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Warfare and Depopulation of the Trans-Mekong Basin  
and the Revival of Siam’s Economy 

 
Puangthong R. Pawakapan 

Department of International Relations 
Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University 

 
 

Abstract 

 

One of the most prominent features of the Siamese invasions of the neighbouring states along 

the Mekong River in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was that they were always 

accompanied by the forced migration of local people to resettle in the Siamese-controlled 

area. Historians of Thailand agree that manpower control was the basic element in the 

formation of the traditional Siamese state and social organization. It was vital for the political 

and economic power of the Siamese ruling class. Though it is well-known that the war with 

the Burmese, which led to the fall of Ayudya in 1767, greatly weakened the manpower 

control system of Siam, most studies do not link the extensive removal of manpower in the 

neighbouring states with specific politico-economic requirements of Siam between the 

Thonburi and early Bangkok periods. They tend to see only the security purpose of the 

depopulation campaigns while their economic significance is overlooked. The successive 

warfare and depopulation campaigns along the trans-Mekong area in the late eighteenth-early 

nineteenth centuries were intended to supply manpower for Siam’s economic reconstruction 

and prosperity. 
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The most prominent feature of the Siamese wars against neighbouring states along the 

Mekong River was that they were always accompanied by the deportation of local people to 

Siamese-controlled areas. Historians of Thailand agree that manpower control was the basic 

element in the formation of the traditional Siamese state and social organisation. The system 

was vital for the political and economic power of the Siamese ruling class, for it contributed 

to the state head taxes, labour for land cultivation and construction projects, and military 

forces. The Siamese ruling class had to increase manpower by conquest, enticement or 

compulsion of its neighbours’ inhabitants.1 Following the wars with their neighbours, Siam 

always deported villagers from the defeated state to resettle in their domain. Even so, most 

previous studies stop short of claiming the economic significance of manpower mobilisation. 

It appears that only the effect of the influx of Chinese labours on the Siamese economy has 

been fully appreciated. 2 Deportees from the left bank of the Mekong River, Laotians and 

Khmers, have also not received the attention they deserve. Although research has explored the 

significance of the left bank migrants, studies have mainly concentrated on certain aspects of 

the Siamese economy such as the collection of suai or head tax in the northeast, and the origin 

of muang (towns) in the northeast.3 They do not link the extensive removal of manpower in 

the neighbouring states with specific politico-economic requirements of Siam between the 

Thonburi (1767-1782) and early Bangkok (1782-1851) periods. Furthermore, none approach 

the issue in terms of inter-state competition and economic perceptions of the Siamese ruling 

class towards the trans-Mekong region. The conflicts between Siam and its surrounding states 

which resulted in the appropriation of wealth into Siam have always been explained as only 

being oriented towards political security rather than economic interests.  

Thus, this chapter argues that before the arrival of Western colonialism and the 

concept of the nation-state in Southeast Asia, the Mekong River was not perceived as a 

                                                 
1 Akin Rabhibhadhana, The Organisation of Thai Society in the Early Bangkok Period, 1782-1873, Ithaca, 

Cornell University, 1969. Nidhi Aeusrivongse, Kan muang thai samai phrachao krung thonburi (Thai Politics in 

the Reign of King Taksin), Bangkok, Sinlapa watthanatham special issue, 1986, chapters 1 & 3. 

 
2 For example, although Englehart indicates that manpower was “the single most important indicator and 

constituent of power”, this primary commodity was not for economic ends but for political and religious ones. 

See Neil Englehart, Culture and Power in Traditional Siamese Government, Ithaca, Southeast Asia Program 

Publications, Cornell University, 2001, chapter 2, the quotation is on p. 25.  

 
3 For example, Boonrod Kaewkanha, Kan kep suai nai samai rattanakosin ton ton (Suai Collection During the 

Early Bangkok Period), MA thesis, Chulalongkorn University, 1974); Theerachai Boonmatham, op.cit; idem., 

Prawattisat thongthin huamuang kalasin, pho.so.2336-2450 (Local History of Kalasin, AD 1793-1907), MA 

thesis, Chulalongkorn University, 1981. 
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boundary to the power of Siamese rulers. This period also saw an expansion of Siamese 

influence over the trans-Mekong region. The region was a major source of manpower supply 

for Siamese economic development since the Thonburi period of King Taksin (r.1767-1782), 

when the kingdom was facing severe scarcity of labour. It was Siamese policy to extract such 

precious resources for the revival of the war-torn economy and subsequent economic growth 

in the early Bangkok period.  

I will begin with an outline of the politico-economic conditions affecting Siam 

between the Thonburi and the early Bangkok periods, and thus show how the consolidation 

and contest for power in the trans-Mekong basin was inevitable.  The demand for manpower 

subsequently strained relations between Siam and its neighbouring states. The unstable 

conditions demanded that the Siamese tighten control over the trans-Mekong region. The 

increasing tension finally led to warfare and successive depopulation campaigns in Cambodia. 

The period between 1767 and 1851 saw extensive mobilisation of manpower from the trans-

Mekong basin. 

 

Labour Deficiency 

There were two major categories of phrai (commoner): the phrai luang (able-bodied 

men belonging to the king) and the phrai som (able-bodied men belonging to the princes and 

nobles). However, the distinction between these two divisions outside the capital was unclear. 

Most of the phrai luang in the provinces were subject to tax payment in kind or in money and 

were thus referred to as phrai kong muang (able-bodied men of the muang) or lek kong 

muang. Lek was an interchangeable term for phrai. They were under the control of the 

chaomuang, a provincial governor. Phrai luang who were subject to tax were commonly 

referred to as phrai suai or lek suai. They were thus not subject to corvée labour. Some phrai 

luang were under the Krom Na (Department of the Fields) and worked on the king’s private 

fields. Others were called lek dan (border lek), patrolling the border areas both along the 

kingdom and between muang. Some royal phrai were responsible for the royal herds and 
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captured elephants. Another royal phrai was kha phra (monk’s servant) or lek wat (temple’s 

lek) who were registered to temples and exempt from tax.4 

Since phrai som were likely to face fewer burdens than the phrai luang, people 

preferred to become phrai som rather than phrai luang. They sometimes even bribed officials 

in order to be registered as phrai som. Princes and nobles enjoyed their increasing power and 

economic interest and often caused intense factional disputes and wars, especially at times of 

succession. By contrast, it gravely affected the king’s power.5  

The fall of Ayudhya in 1767 was a result of the inability of the royal power in 

Ayudhya to gain the cooperation of the princes and nobles in order to mount a defence against 

the Burmese incursions. The war with the Burmese exacerbated the problems in Siam’s 

manpower system. A substantial proportion of the population was taken captive by the 

