exceptional, for Thompson, despite considerable experience, was singularly absent-minded about the various formalities of international travel and generally left them until the last possible moment. On a few occasions, he had overlooked some of them altogether, and this proved to be the case when he and Mrs. Mangskau arrived at the Bangkok airport to catch their plane to Penang, where they were planning on spending the night. It was discovered there that he had neglected to have his cholera shot, then requisite for travel to any foreign country, and also to get his Thai tax clearance certificate, which all resident foreigners had to produce on leaving Thailand. Either of these oversights could easily have prevented him from going on his holiday, as they had with other travelers, but he was lucky—or perhaps unlucky, as things turned out—on both counts. An agreeable health official at the airport gave him a shot there and backdated it to meet the six-day requirement (Mrs. Mangskau asked the doctor to “make it a light dose” to avoid any reaction), and to solve the tax-clearance problem Mrs. Mangskau signed as guarantor should Thompson fail to return and pay any taxes he might have outstanding. He did remember to bring along some money, though hardly a large amount by the standard of most international travelers. He had about a hundred dollars in U.S. currency—enough to see him through the next week he figured, since the Highlands stay and most of the Singapore visit would involve few expenses.
         
 
         Neither Thompson or Mrs. Mangskau had ever been to Penang, then a pleasant, faintly seedy island with a colonial atmosphere; established in 1786, it was the first British possession in Malaysia and until the rise of Singapore had been the most important. On their two previous visits to the Highlands, they had gone via Kuala Lumpur. This time, therefore, they planned to stop one night at George Town, the island’s principal city, and then hire a taxi the following day for the drive up to the resort, where the Lings would meet them at Moonlight Cottage in the late afternoon.
 
         The following week, when the restful holiday had turned into a nightmare, Mrs. Mangskau would be asked to repeat again and again the details of their brief stay in Penang, for there were many who felt it might hold some clue as to what had happened. If so, the clue was artfully concealed; despite exhaustive investigations, nothing was ever uncovered to suggest that it was anything but the enjoyable little interlude it seemed at the time. They stayed at the Ambassador, one of Penang’s newest hotels, which Thompson rather regretted when he saw the Eastern & Oriental, a rambling old place from British days that was more to his architectural taste. Using the same taxi that brought them in from the airport, they made a tour around the island, not stopping off anywhere but returning to the hotel in time for Thompson to get a haircut, something else he had forgotten to do before leaving. That evening they dined at an Indian restaurant and took a stroll. The next morning they made arrangements at the hotel for a taxi to take them to the Highlands, did a little shopping, and went to call on Thompson’s local silk agent, only to find the shop closed since it was Good Friday. They were picked up by the taxi a little after eleven and arrived at Moonlight Cottage about five-thirty that afternoon.
 
         In reexamining the events between their departure from Bangkok and their arrival at the bungalow, Mrs. Mangskau could recall only three that were even remotely suggestive. One of these was decidedly minor: Thompson’s unexpected decision to have a haircut the evening they got to Penang. At the time Mrs. Mangskau put it down as yet another example of his absent-mindedness—which, in all probability, is exactly what it was—and she was mildly annoyed that they had to cut short their drive around the island so he could go to a barbershop before they met for drinks. The only reason the incident assumed any subsequent interest was that except when they were sleeping, it was the only time Thompson was alone in Penang, a point that could have been significant in several of the theories that were later advanced.
         
 
         The other two events she remembered seemed, at first anyhow, of potentially more sinister import. Both occurred on the drive from Penang to the Highlands, and both involved changes of drivers. The first took place in George Town on their way to the vehicular ferry to the mainland. Without warning, the driver stopped the car, jumped out, and ran into a nearby building. He was gone about five minutes and when he returned he had another man with him; the new man, he said, would be their driver. Thompson and Mrs. Mangskau did not question this change but they found the second one more annoying. This took place at Tapah, the small town where the highway begins to climb steeply up to the resort, and here they were asked not only to change drivers but also to switch to another taxi, which already had two Chinese passengers waiting in it. The explanation given was that the original taxi had developed engine trouble and was unable to make the climb. They were willing enough to change cars, but Mrs. Mangskau balked at the proposal that they share the new one with two strangers; they had arranged and paid for a private car, she said, and five in a smallish vehicle would hardly make for the comfortable trip they had looked forward to. After a brief discussion the owner agreed, and the other passengers unloaded their bags from the taxi, in which Thompson and Mrs. Mangskau completed their journey.
 
