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Chapter 1: Siam in Transition
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Bangkok 2001

Just as happened in the case of those sea creatures who were forced to

become land animals….Of a sudden they found all their instincts

devalued, unhinged. They must walk on legs and carry themselves,

where before the water had carried them: a terrible heaviness weighted

upon them.  They felt inept for the simplest manipulation, for in this new,

unknown world they could no longer count on the guidance of their

unconscious drives…

                 Friedrich Nietzche, The Birth of Tragedy and the Genealogy of Morals, 1956

Figure 1.1 The Chao Phraya River, the Grand Palace, and the modern city of Bangkok in the background.
Source: Tettoni, I. Luca, and Warren, William. Thai Style. Bangkok: Asia Book, 1988 (20)
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The term “Venice of the East” was once used to called the kingdom of Siam (the former

name of the present Thailand) by the European who perceived it as another waterborne

civilization they felt similar to the one they were familiar with in the west.  In fact, Siam and

Venice, though their origins were based on the powerful influence of water, are different in many

aspects.  One is that while Venice is situated in a lagoon full of saline water, Siam is nourished

with fresh water from the river system originated from mountains covered with lush blue green

tropical forest.  The city in the past was then one of the most prosperous cities in Asia for its

massive agriculture and all kinds of products from inland jungles as well as from the water.

Watery network was built (some were existing natural channels) throughout the city and its

vicinity to facilitate agricultural and transportation purpose. And, because of the location of the city

that was closed to the sea, the city became flooded with foreign traders from all over the globe.

At present time, both Bangkok and Venice are confronting a problem of land subsidence.  While

Bangkok has its elevation at almost sea level, Venice is experiencing the fluctuation of high tides,

which causes the city to be flooded several times daily. Some say that Venice is a “sinking

beauty”.

Like river course, Thai culture is fluid. It has never stopped adapting, changing, and

evolving. It is quite superficial when some say that Thai culture is a combination of various

cultures derived from settlers, traders, and travelers. In fact, the real characteristic of Thai culture

is fluidity.  It blends all the emerging influences together in the current of time. Another aspect of

Thai culture is its compromising quality that allows every influence to adapt in a piecemeal

manner confluent with the others while diversity is still preserved. The teaching of the Buddha

says that change (change and difference) is common; it is fixation that causes suffering. This fact

is realized by Dr. Prawes Wasi, a renowned Thai thinker, in an interview with Feature.  He said,

“…This characteristic causes Thais to survive since, due to the law of biology, diversity is

durability: if there were only a few choices (for example, black or white, yes or no,…), it would be

very difficult to survive…”1   Thai people see and accept change and difference as the way of life.

This is the essential philosophy for the “water people”. Water provides an allegory of the Thai

mode of negotiating life’s obstacles: it does not confront them, it flows around them.  Thais do not

live as independent entities, they blend their lives together, melding through consensus and

compromise to preserve a liquid continuity whose surface, while masking turmoil and

contradiction, serves to lubricate social interaction.2

The first tip of the dramatic change of culture in Siam started to emerge during the

western colonization in the 19th century, followed by the industrialization after the World War II.

Unlike those previous changes, this change was extremely powerful and aggressive. It flipped the

Thai society within a very short period allowing no time for the native culture to absorb. However,
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because of the mobility trait of the culture, Thais adjust themselves very quickly to the alien

influences, with a hope that when the time is ripened, the old and the new would finally merge

together.

The very first quote by Friedrich Nietzche is a good definition for describing Bangkok

today, "The megalopolis, for that what Bangkok has become, appears as an alien organism

unrelated to its background and surroundings."3

Water has influenced Thai culture for a long time. The relationship between man and

water was dialectical; water shaped man, man shaped water.  This relationship stems from the

unique characteristic of geographic, climate, people, and so forth.  In the past, Thai people

commuted by boats.  Networks of canals and rivers were built essentially for agriculture,

fortification, transportation, or even dwellings.  Since an American advisor suggested of

expanding the city by building more roads and filling in the canals in 1957, Bangkok has relied

heavily on the ground. Today, automobile culture has dominated the entire nation. Bangkok, once

called "Venice of the East", has now turned into a motorist©s worst nightmare.4 Here are the

numbers of cars in Bangkok increasing from 1990 to 1998:

Year Numbers of Cars in Bangkok

1990 1,956,904 cars

1991 2,010,152

1992 2,265,566

1993 2,541,686

1994 2,964,274

1995 3,125,290

1996 3,426,201

1997 3,736,482

1998 3,884,584

Office of the Commission for the Management of Land Traffic (OCMLT) estimated the

number of cars at the end of the year 2001 that it will reach at approximately 4,720,000 cars.