Burmese army. People fled to hide in the jungle, and a large number died of famine after the 

end of the war. The accounts of registration of phrai disappeared during the war. Those who 

were able to maintain effective control of people were the regional elites, namely the 

chaomuang; some of even tried to establish independent kingdoms and proclaimed 

themselves kings. Thus, when the kingdom's administration had not yet been re-established 

effectively, it was difficult for the government to secure cooperation from the regional elites 

in order for the latter to levy corvée labour and gather head tax for the government. The 

scarcity of manpower made the revival of agricultural activities, particularly in the central 

Chaophraya basin, more difficult. Throughout the Taksin period (r.1767-1782) the country’s 

capacity to produce rice was hardly able to meet domestic consumption, not to mention the 

export of rice, which had been carried out during the Ayudhyan period. The lack of a 

substantial population not only obstructed the revival of economic life in the kingdom, it also 

weakened the power of the king vis-à-vis the princes and the nobles. It made Siam vulnerable 

to incursions from the neighbouring polity, as the seasonal Burmese attacks remained a threat 

to the country’s security and demanded more labour for strengthening its defence.6 

                                                 
4 Englehart, Culture and Power in Traditional Siamese Government (2001), Appendix I. 
5 Akin Rabhibhadhana, The Organisation of Thai Society, (1969), pp. 30-39, 56-59. 
6 Nidhi Aeusrivongse, Kan muang thai samai phrachao krung thonburi (Thai Politics in the Reign of King 

Taksin), (1986), pp. 5-23, 109-10, 150-61. 
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The Siamese rulers seem to have learnt their lesson from the fall of Ayudhya. The first 

task of Taksin after his accession was to subdue various political factions throughout the 

kingdom. Between the Thonburi and early Bangkok periods, the Siamese rulers tried 

consistently to increase the number of phrai and prevent their loss. Several measures were 

taken, such as sending out central officials to register able-bodied men in remote areas by 

tattooing their bodies, granting exemptions on certain kinds of taxes such as market taxes, 

fishing taxes and land taxes, for the phrai luang. The period of corvée labour for the phrai 

luang was reduced from six months in the Ayudhyan period to four months in the Thonburi 

period and three months in the Second Reign of the Bangkok period. A royal decree in 1783 

stated that any phrai som who wished to institute proceedings against his patron must become 

a phrai luang.7 These were methods for luring more able-bodied men to be under the central 

power because being a phrai luang appeared to be harder than being a phrai som. At times the 

former had to travel to the capital to deliver their service to the court while the latter could do 

it within the vicinity of their hometowns.   

One effective measure to increase manpower seems to have been forced resettlement 

of people from neighbouring polities. After Taksin had defeated his political rivals in 

Phitsanulok and Nakhon Ratchasima, his army took a large number of people from the two 

provinces to resettle in Thonburi.8 The Cambodian chronicle states that following Taksin’s 

campaign in Cambodia in 1771-72, the population of Cambodia decreased by 10,000, with a 

large numbers dying during the war.9 French missionary records indicate that the Thonburi 

expedition against Vientiane and Champassak in 1778 carried back about 3,000 Laotians to 

resettle in the central Chaophraya region.10  

                                                                                                                                                         
 
7 Akin, op.cit., p. 58. 

 
8 “Chotmaihet khong phuak bathluang farangset ton phandin phrachao ekkathat, khrang krung thonburi lae 

khrang krung rattanakosin ton ton” (Records of the French Missionaries during the Periods of King Ekkathat, 

Thonburi and the Early Bangkok), in Prachum Phongsawadan Part 39 (Collected Chronicles), pp. 93-94.  

 
9 “Nong Chronicle”, in Prachum Phongsawadan Part 1, pp. 143-44; See also, “Chotmaihet raiwan thap samai 

krung Thonburi” (Records Concerning the Expeditions in the Thonburi Period), in Prachum Phongsawadan Part 

66, p. 145.  

 
10 “Chotmaihet khong phuak bathluang farangset”, in Prachum Phongsawadan Part 39, pp. 149-50. 
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By the First Reign of the Chakri dynasty, an effort to increase manpower mobilisation 

remained a major task of the king. Rama I (r.1782-1809) tried to encourage locally-based 

officials to carry out sak lek, registration by tattooing able-bodied men. In 1783, one year after 

Rama I had ascended the throne, Bangkok despatched an order to various chaomuang to sak 

lek in their areas, for Bangkok needed to mobilise labour for the construction of the new 

capital.11 

Following the invasions in Laos and Cambodia an effort was made to expand the 

administrative links with the local elites in these border areas. In 1783, about 10,000 Khmers 

and 5,000 Laotians were levied to dig the moat and build a city wall in Bangkok.12 In 

Cambodia, Bangkok ordered the governor of Battambang and Siemreap, Ta-la-ha Baen to 

mobilise troops several times. Fore example, to assist Vietnamese Prince Nguyen Anh, who 

took refuge in the court of Rama I, to combat the Tay Son rebellion.13  

The reigns of Taksin and Rama I saw the creation of various muang in the northeast 

and lower Laos such as Attapeu, Chiang Taeng, Chonlabot, Kalasin, Khonkaen, Saenpang, 

Phutthaisong, Sapad, Khukhan, Sisaket, Sangkha, Surin, and Ubon.14 Generally speaking, it 

was the Siamese court’s policy to encourage local officials to create new muang by 

mobilising as much population as they could under their command, and then applying for 

royal permission to set up a new muang. In doing so, local officials were promoted to higher 

administrative titles and ranks. The higher number of people they controlled meant the more 

power and wealth they gained from their subjects. At the same time, royal power was able to 

augment its source of manpower.  

                                                 
11 Thiphakorawongse, Chaophraya, Phraratchaphongsawadan krung rattanakosin ratchakan thi nung (The 

Dynastic Chronicle of the First Reign of the Chakri Dynasty), (Hereafter PKRR I), Bangkok, Khurusapha, 1983. 

pp. 44-45. 