         The possible implications of these two incidents intrigued a number of people during the next week, and the second in particular came in for some imaginative speculation. The New York Times, in a long report on the early rumors in the case, suggested it might have been a kidnapping attempt that failed due to Mrs. Mangskau’s insistence on evicting the two strangers. It was not for some days that the apparent mystery was cleared up by the Malaysian investigation authorities. It was found that the first change of drivers was due to the fact that the original one lacked a Malaysian driving permit and had therefore turned over his taxi to a friend who did. As for the change of cars, it emerged that drivers from Penang (and from Kuala Lumpur, too) frequently transferred their passengers at Tapah to save fuel and wear and tear on the car. Only the year before, the same thing had happened to Thompson’s assistant at the Thai Silk Company, Charles Sheffield, and it would also happen later to some of the investigators going up to the Highlands. By the time these unexciting explanations were revealed, however, the original speculations had already planted some seeds for thought in various fertile minds and these were soon to produce some extraordinary fruit.
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         Dr. Ling had arrived at Moonlight Cottage only about fifteen minutes before Thompson and Mrs. Mangskau, having driven up alone from Singapore. Mrs. Ling, delayed on business, was coming up to Ipoh by plane and then on to the Highlands later that evening. She got there about eight, and after dinner the party retired early.
 
         Thompson was the last to get up the next morning, saying that he’d had the best night’s sleep in ages. He looked rested, Mrs. Mangskau remembered later, and was in excellent spirits. Over breakfast, Dr. Ling remarked that he had discovered a new trail leading down the hill to the golf links, and Thompson, of course, was eager to try it. The ladies were less enthusiastic; they said they would drive down later and meet the men at the golf club. The two men left soon afterward and started down the hill.
 
         Around ten the ladies drove to Tanah Rata for some shopping and arrived at the club at the appointed time. There they met Dr. Ammundsen and several other friends who had come from Bangkok to play golf, but there was no sign of Thompson and Dr. Ling. It was nearly one before they trudged in with a tale of minor adventure. It seemed that not long after they left the bungalow they had gotten lost in the tangled undergrowth that spilled down the hill and, to make matters worse, Dr. Ling had stumbled over a root and sprained a ligament. Given an ideal opportunity to display his jungle knowledge, Thompson had come through; he had spotted a small stream, and by following its course they had eventually arrived in familiar surroundings. The incident had shaken Dr. Ling slightly, but Thompson, characteristically, seemed exhilarated by it.
         
 
         After a restorative drink at the club, they drove back to the bungalow, had lunch, and all retired to their respective rooms for a rest. The Lings shared a large bedroom on the front corner of the house, with views of the garden and the gravel path that led to the road down the hill; when they rested in the afternoon, they customarily left the windows open to catch the breeze. Mrs. Mangskau had a smaller room next to theirs, and Thompson was in a room at the back of the house.
 
         Did he remain in his room all that first afternoon? The Lings and Mrs. Mangskau were sure he did, though they agreed that if for some reason he had wished to go out unnoticed he could easily have done so; if he did, he never mentioned it, nor did the Lings hear him through their open window. Everyone assembled for tea at four-thirty and inspected the garden, for which Thompson had brought some amaryllis bulbs; after an early dinner they retired.
 
         The next day, the one that ended in horror, began peacefully enough. It was, of course, Easter Sunday, and over the years the Lings had established a sort of Easter tradition at the Highlands, which consisted of services at the little Anglican church in Tanah Rata, a large lunch, and a lazy afternoon. This year the routine was to be varied slightly: after church, they had decided to take their guests on a picnic to a scenic spot inside a military reservation not far from Moonlight Cottage. It was a pleasant site with fine views of the countryside, and they thought it would appeal to Thompson’s love of the outdoors.
         