Assume that a car is about 4.00 meters in length, when multiplied by 4.7 millions, it would result

in a total length of 18,800 kilometers, which is longer than the earth’s diameter.  The mean traffic

speed, measured from the inner ring road (Ratchadaphisek Rd.), has now (year 2001) reduced to

4 km/hr, which is slower than a walking speed.
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Figure 1.2 Numbers of Cars Increasing from 1988-2000

        

Figure 1.3 Traffic congestion.
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The change of life style (including practice in consumerism) contributes to high population

density, which drives many people to live outside while still having to work in the inner city.  It also

causes traffic congestion, flooding problem, and degradation of natural environment, followed by

the consequences of energy over-consumption and various kinds of pollution that alter the

environment of the whole planet.

By following such attitude, generations of Thai government supported several so-called

"mega projects" throughout the city, believing that these projects could help solving the current

urban problems.  Examples of the projects are high-rise residential developments, sky trains,

underground trains, and all the winding elevated highways that favor the use of individual cars (it

is ridiculous that the more highways are built, the greater the number of cars people buy). Such

projects require a large amount of money to import technologies, expropriate land, and spend for

the constructions.  In their minds, these projects represent “civilization” which are always used for

Figure 1.4 Map of Population Density in Bangkok, 1998
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political plays.  They are promoted as sources of jobs and propellers of economic growth.

Moreover, most politicians see these projects as their "money bags" by which “under- the –table”

revenues are generated. Suddenly, the economic crisis in 1997 sank down many "mega

projects"; some have been postponed, others were scoped down.  Several abandoned structures

can be found through out the city (Fig. 1.5). For example, Hopewell, a transportation project

launched in 1989, has been one of the painful lessons for all Thais.  The tentative project

comprises commercial spaces and streets on the ground level, a railway system on the second

level, and a highway system on the third.  If completed, the structures would look like gigantic

snakes crawling through the city from the north, east, and west.  Today, the project is completely

sunk and all the skeletons (concrete columns and beams) were left as the “Monument of Shame”

(Fig. 1.6).

  Figure 1.5 Abandoned structures.

  Figure 1.6 The remains of the Hopewell project.



15

Some other mega projects that failed to address long-term efficiency are highway

constructions of which the main purpose is to mitigate downtown traffic problem and provide

detours for cars passing the city.  However, with the automobile tax cut, instead of reducing traffic

congestion, they encourage people to purchase more cars and drive longer distance, increasing

volume of air pollution and fuel consumption.  Within five years, a hundred kilometer concrete

surface has been filled up with automobiles.  Several times after a couple rainy days, many

people leave their workplaces at 5:30 PM, strive against flooded roads, and arrive homes near

midnight -- some suffer stuffing in busses for at least six hours.  Newspaper cartoonists always

make fun of Bangkok’s streets and highways as parking lots.

These are clear evidences of the false development in not only Bangkok but also most

metropolises around the world. In the mean time, hundreds of the existing waterways in Bangkok

have remained neglected (Figure 1.10). This is an appropriate time for us to reconsider the way

we live our lives.

Figure 1.7 Elevated highways at night.
Source: The Tourism Authority of Thailand. The Royal Kingdom of Thailand: Fifty Years of a Golden Reign. Bangkok:
Eastern Printing, 1997 (209)
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Figure 1.8 Cars stuck on a highway during the rush hour.

Figure 1.9 Bus commuters.
Source: Beek, Steve Van. Bangkok Then and Now. Bangkok: AB, 1999 (123)

      

Figure 1.10 Empty canals in the city, 2000
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Waterborne Civilization

In order to realize a more sustainable way of urban development, we shall start with

some understanding of local conditions of the region.

S. Jumsai in his book “NAGA” argues that due to the fact that much of the research in

human origins has taken place in Africa, the theory of Darwin concerning primate evolution into

the human species is then usually considered to have occurred in that continent.  However, in

May 1979, primate fossils were discovered in the Ponduang Hills west of Mandalay, Mianmar.