 
12  Ibid., pp. 44-45. 

 
13  Ibid., pp. 46, 108. 

 
14 Amarawongwichit, “Phongsawadan huamuang monthon isan” (Chronicle of the Northeast), in Prachum 

Phongsawadan Part 4, (Bangkok, Khurusapha, 1963), pp. 207-8, 212-13, 215, 217-18, 221-22. 
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It is worth noting that the trans-Mekong area, particularly the border region between 

Laos and Cambodia, was a traditional source of manpower for the surrounding states. During 

the Angkor period (ninth-sixteenth centuries), the uplanders were captured to be sold as slaves 

in Cambodia.15 These uplanders were locally known in Thai and Lao as Kha meaning slaves; 

phnong in Khmer and moi in Vietnamese, meaning savage. According to Phongsawadan 

huamuang monthon isan, the creation of various muang in the lower Laos –Champassak, 

Attapeu, Saenpang, Sithandon, Khong, Saravane and Chiang Taeng – depended largely upon 

the mobilisation of the Mon-Khmer-speaking uplanders. These uplanders became the source 

of power of the local elites in the northeast in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

According to Amorawongwichit, the tradition of ti kha, raiding and capturing the kha, by 

Siamese officials began around 1797, when there was a rebellion led by Chiang Kaew in 

Champassak. The yokrabat, deputy governor, of Khorat carried out Bangkok’s order to 

suppress the rebellion. After accomplishing this duty, the yokrabat’s troops continued to raid 

and capture the uplanders in Champassak. Since then, when local officials in the northeast 

wished to create a new muang, they raided and forcibly conscripted uplanders from lower 

Laos.16 Such practices went on until 1884 when the French threatened Siamese suzerainty in 

the east bank area, and subsequently compelled King Chulalongkorn to dispatch an order to 

the governors in the northeast and Champassak territory prohibiting local officials from 

capturing uplanders for sale or exchange.17 Nevertheless, the intrusion of the Siamese into 

these upland areas for the forced recruitment of the local population began in the Second 

Reign. This caused tremendous trouble for the uplanders and resulted in a political crisis 

between Siam and its vassals which will be discussed below. 

 

                                                 
15 Ian Mabbett, “Some Remarks on the Present State of Knowledge about Slavery in Angkor”,  in Anthony Reid 

(ed.), Slavery, Bondage and Dependency in Southeast Asia, Queensland, University of Queensland Press,1983, 

pp. 44-54. 

 
16 Amarawongwichit, op.cit, pp. 188-222; Also, see the testimony of one of Attapeu’s officials in 1886 in 

“Ruang muang nakhon Champassak”, (Story of the Champassak Principality) in Prachum Phongsawadan Part 

70, Bangkok, Khurusapha, 1969, pp. 177-93. 

 
17 “Ruang muang nakhon champassak”, in Prachum Phongsawadan Part 70, pp. 189-90. 
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The Tattooing Raids 

The necessity of obtaining manpower from the time of the Second Reign was related 

to a new economic difficulty. The royal trading monopoly system began to be challenged. The 

system was not only a major source of revenue for the Siamese monarchs, but also for the 

aristocrats, who mostly participated in foreign trade and who also shared the benefits. 

However, the Siamese court was increasingly confronted by Western merchants who 

demanded the liberalisation of trade. The internal administration was required to adapt in 

response to the Western demands. In 1825, Rama III announced the abolition of the monopoly 

on various export articles and a commercial treaty with the British mission led by Henry 

Burney was signed in 1826. The king turned to an internal source of revenue, the tax farming 

system, which had been inherited from the Ayudhyan period. The tax farming system was 

operated under royal permission given to private individuals, usually the Chinese, to collect 

taxes on certain products from people in a certain area within a specific period. In return, the 

king obtained the amount of money offered by the prospective tax farmers.  The system was 

applied more extensively during the Third Reign. An additional 38 items such as pepper, teak, 

coconut oil, sugar, tobacco, shrimp paste, iron pans, and firewood were taxed.  

Both renowned historians of Thailand, Lysa Hong and Nidhi Aeusrivongse, agree that 

the successful shift to the tax farming system as the major source of state revenue was a result 

of royal promotion of private commercial ventures to engage in foreign trade after the 

Thonburi period. In response to the increasing demands of the world market, the capacity of 

the country’s production consequently expanded and thus could sustain the extensive use of 

the tax farming system by the state.18  

Although Hong and Nidhi note that the abandonment of the royal trading monopoly 

system and the shift of the major source of state revenue as a successful achievement of the 

Siamese kings in response to the changing economic situation, it is obvious that towards the 

end of the Second Reign the Siamese government confronted several difficulties which 

                                                 
18 Hong, Lysa, Thailand in the Nineteenth Century: Evolution of the Economy and Society, Singapore, Institute 

of Southeast Asian Studies, 1984, pp. 83-85; Nidhi Aeusrivongse, Pakkai lae bairua (The Sail and the Quill), 

Bangkok, Sinlapa Wathanatham, 1984, pp. 85-100. 
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required it to seek another revenue resource. This further demonstrates its ability to adapt to 

changing situations. Although Siam’s foreign trade with both China and the West expanded 

during the Second Reign, the government suffered a revenue shortage as its expenditure was 

higher than its revenue. In some years, Rama II (r.1809-1824) had to reduce to about half the 

amount of biawat, or grants for members of the royal family and the nobility, even 

substituting the biawat with products gained from the suai or head tax payment.19 (Note: I 

mention suai on p.1 and explain different kind of head taxes on p. 3. Corvée labour was also a 

kind of head tax.) The Royal Treasury was at a disadvantage in the royal junk trade with 

China.20 In some years, the price of export products for the Chinese market fluctuated, 

bringing a lower profit or disadvantaging Siamese junks.21 Although this was not the case 

every year, and the trade with China was still the most important for Siam, such instability 

coupled with the revenue crisis of the government would have influenced the king to seek 

another channel of income.  

In coping with the above difficulties, Siam required a higher concentration of 

resources to substitute for what it had lost by giving up the royal trading monopoly. The 

increasing volume of trade under pressure from the West demanded the Siamese kings make 

an effort to expand the volume of export articles, both forest products and staple crops. The 

ability to advance domestic production was possible because Siam successfully increased its 

population. However, trade expansion also demanded effective control over the major trading 

networks in the region to facilitate the flow of goods from distant areas to the capital and vice 

versa. The tax farming system can be seen as another effective means to facilitate the flow of 

local products to the centre. It created economic links between Bangkok and the remote areas, 

through tax farmers setting up tax farms on certain items in a certain district and petitioning 

the king to allow them to be in charge of tax collection on the items. The tax farmers not only 

                                                 
19 Damrongrachanuphap, Prince, Phraratchaphongsawadan rattanakosin ratchakan thi song (Hereafter PKRR 

II) (The Dynastic Chronicle of the Second Reign of the Chakri Dynasty), 2 volumes, Bangkok, Khurusapha, 

1961, Vol. 2, pp. 204-6.    