 
         While everyone was getting organized for the drive to Tanah Rata, Thompson announced that he was going to walk to the bottom of the hill and would meet the others there. He did so, leaving a little before the rest and prudently keeping to the road this time as he was wearing a dark blue Thai silk suit. This morning walk is significant only in that it disproves one of the several “facts” regularly cited in discussions of the Thompson case—namely, that he was never alone outside Moonlight Cottage all that weekend until Easter Sunday afternoon, a point of some importance since several of the most persistent theories rest on the assumption that he was being closely watched in the hope of catching him alone. Thompson was in fact alone for the ten or fifteen minutes it took him to get down the hill and was for most of it out of sight of the house and its occupants. An alert and well-organized group of men could have abducted him then as well as later.
 
         Presumably, however, no such group was lying in wait that morning or, if they were, they did nothing, for he was waiting for the Lings and Mrs. Mangskau near the golf course when they came down in the car. They drove on to Tanah Rata, attended the church service, and after picking up some newspapers returned to the cottage to get the picnic lunch, which was packed and ready. Here something slightly unusual happened, or at least it seemed unusual later when the others looked back on that fateful day. Thompson, rather surprisingly, seemed to have lost his enthusiasm for the idea of the picnic. He suggested that the garden was just as suitable as the hill they had previously selected, and much more convenient. The others, though, were in favor of following the original plan and, without further protest, he agreed.
 
         The picnic site was on a broad plateau, about three quarters of an hour’s drive from Moonlight Cottage. Mrs. Mangskau brought along a camera and took some pictures during the lunch. They are the sort of snapshots one sees of picnics anywhere: the blanket spread out on the grass, the hamper and the Thermos, a lazy, relaxed, summer afternoon mood. What they do not show, but something the others recalled vividly, was Thompson’s restlessness. He seemed eager to get the picnic over with; hardly had they finished eating, the Lings remembered, than he began to collect things and put them back in the hamper. He refused to have any beer, as the others did, saying he did not like to drink anything in the middle of the day. The rest assumed he was tired, perhaps from his walk down the hill that morning, and wanted to go back and rest. It was, after all, the last real day of leisure he was to have on his trip, for they were leaving for Singapore early the next morning and a full social and business schedule awaited them there.
         
 
         (Some theorists were to dwell later on this incident, using it to support a variety of plots, mostly involving Thompson’s determination to get away on his own so that he could carry out some pre-arranged plan. Close friends in Bangkok, however, suggested another likely motive. “He was probably bored,” one of them said flatly. “He wanted to go off on that walk he’d enjoyed so much before and he was tired of sitting around making small talk, even with good friends. That would have been entirely in character.”)
 
         At any event, they packed up and left the plateau shortly after two, reaching Moonlight Cottage about two thirty. Dr. Ling remembered the time because he happened to look at his watch and was surprised they had returned so early.
 
         In the car on the way back, Mrs. Mangskau had announced her intention of taking a nap and everybody, including Thompson, agreed it was a fine idea. When they got to the house, Mrs. Mangskau went straight to her room and the Lings to theirs. The last time they saw Thompson, the last time anyone saw him for certain, he was in the living room, preparing, they assumed, to do the same thing they were.
 
         What happened in the next half hour or so is largely a matter of conjecture, but a few points seem reasonably clear. For one thing, Thompson certainly did not take a nap. His bed had not been turned down, nor, apparently, even lain on. He must have gone out to sit on the lawn in the sun, for a little after three the Lings, resting but not sleeping in their front room with the windows open, heard the sound of an aluminum deck chair being placed on the veranda; a moment later, they heard footsteps going down the gravel path leading to the road. They were not Asian footsteps, Mrs. Ling said firmly later, but those of a European; she was sure she could tell the difference. They heard no voices, either before or after the footsteps; after the steps they heard nothing at all. If anyone had called to Thompson, they would certainly have heard it and would have noted it, for no guests were expected. As it was, they supposed that Thompson was merely going for a stroll, and since this was hardly unusual—he had gone for walks alone on both previous trips—they did not bother to look out the window.
         
 
         If they had, it might have made a considerable difference in the events that were about to descend upon them and their peaceful retirement cottage. Or perhaps not. Perhaps had they looked out, they might have seen nothing at all unusual: just their old friend from Bangkok, alone, setting out for a walk in the clear Highlands afternoon, as unaware as they that he was about to add a new and sensational chapter to a life already quite remarkable enough.