 
20 Hong, op.cit., pp. 45-47.  

 
21 Sarasin Viraphol, Tribute and Profit: Sino-Siamese Trade, 1652-1853, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 

1977, p. 225. 
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collected tax in currency but also in kind, the products being either sold to different regions or 

exported. They often had monopoly rights to purchase the items over which they held tax 

farms. Some tax farmers participated in local administration and held responsibility of 

conveying the suai payment and purchasing local products for the government.22 

The shortage of state revenue and Western pressure on the royal trading monopoly 

compelled Bangkok to improve its concentration of resources to substitute for what it had lost 

by giving up the royal monopoly system. Domestic production needed to be expanded in 

response to world market demand. In achieving such an aim, the country’s labour system had 

to be improved and expanded. The increase of population in order to extend the production 

process was therefore imperative. The sak lek was another means of controlling the regular 

flow of local products to the centre, since the conscripts became suppliers of suai for the 

centre. This reveals the attempt of the central power to extract benefit from individuals in 

distant regions with the cooperation of local officials. The higher the number of people they 

tattooed meant the greater network of product supply they controlled. 

The manpower shortage remained a critical issue during the Second Reign. The 1810 

royal decree for manpower registration showed that the court was unhappy with the disarray 

of the manpower rolls. The lists of lek, able-bodied men, were inaccurate. The number of lek 

had decreased for various reasons: death, old-age, disability, arbitrary changes to new 

platoons, and running away. Some local officials also tried to hide from Bangkok the actual 

number of lek under their command so that they could exploit the lek for their own benefit. 

Therefore, as soon as Rama II (r.1809-1824) ascended the throne, in 1810 a tattooing decree 

was promulgated so that local officials had to settle all problems relating to manpower. 

According to the 1810 decree, the tattooing units first began their missions around the 

vicinity of Bangkok, and then continued to the distant regions where local officials were 

obliged to help and cooperate with the tattooing unit. Interestingly, this was the first time that 

Bangkok had high-ranking officials from the capital lead the tattooing units into the 

                                                 
22 Hong, op.cit., pp. 86-87, 91-93. 
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countryside.23 This suggests that forced conscription occurred in a more widespread manner 

than during the previous period. 

Although Siamese conscription was not carried out in Cambodia, one of the major 

factors aggravating the antagonism between Bangkok and Udong, the then capital of 

Cambodia before Phnom Penh, was Bangkok’s attempt to mobilise the manpower of 

Cambodia. In 1810, Rama II had ordered the Cambodian court to levy troops to help the 

Siamese campaign against the Burmese, but King Chan intentionally disregarded the request. 

The two Khmer okya or oknha “lords” allied with the Siamese, Chakroei Baen and Kalahom 

Muang, arbitrarily raised the troops themselves without Chan’s authorisation. Such non-

compliance amounted to an act of rebellion against the royal power. As a result, Chan had 

Baen and Muang executed. Chan reported the matter to Bangkok with the excuse that the two 

okya intended to revolt against him.24  

Chan’s refusal to comply with Bangkok’s demand was understandable, since none of 

the rulers wanted to lose their manpower. Bangkok’s requirement directly decreased the 

number of guards and revenue suppliers available for the Cambodian government. The lack of 

manpower was the key factor which hindered the Cambodian monarch from strengthening his 

power over local and external rivals. Therefore, the rise of Vietnamese power in the east 

offered Chan an opportunity to decline such compulsory demands from Bangkok.  

The execution of Baen and Muang showed Rama II Chan’s disdain for the Siamese 

monarch. According to tradition, the vassal ruler was not allowed to execute high-ranking 

officials himself, but should have sent them for trial in Bangkok.25 From the point of view of 

Bangkok, the suzerain held the right to levy labour from his vassals. People in the vassal’s 

lands were perceived as his own subjects, kha khopkhanthasima. In other words, Bangkok 

                                                 
23 Damrongrachanuphap, PKRR II, pp. 43-46. 

 

24 Chotmaihet ratchakan thi song cho.so.1173 (Records in the Second Reign, Lesser Era 1173 (AD 1811)), 

Bangkok. Published on the occasion of the 203rd birthday of Rama II, 1971, pp. 54-56. 

 
25 Chandler, David, Cambodia Before the French: Politics of the Tributary Kingdom, PhD thesis, University of 

Michigan, 1973, p. 88. 
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considered Laos and Cambodia its legitimate sources of labour. Such a perception was 

explicitly expressed quite often in Bangkok’s dispatches to the army chiefs while performing 

their mission in Phuan State:  

  

The Vietnamese have dominated and appropriated Cambodia and Laos from Bangkok, 

since Bangkok was involved in a protracted war with the Burmese. Since the Vientiane 

revolt, many Lao families in the east bank fled to hide in those towns (in Phuan state). 

So, the king (Rama III) wanted the army to attack and return the land and people to be 

subjects of Bangkok as they used to be.26 

The depopulation campaign was an alternative means for Bangkok to claim its’ right 

over the vassal’s resources. The refusal to comply with Bangkok’s demands would lead to 

harsh measures as was the case in Cambodia from 1833 to 1847, as will be discussed below.  

While Bangkok was unable to exploit Cambodia’s manpower of as long as Chan was 

on the throne and while the Vietnamese influence remained there, Bangkok moved to advance 

and intensify its control over the border region in the northeast and Laos. It was undertaken 

extensively and caused local people tremendous trouble with the result that they turned 

against Siamese authority.27  The Phongsawadan huamuang monthon isan indicates that at the 

time of the revolt the conscription team led by the governor of Khorat was carrying out labour 

conscription in Khong in Champassak territory, and sent the news of the revolt to Bangkok.28 

The Phun Wiang relates the conscription as a reason behind the revolt. 29 

The Phun Wiang points out that the harsh measures carried out by Siamese officials 

caused chaos among the local people. Those who disobeyed the authorities were executed, 

and many ran away to hide in the jungle. The conscription units even captured travelling 

traders.30 When the news of the magical power of the monk Chao Sa began to circulate, the 

                                                 
26 “Chotmaihet kieokap khmen lae yuan nai ratchakan thi sam” (Records Concerning Cambodia and Vietnam 

During the Third Reign), in Prachum Phongsawadan Part 67/41, pp. 257, 266, 269.  

 
27 Mayoury and Pheuiphanh Ngaosyvathn, Paths to Conflagration: Fifty Years of Diplomacy and Warfare in 

Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam, 1778-1828, Ithaca, Southeast Asia Program Cornell University, 1998, pp. 47-49. 

 
28 Amarawongwichit, “Phongsawadan huamuang monthon isan” (Chronicle of the Northeast) in Prachum 

Phongsawadan Part 4, Bangkok, Khurusapha, 1963, p. 229.   

 
29 Thawat Punnothok, Phun Wiang: kansuksa prawattisat lae watthanatham isan (History of Vientiane: A Study 

of History and Literature of the Northeast Siam), Bangkok, Thai Khadi Studies Institute, 1983), pp. 80-83. 

 
30 Prateep Chumphol, Phun Wiang (A History of Vientiane), Bangkok, Samnakphim Adit, 1982, pp. 75-81. 

 



Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Paper Series, No. 156, 2014 13 
 

people fled to join him. They formed a kind of army to fight the conscription units. After Sa 

had successfully gathered a force of about 8,000 people, they marched to attack the city of 

Champassak, which was rapidly defeated, because its ruler, Chao Manoi, soon abandoned the 

city and fled to Ubon without attempting to fight. When Bangkok received the news, Siamese 

troops from Ubon and Khorat immediately mobilised and recaptured the city. The monk Chao 

Sa was finally captured by the Vientiane forces led by Chao Anu and his son Chao Yo, and 

was executed in Bangkok. Chao Manoi was also sent to Bangkok, where he later died.31 

By the Third Reign the mobilisation of manpower in the northeast and Laos was well 

underway. One year after Rama III’s succession, the court issued the royal conscription 

decree of 1825.32 Bangkok failed to learn the lesson of the Chao Sa revolt, and again used 

force on the people of the trans-Mekong region. According to Phun Wiang, the governor of 

Khorat volunteered to carry out conscription in the northeast and the left bank.33 Again, 

Phongsawadan huamuang monthon isan refers to the appearance of Siamese conscription 

units conducting their duties in the northeast at the time of the revolt, and the killing of 

conscription officials at Suwannaphum by Champassak’s troops.34 In the first stage, the 

conscription took place on the Khorat Plateau. Local people there were in distress, and fled 

across the Mekong River to seek refuge in Vientiane’s territory. The conscription 

subsequently proceeded into Champassak territory. 

Widespread conscription across the Mekong River provoked dissatisfaction from 

Chao Anu and Chao Yo, who was now the ruler of Champassak principality. In conjunction 

with the rumours of conflict between the Bangkok court and the British who had sent a naval 

force against the former, Anu and Yo seized the opportunity to fight against the conscription 

                                                 
31 Damrongrachnuphap, PKRR II, Vol. II, p. 65. 

 
32 Thai National Library (hereafter NL), CMH. R.III C.S.1187/7, in Chotmaihet ratchakan thi sam (Records of 

the Third Reign), Vol. 2, (1987), pp. 38-40.  

 
33 Pratheep, op.cit., pp.97-98. 

 
34 Amarawongwichit, op.cit., p. 232; Also, Thiphakorawongse, PKRR III, Vol. 1, p.44.  
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team in 1827. The armies of Vientiane and Champassak raided unopposed as far as Saraburi 

with the main objective of bringing the Lao people back to the left bank.35  

The revolt infuriated Rama III, who had previously favoured and supported Anu and 

Yo. When the news reached Bangkok, Rama III immediately dispatched troops to crush the 

revolt. Finally in early 1828, Anu was captured and ruthlessly executed in Bangkok, while Yo 

safely escaped to Vietnam. The Siamese army led by Phraya Ratchasuphawadi, later 

Chaophraya Bodindecha, finally raided and burnt down Vientiane. Its villagers were forcibly 

removed to Siam.  

Siamese ruthlessness towards Vientiane reveals the extent of the anxiety which the 

revolt caused the Siamese, based on their politico-economic security in the trans-Mekong 

basin. The Vientiane and Champassak principalities, which had been supposed to be Siam’s 

bases, unexpectedly turned against it and sought protection from its rival. This was the first 

time since the establishment of Siamese control that the Khorat Plateau had been invaded by a 

neighbour. It indeed shocked the Siamese when Chao Anu’s army launched an attack en route 

to Khorat and Saraburi so close to the heartland of the kingdom. Together with the decline of 

Siamese influence in Cambodia since the Second Reign, the revolt exposed the fact that now 

Siam’s long eastern frontier was in real danger.  

The expansion of Vietnamese power and the antagonistic relationship with both Laos 

and Cambodia deprived the Siamese of access to the sources of labour and products along the 

trans-Mekong basin. Consequently, Bangkok acted quickly to assert firm control of the right 

bank by creating new administrative centres. Chiang Khan was established to govern the area 

from the south of Luang Phrabang nearly to Vientiane. Nongkhai was to look after the long 

but sparsely populated stretch of the Mekong until Nakhon Phanom. The area farther 

downriver was under the governments of Mukdahan and Khemmarat.  

Although the Siamese had successfully put down the Chao Anu revolt in early 1828, a 

series of depopulation campaigns along the left bank continued until the 1840s with the 

purpose of removing as many people as possible to resettle in the area under effective 

                                                 
35 Thawat, op.cit., p. 78. 
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Siamese control on the right bank.36 The successive mass exoduses during this period 

contributed to the creation of forty new provinces in northeast Siam. The annual suai payment 

to Bangkok from the northeast and east bank Lao towns, which became more systematically 

and regularly paid after 1830, was indeed the consequence of the mass exodus of the left bank 

people into the Siamese domain since the Vientiane war.37 

 

Depopulation Campaigns in Cambodia 

In Cambodia, the 14 years of warfare between Siam and Vietnam began in 1833, when 

the news of the Le Van Khoi revolt in southern Vietnam against Minh Mang (r.1819-1841) 

reached Bangkok. A series of Siamese expeditions and depopulation campaigns in Cambodia 

was launched. Areas under strong Vietnamese influence, the east bank and the coastal area, 

especially Phnom Penh, Hatien and Sombok, were the major targets of the Siamese military 

incursions. Full-scale deportation of the local population and Vietnamese soldiers in 

Cambodia also took place in these areas.38 Siamese documents are filled with descriptions of 

famine, burning down of villages and Vietnamese camps, deserted villages, people’s flight 

into the jungle, and numbers of war captives. The extent of the enmity against the dissident 

King Chan and the Vietnamese is explicitly expressed in Rama III’s remark to Chaophraya 

                                                 
36 For discussion on the Siamese depopulation campaigns in Laos, see Breazeale, Kennon and Sanit Smuckarn, 

A Culture in Search of Survival: The Phuan of Thailand and Laos, New Haven, Yale University Southeast Asia 

Studies, Monograph Series 31, 1988, chapter 3.  

 
37 For extensive studies of the suai system, see Boonrod Kaewkanha, Kan kep suai nai samai rattanakosin ton 

ton (Suai Collection During the Early Bangkok Period), MA thesis, Chulalongkorn University, 1964, chapters 3 

and 4; Theerachai Boonmatham, “Kan kep suai nai huamuan lao fai tawan-ok” (Suai Collection in the Eastern 

Lao Provinces During the Early Bangkok Period), Warasan Thammasat, 12,4 (December 1983), pp. 158-64; 

Junko Koizumi,  “The Commutation of Suai from Northeast Siam in the Middle of the Nineteenth Century”, 

Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 23, 2 (September 1992), pp. 278-81. 