      

    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Part Two: The First Legend

         
 
         
1
         
 
         In 1959, Somerset Maugham made a sentimental final journey through the Far East, stopping off at many of the places he had used so effectively for his stories and novels in the twenties and thirties. He came to Bangkok (which figured in The Gentleman in the Parlour, his only pure travel book), and like most of the distinguished visitors to the city at that time, he went for dinner at Jim Thompson’s celebrated Thai house, which was then less than a year old. Other than a brief thank-you note to his host (containing the Maughamesque observation, “You have not only beautiful things, but what is rare you have arranged them with faultless taste”) there is no record of the writer’s impression of that evening, but one is perhaps justified in saying that the old man may well have recognized in Thompson a familiar character, quite in keeping with the nostalgic nature of the trip.
         
 
         A recurrent figure in Maugham’s work, especially in his short stories, is the seemingly average man who, for some deeply private and often inexplicable reason, suddenly deserts his ordinary, secure world and starts a new life amid totally alien surroundings. He met a number of such characters on his early travels—on remote Pacific islands, in deep jungles and along the docks of raffish seaports—and he never ceased to be fascinated by them; he found them mysterious and romantic (and perhaps enviable), and in story after story he sought explanations for their strange behavior. Undoubtedly his most exhaustive study of the type was in The Moon and Sixpence, his novel based on the life of Paul Gauguin, in which the hero, Charles Strickland, abandons his respectable job, his family, and his friends to go and paint on a South Seas island. There is a passage in it that seems to sum up all Maugham’s other lone—but rarely lonely—men who find contentment in exotic places. The narrator, trying to comprehend Strickland’s remarkable affinity for this distant, unfamiliar place, observes, “I have an idea that some men are born out of their due place. Accident has cast them amid certain surroundings, but they always have a nostalgia for a home they know not. Perhaps it is this sense of strangeness that sends men far and wide in search of something permanent to which they may attach themselves…Sometimes a man hits upon a place to which he mysteriously feels that he belongs. Here is the home he sought, and he will settle amid scenes that he has never seen before, among men he has never known, as though they were familiar to him from his birth.”
         
 
         James Harrison Wilson Thompson’s journey to the strange place he was instinctively to recognize as the place he belonged to began, as Charles Strickland’s did, in surroundings that could hardly have been more different from the spectacular house in which he entertained Maugham. He was born in Greenville, Delaware, a prosperous community not far from Wilmington, on March 21, 1906, the youngest of five children by fourteen years. The family was comfortably off, prominent in Delaware society, and had roots that went deep into the history of that region and outside as well.
 
         Of a number of distinguished ancestors, perhaps the most interesting, in terms of Thompson’s later career, was his maternal grandfather, James Harrison Wilson, after whom he was named. Wilson graduated as an engineer from West Point in 1860, the sixth in a class of forty-one, and soon after his graduation went on an assignment to Oregon, then practically virgin territory, to survey the route from Puget Sound to the Columbia River. The Civil War advanced his military career rapidly; he was a major general at the age of twenty-seven, with the largest cavalry command of any American officer, and an intimate of General Grant. His first encounter with Grant, according to one historian, was not encouraging: “The general’s bearing was hopelessly unmilitary; he might have been the proprietor of a country store. One of the other members of the staff sidled up to the newcomer with the information that Grant would be all right if the staff could keep him away from ‘bad habits.’” However, Wilson soon perceived Grant’s talents as a leader and became a trusted and valuable member of his staff. He fought all the way through the war, winning his greatest victory at the battle of Selma, Alabama, and was one of the party that captured Jefferson Davis; he and Davis spent the evening of the capture exchanging anecdotes of West Point, of which Davis had once serve as superintendent.
         
 
         With this distinguished military record, together with his friendship with Grant, General Wilson expected a high-ranking position in Washington when the former commander became president; but the two men had some kind of falling out and the job never materialized. Undaunted, Wilson embarked on a career that included extensive traveling about the world, writing, engineering, and, from time to time, more fighting. He made a year-long journey through China for the purpose of building a railroad and produced a popular book called Travels in the Middle Kingdom. He also wrote a lengthy autobiography in two volumes, Under The Old Flag, in which he described his Civil War experiences and delivered himself of some candid judgments of his fellow generals.
         