 
38 For accounts showing depopulation and devastation in Cambodia, TNL, CMH. R.III C.S.1197/3; CMH. R.III 

C.S.1204/1/cho/9; CMH. R.III C.S.1204/1/cho/12; CMH. R.III C.S.1204/1/cho/17; K.S.L. Kulap, Annam 

sayamyuth waduai kansongkhram rawang thai lao khmen lae yuan (Annam-Siam War: War Between the Thai, 

the Laotian, the Khmer, and the Vietnamese), 2 volumes, Bangkok, Phrae Phitthaya, 1971, pp. 611-13, 618, 658, 

857-58, 967, 990-91;  Chotmaihet ruang thap yuan krang ratchakan thi sam (Records Concerning Expeditions 

Against Vietnam During the Third Reign), Bangkok, Cremation volume for General Phraya Singhaseni, 1933, 

pp. 7-28, 34; “Chotmaihet kieokap khmen lae yuan”, in Prachum Phongsawadan Part 67 Volume 42, pp. 36, 42-

43, 56. 
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Bodin (the second highest??? The highest is Somdej Chaophraya but very few people were 

promoted to that rank.):  

 

 

You are to figure out a means of returning Cambodia to Bangkok as it used to be. If 

this is not possible, you should turn Cambodia into forest, only the land, the 

mountains, the rivers, and the canals are to be left. You are to carry off Khmer families 

to be resettled in Thai territory, do not leave any behind. It would be good to treat 

Cambodia as we did Vientiane.39 

Another letter from the Siamese court to Chaophraya Bodin states that “If 

Chaophraya Bodindecha has an idea what should be done, let him do it with success. Do not 

fail. You must try to bring more people for resettlement in the kingdom in order to serve as 

our manpower.”40 A full-scale deportation was carried on throughout the 14-year war.   

 In contrast to the Siamese depopulation policy, Vietnam encouraged its people to 

establish and trade in Cambodia. However, there were attempts by the Vietnamese to seize the 

captives and resettle them in the vicinity of Phnom Penh. As a result, there was a series of 

evacuations by the Siamese and counter evacuation by the Vietnamese.41  

The ethnicity of the deportees referred to in Siamese documents included Chinese, 

Chinese Khmer, Vietnamese and Chinese Vietnamese. Evidence indicates that the deportees 

were placed in either the agricultural-base area of the central Chao Phraya basin or the forest-

product base on the Khorat Plateau. Some of the Khmer manpower was put in the suai units 

in Chachoengsao. The deportation of Khmers in Chachoengsao allowed the creation of 

another four suai units in Chachoengsao in 1847. All of the lek suai under the suai units of 

Phra Kamphut Phakdi, Khun Rucha Decho, Khun Thepphromma, and Phra Wichit 

Songkhram were Khmer.42  

                                                 
39 K.S.L. Kulap, op.cit., Vol. 2, p. 788. 

 
40 Ibid., p. 244, and also pp. 257, 260, 268. 

 
41 Chotmaihet ruang thap yuan khrang ratchakan thi sam, pp. 21, 26, 34. 

 
42 Constance Wilson, “The Nai Köng in Thai Administration, 1824-68”, Contributions to Asian Studies, XV, 

(1980), pp. 52-53. 
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The Siamese authorities often placed these forced migrants, who participated in the 

production process of staple crops, in Nakhon Chaisi, Chachoengsao or Ratchaburi. These 

areas had served as the major sugar growing regions of Siam since the early nineteenth 

century.43  

The sugar industry became increasingly important in Siamese foreign trade in the 

Second Reign, and by the Third Reign sugar was Siam’s highest value export item. Owing to 

the low price and relatively good quality of its sugar, Siam attracted a large number of 

Western vessels to buy sugar at Bangkok’s port.44 It is estimated that in 1821, Siam produced 

approximately 60,000 piculs (3,600,000 kilograms) and 110,000 piculs (6,600,000 kilograms) 

of sugar in 1844.45 The biggest markets for Siam’s sugar were China and Singapore 

respectively. 

Previous studies have emphasised only the role of the Chinese labourers in the notable 

expansion of Siam’s sugar industry not its beginnings.46 The Chinese migrants had first 

initiated the manufacture of sugar from sugar cane in Siam in the early 1810s, and the influx 

of Chinese labour during the late eighteenth century stimulated the growth of Siam’s sugar 

industry. But Chinese labour alone appeared not to be enough to fulfil the rapid growth of the 

world’s demand for sugar. In some years, the amount of sugar cane produced was not 

sufficient to supply the sugar factories and led to conflict among the factory owners in 

attempting to secure a continuous supply of  sugar cane. It is likely that the Chinese tended to 

                                                 
43 For example, see TNL, CMH. R.III C.S.1207/276; Chotmaihet ratchakarn thi sam,  Vol. 5, (1987), pp. 59-78, 

92-96; Thiphakorawongse, Ruamruang kieokap yuan lae khmen nai samai rattanakosin (ratchakarn thi nung 

tung si) (Collected Royal Chronicles Concerning Vietnam and Cambodia Between the First and the Fourth 

Reigns), Bangkok, Cremation volume for Khosit Wetchachiwa, 1964, p. 139; K.S.L. Kulap, op.cit., pp. 614, 

662-63, 869, 928; “Chotmaihet kieokap khmen lae yuan nai ratchakarn thi sam”, (Records Concerning 

Cambodia and Vietnam During the Third Reign), Prachum Phongsawadan Part 67 Volume 41, (Bangkok, 

Khurusapha, 1969), p. 283; Prachum Phongsawadan Part 67 Volume 42, pp. 1,5,7, 9-10, 69-70, 121-23; TNL, 

CMH. R.III C.S.1197/3. 

 
44 Adisorn Muakphimai, Krom Tha kap rabop setthakit thai: wikhro khrongsang lae kan plianplaeng tangtae 

samai thonburi thung kantham sonthi sanya bowring pho.so.2310-2398 (Department of Port Authority and the 

Thai Economy: Analysis of the Structure and Changes Between the Thonburi Period and the Establishment of 

the Bowring Treaty, AD 1767-1855), MA thesis, Thammasat University, 1988, pp. 132-34. 

 
45 Ibid., p. 132. One picul is equivalent to 60 kilograms. 

 
46 Sarasin, op.cit., p. 214; Nidhi Aeusrivongse, The Sail and the Quill, pp. 112-15. 
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be involved in the sugar processing industry, while the forced migrants served in the 

cultivation of the crop. It is evident that in 1847 in Nakhon Chaisi alone, about 2,302 rai 

(920.8 acres) of sugar plantation belonged to the Chinese, while about 7,322 rai (2,928.8 

acres) belonged to the Siamese.47 The need for a secure labour supply to expand agricultural 

production was reflected in the reduction of the period of annual corvée to three months in the 

Second Reign. It was essential to allow more flexible movement of labour so it could be 

available for production.48 Thus, forced migration was designed to further expand agricultural 

production in Siam. A dispatch from Chaophraya Chakri to the governor of Nakhon Chaisi 

demonstrates the court’s concern over effective labour management in sugar production: 

“"[The governor of Nakhon Chaisi] should properly and effectively organise the Chinese, 

Laotian and Khmer people to grow more sugar cane than ever before.”49 

Interestingly, a study on the history of Krom Tha (Department of Port Authority) by 

Adisorn reveals that the Siamese nobles during the Third Reign were heavily involved in the 

sugar industry. Rama III owned two sugar factories in Nakhon Chaisi and one factory in 

Chachoengsao. Krom mun Surinthrarak, a member of the royal family in charge of the Krom 

Tha, co-invested with Chaophraya Phra Khlang (Dit), minister of Treasury and acting 

Kalahom (Defence), and his brother, Chaophraya Sriphiphat (That), the Changwang 

(supervisor) of Krom Tha. Dit and That owned the biggest sugar factory in Siam during the 

Third and Fourth Reigns. Other high-ranking officials of Krom Tha who invested in sugar 

factories were: Phraya Chodoc Ratchasetthi, the minister of Krom Tha, who had one factory 

in Samutsakon; Phraya Sombatwanit and Phraya Ratchamontri who each owned one factory 

in Nakhon Chaisi.50  

As a matter of fact, the areas under the control of Chaophraya Phra Khlang (Dit) and 

Chaophraya Sriphiphat (That) were the southern and eastern coasts of Siam. But they were 

                                                 
47 Adisorn, op.cit., pp. 282-83. Approximately, 2.5 rai are equivalent to 1 acre.  

 
48 Hong, op.cit., p.55 

 
49 TNL, CMH. R.III C.S.1205/20. 

 
50 Adisorn, op.cit., pp. 291, 293. 
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apparently influential over the affairs of Nakhon Chaisi and Chachoengsao, both of which 

were under the administrative power of the Samuhanayok, minister of Krom Mahatthai 

(Interior). This is shown in a dispatch of the Krom Tha advising the governor of 

Chachoengsao to take care of and assist the Chinese who wished to establish a sugar factory 

there. Also, when there were revolts led by the Chinese in Nakhon Chaisi in 1847 and in 

Chachoengsao in 1848, Dit led an army to suppress the revolts.51 In fact, Dit and That were 

the most influential nobles in the court of Rama III, having formed an alliance to support 

Rama III’s succession. The account of Luang Udomsombat demonstrates that they retained a 

very good friendship with the king. Dit had been a business partner of Rama III in the junk 

trade with China when the latter had been Prince Chetsadabodin. These two brothers played 

essential roles in the court’s administrative decision making, for they were the most favoured 

nobles with whom Rama III liked to discuss the kingdom’s affairs. They seem to have 

influenced the court’s policy on all important issues.52 The background of Dit and That 

therefore gives a clearer picture of the relationship between the economic interest of the 

Siamese ruling class and warfare.  

The pattern of forced resettlement was designed to meet the growing needs of 

agricultural production under the control of the nobles in collaboration with the crown. The 

right to control and exploit able-bodied men allowed the Siamese nobles the best position to 

profit from the new export-oriented agricultural business opportunity, which was labour and 

capitalist intensive in nature.  The Siamese nobles’ active involvement in the country’s 

foreign trade provided them with information on world market demand. So they were able to 

decide effectively where were the best places to resettle the new manpower in response to 

foreign trading prospects. 

  The forced migrants who resettled in Bangkok, Nonthaburi, Angthong, Suphanburi, 

Ayudhya, Lopburi, and Saraburi, tended to participate in rice cultivation. Since the Second 

Reign, there had been a large number of Lao, Khmer, Burmese and Mon migrants placed in 

                                                 
51 Thiphakorawongse, PKRR III, Vol. 2, pp. 123-130. 

 
52 Udomsombat, Luang, Chotmai luang udomsombat (Letters of Luang Udomsombat), Bangkok, Krom 

Sinlapakorn, 1987. 
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those areas.53 Rice was essential for both domestic consumption, including supplying the 

army, and also for export. By 1850, the value of rice exports was ranked fifth in value among 

Siam’s export items.54  

With respect to Laos and Cambodia, it is possible to assert that the depopulation 

campaigns had an enormous impact on these two lesser states’ demography. Comparing the 

demographics of Phnom Penh to that of Battambang, which under Siamese control and thus 

was exempt from depopulation campaign, are useful for examining the effect of the 

depopulation and devastation of Phnom Penh. In 1862, French officials estimated that while 

Battambang had population of around 15,000-18,000 people, Phnom Penh had only 5,000 

people.55  

In addition, the population of Phnom Penh in 1907 was ranked twelfth among 

Cambodian towns (excluding Battambang and Siemreap). Interestingly, about half of its 

population was Chinese and Vietnamese (see Table 1). In fact, a large number of Chinese and 

Vietnamese migrated to Cambodia after Cambodia had become a French Protectorate in 1867 

and they tended to resettle in commercial cities like Phnom Penh.56 So, the population in 

Phnom Penh in the first half of the nineteenth century must have been much smaller than in 

1907.57 The Siamese depopulation of Cambodia in the 1830s and 1840s seems to have had a 

lasting impact on  Phnom Penh. In contrast to Phnom Penh, the Siamese wanted to maintain 

the Battambang region for their political and economic base. Battambang did not suffer the 

                                                 
53 For example, see Thiphakorawongse, Prince, Ruamruang kieokap yuan lae khmen nai samai rattanakosin 

(ratchakarn thi nung tung si (Collected Royal Chronicles Concerning Vietnam and Cambodia Between the First 

and the Fourth Reigns), Bangkok, Cremation volume for Khosit Wetchachiwa, 1964, p. 137; K.S.L. Kulap, 

op.cit., pp. 614; Prachum Phongsawadan Part 67 Volume 41, p. 283; Prachum Phongsawadan Part 67 Volume 

42, 121-23; Chotmaihet ruang thap yuan krang ratchakan thi sam, p. 28; TNL, CMH. R.III C.S.1202/83, p. 28;  

Chotmaihet ratchakan thi song cho.so.1173, p. 41. 