 
         It was through General Wilson, in a somewhat indirect way, that the family got its introduction to Thailand, or, as it was then known to the world, Siam. In 1902, he was appointed by President Theodore Roosevelt as the military representative of the United States at the coronation of King Edward VII, and during this event he met and became friends with the Siamese Crown Prince, Vajiravudh, the son of King Chulalongkorn; later generations of Americans were to become familiar with Chulalongkorn as one of the young princes whom the legendary Anna came to teach in The King and I. The crown prince also became friends with the general’s daughter, Elinor, and asked her to be his guest at the end of term festivities at Oxford, where he was about to complete his studies.
         
 
         Later that year, Prince Vajiravudh made his first official tour of the United States and while in the Washington area accepted an invitation to spend a day at the Wilson home in Wilmington. Thompson was not yet born, but his oldest sister, Mrs. Thomas Reath, remembered it well, including photographs taken of the prince amusing himself on a seesaw that belonged to one of the grandchildren. As a child, Thompson used to enjoy looking at the faded pictures and hearing of the garden party for the young man who by that time was King Rama VI of Siam; some forty years later, in the king’s own country, he would be having his meals off a pair of ornate gaming tables that were originally made for the palace of King Chulalongkorn.
         
 
         General Wilson died in 1924, when Thompson was eighteen, and it would probably be romanticizing to suggest that he had much direct influence over his grandson’s later career in Asia. Still, the young Thompson was naturally fascinated by the old man’s colorful past and later, when he read the book on China, he found it enthralling; certainly some of his love for faraway places must have come from the general and perhaps some of his lifelong enthusiasm for walking and exploring. He also got, as a child, an unusual number of visits to the dentist to have cavities filled, owing to General Wilson’s habit of freely distributing candy to his grandchildren. The purpose of this generosity was not to win affection: during his association with Grant, Wilson had discovered that if he kept the commander supplied with sweets he was less inclined to get drunk, and this had led to a conviction that a liberal diet of candy would ward off the evils of alcoholism.
 
         The more emphatic influences on Thompson came from his parents and, during his younger years at least, from his mother, Mary Wilson Thompson, who was by all accounts a beautiful, strong-willed woman. She entertained frequently and lavishly and acted as an arbiter over Wilmington society. She also took a stand on certain political issues, among them the question of suffrage for women, which she adamantly opposed; she made several trips to the state capital at Dover to address the legislature on this burning subject and it was partly due to her efforts that Delaware failed to ratify the suffrage amendment. A more successful endeavor was her proposal to restore the historic town of New Castle, Delaware—long before the Rockefellers envisioned Williamsburg—which led to the founding of the Delaware Society for the Preservation of Antiquities, a forerunner of the National Trust for Historic Preservation. During the early days of the depression, when various suggestions were being put forth about how to best use the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) in the area, she again journeyed to Dover and helped persuade the state to use the unemployed workers to drain the marshes and get rid of the mosquitoes, an undertaking that earned her the nickname of “the mosquito woman.”
         
 
         In a memoir, her youngest daughter Elinor recalled: “Mother’s fondest quotation was, ‘Women’s place is in the home’—not that she spent very much time in it, but she thought she did. Another famous remark on hers among her children was, ‘I never get my foot outside the front gate.’ Between trips to the legislature in Dover, shopping trips to New York when she said, ‘I haven’t a stitch to put on,’ and being driven to Wilmington by our Italian chauffeur for various meetings, there was not much time.”
 
         Nor was Thompson’s father, Henry B., much in evidence in his youngest son’s early years. His offices were in New York, and he only came to Delaware on weekends. He was the president of the United States Finishing Company, with mills in Connecticut and Rhode Island, which printed cottons and, when they were later developed, rayons. As a member of the family later succinctly stated, “It was not a carriage trade business”; the emphasis was on mass production, and it was a very different sort of operation from the one Thompson was to found in Thailand with a very different sort of fabric.
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