 
54 D.E. Malloch, Siam: Some General Remarks on Its Production, Calcutta, Baptist Mission Press, 1852, p. 52. 
55 Archives Nationale depot d’outremer, Aix-en-Provence, (hereafter AOM), Amiraux 12705, “Rapport sur le 

Cambodge, Voyage de Sai-gon à Battambang par Spooner”, 30 décembre 1862.  

56 Only Kampot had a higher number of Chinese than Phnom Penh. There were 15,058. But the number of 

Vietnamese in Kampot was much smaller, at only 2,173. AOM, (Indochine), A.F. Carton 111 dossier G 01 (6). 

“Statistique population du Cambodge année 1907.” 

 
57 The year 1907 saw the retrocession of Battambang and Siemreap provinces to Cambodia and the signing of a 

Border Treaty between Siam and French Indochina. 
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destructive experiences of Phnom Penh. The denser population of Battambang was a result of 

Siamese manoeuvres to develop and strengthen it.58 Western explorers in Cambodia in the 

nineteenth century never failed to mention the prosperity and active commerce of 

Battambang.59  

 

Table 1 Classification of the Population of Phnom Penh and Battambang in 1907 
 

Ethnicity Phnom Penh1 Battambang2 

Khmer 

Vietnamese 

Chinese 

Half caste (métis) 

Indian 

Cham-Malay 

Laotian 

Siamese 

Uplanders 

Japanese 

      Total 

21,903 

9,489 

12,533 

320 

419 

- 

128 

- 

- 

27 

44,819 

154,000 

6,000 

 

 

                    30,0003 

- 

2,000 

3,000 

1,000 

- 

- 

200,000 
 

 

Sources 

1   AOM, (Indochine) A.F.Carton 111 dossier G 01(6), “Statistique population du Cambodge année 1907”. 

2 AOM, (Indochine) Residences Superieures du Cambodge 254, “Rapport de Monsieur Breucq, sur 

Battambang, 15 fevrier 1907”. 

3 Chinese and half-caste 

 

 

Conclusion  

Cambodia and Laos are still under-populated countries due to successive conflicts 

during the Cold War period. The Khmer Rouge was especially destructive to Cambodia’s 

population. However, before 1975 the population of the two countries had never been high 

when compared with those of their neighbours. For example, the total of population of 

Cambodia was just 678,200 (excluding Battambang and Siemreap which were still under 

                                                 
58 Puangthong Rungswasdisab, “Siam and the Contest for Control of the Trans-Mekong Trading Networks from 

the Late Eighteenth to the Mid-Nineteenth Centuries,” in Nola Cooke and Li Tana, Water Frontier: Commerce 

and the Chinese in the Lower Mekong Region, 1750-1880. Roman & Littlefield, 2004, pp. 101-118. 
59 For example, Henri Mouhot, Travels in the Central Parts of Indochina (Siam), Cambodia, and Laos, (1864),  

pp. 272-75; AOM, (Indochine) Amiraux 12705, “Rapport sur le Cambodge, Voyage du Saigon à Battambang par 

Spooner, 30 décembre 1862”; Gouvernement Général 26143, "Rapport du Lieutenant Maitret sur sa mise à 

Battambang, 1897".  
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Siamese rule), while Vietnam had 10,028,498 souls.60 The Siamese depopulation campaigns 

in the early nineteenth century had remarkably diminished the size of Cambodia’s population. 

The loss of enormous manpower of Cambodia and Lao kingdoms consequently aggravated 

the power of these two lesser states in all respects, for the basis to form an effective means to 

implement policy was destroyed. It automatically deteriorated state revenue, since the number 

of tax payers decreased, local trade was disrupted, and the deserted area was not worthwhile 

for traders to come. The capacity to build up military power for defending the country against 

the invasions of the more powerful neighbours was diminished. 

For Siam, the large scale of the forced resettlement campaigns along the trans-Mekong 

basin not only enabled the Siamese to populate their kingdom, deserted by the Burmese war, 

but also provided Siam with a basis for building up its economy which had been devastated 

since 1767. The mass exodus enabled the Siamese elite to develop its production in response 

to changing global demand and to create a level of prosperity which in turn enabled the 

consolidation of state power over a widening territory in mainland Southeast Asia.  

The eastward expansion also not only facilitated a concentration of economic and 

military resources for rebuilding Siamese state power after 1767, the depopulation campaigns 

often involved territorial consolidation of peripheral regions and distant principalities across 

the Mekong River. According to Keyes, the Siamese administration in the seventeenth 

century could only vaguely incorporate the region as far as Khorat (Nakhon Ratchasima).61 

The Cambodian and Lao kingdoms sent tribute to the Ayudhyan court on an irregular basis. 

But from the Thonburi period onwards and particularly by the reign of Rama III of the Chakri 

dynasty, Siamese hegemony was more firmly established as far as the east bank of the 

Mekong River.  

After the Chao Anu revolt in 1827-28, the Lao kingdoms of Vientiane and 

Champassak were placed under direct Siamese administration. Battambang and Siemreap 

became part of the Siamese administrative system. Tribute and local tax collection were 

                                                 
60 AOM, (Indochine) A.F.Carton 111 dossier G 01(2), “Population de l’Indochine de 1886.” 
61 Charles Keyes, Isan: Regionalism in Northeast Thailand. Ithaca, Southeast Asia Program Cornell University, 

1967, pp. 7-9. 
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conveyed to Bangkok annually, and censuses were taken more regularly.62 Such dramatic 

development indicates a process of political and economic centralization in mainland 

Southeast Asia. Only when the new idea of polity, a modern nation-state with strictly 

demarcated boundary and sovereignty, arrived with Western colonialism in the mid-

nineteenth century, Siam was pressured to give up its sovereignty over the people and 

resources on the other side of the Mekong River. In other words, before the arrival of the new 

geography, Siamese rulers did not perceive the Mekong River as a boundary to their claims 

over people and resources across the River. The survival and prosperity of the Chaophraya-

based kingdom thus relied extensively on the livelihood of those along the Mekong basin. 

(Please see maps on p. 24 and p. 25. you may merge two maps together or add the provinces, 

such as Udong, Sombok Sombor, Chhlong Thbaung Khmum, and Prei Veng, from map 2 into 

map 1. I add only a short passage on the effects on the depopulated area on p. 21 because 

there are details of it on p. 20). 

 

                                                 
62 See details of the relations of war, trade and tax collection in Puangthong Rungswasdisab, op.cit.  



Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Paper Series, No. 156, 2014 24 
 

 



Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Paper Series, No. 156, 2014 25 
 

 