Dated to around forty million years and so far the oldest of their kind, the fossils immediately gave

rise to speculation that primates originated instead in South-East Asia and migrated to Africa via

western Asia.5

According to the anthropology evidences found, little is known in the long line of primate

and human evolution until a much later date.  This is especially so of South-East Asia.  Until now,

the earliest hominid find in the South-East Asian region is the skull of a child of the Homo erectus

type.  It is dated between one and three million years and was found at Mojokerto in East Java. In

1941, human fossils of the type called Meganthropus were uncovered at Sangiran in Central Java

and are dated a little later than the Mojokerto skull.

Thus, if human and their direct ancestors have been on the planet for at least four million

years, we may assume that they must have survived a number of glaciations from the close of the

Tertiary period onward.6

The earth has gone through several ice ages beginning with the earliest known in the

pre-Cambrian period of before 600 million years ago. The cooling of the planet would cause a

general southerly migration of bipeds and other animals in the northern hemisphere.  Only small

amount survived above the Tropic of Cancer, including some human’s forebears such as the

Peking Man, Homo rheindahlensis, Neanderthal, and Cro-Magnon Man.  The Pleistocene Ice Age

is, however, far from being a uniform period of glaciation.  Recent research points towards the

existence of up to twenty secondary glaciations and a corresponding number of interglacials.

With so many alterations in the Planet’s temperature, it can only be assumed that several south-

to north and north-to-south migrations took place. And, the fluctuation of the water levels could

cause several species to evolve.

K. Douglas addresses an interesting theory in New Scientist.  She points out several

researches that based on the “aquatic ape theory.” One of the researches done by A. Hardy and

published in New Scientist forty years ago, suggests that a branch of the primitive ape-stock was

forced by competition from “life in the trees to feed on the seashores.” 7 Hardy argued that if
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human forebears were semi-aquatic, it might explain major physical differences between human

and the other primates.  According to Hardy, the move into a watery environment would account

for their exceptional swimming abilities and the fact that new-born babies can swim and float.  It

would also have put pressure on human ancestors to start walking upright, in order to keep their

heads above water.  This in turn freed up their hands, allowing them to use tools—probably

starting simply by cracking open shellfish with stones, just as California sea otters do today.

Hardy also noted that we are the only “naked” apes, and that loss of hair is a characteristic of

some aquatic mammals.  Many such creatures have a layer of fat just beneath the skin—another

feature which distinguishes human from other primates.  Their profusion of sweat glands would

then be a counterbalance to this insulation layer, an adaptation to keep them cool when out of the

water.  Another research done by E. Morgan fully supports Hardy’s idea.  She points out that with

10 times the fat cells expected for an animal of our size, humans are the fattest primates.  Their

babies are the only ones born fat.  The subcutaneous layer laid down during the last month of

gestation grows thicker during the first month of life.  And, this is white fat—not great for insulation

but an excellent aid to buoyancy.  Unlike the fat of most mammals, this fat is bonded to the skin,

just as it is in dolphins, seals, and hippos.  Morgan has also found several aquatic adaptations.  In

particular, she argued that some of the physical traits that make speech possible evolved as a

result of living in water, rather than to improve communication skills.  Among terrestrial mammals,

humans alone have voluntary control of their breathing, an ability shared by all diving mammals.

The most convincing research was prepared by M. Crawford, a biochemist from the

institute of Brain Chemistry and Human Nutrition at the University of North London, and his

colleagues.  The research stresses that “without water, Homo sapiens could never have evolved

the trait that above all others makes us human: our big brains.”   He believes that two particular

fatty acids hold the key to the development of human brain, docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) and

arachidonic acid (AA), without which a large brain cannot grow or function.  Both fatty acids are

extremely short supply and are slow to form within the body.  DHA is especially rare in the diets of

large savannah-dwelling mammals.  Although the precursor of AA is found in the seeds of

flowering plants, the only place where DHA is abundant in the food chain is in the world’s oceans,

lakes, and rivers.  This is where the first primitive nervous system evolved.  “As far as the

biochemistry is concerned, I cannot see how a large brain could have evolved in the savannah”,

says Crawford.  The general trend among savannah-dwellers is towards larger bodies and

smaller brains.  The earliest fossils of modern humans found so far come from coastal sites.

Domestic remains indicate that these people were eating seafood 100,000 years ago, at the

same time that the human brain was expanding.  Modern Homo sapiens ate fish and shellfish
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consistently as a requirement for brain expansion and increased intelligence.  The question is

“where was/were the coast(s) that accommodated the first man on earth?”

The equatorial belt, including the Amazon Basin, central Africa, and South-East Asia,

provides the conditions for survival of humans taking refuge from advancing ice.  The America

Continent, however, does not yield any human evidence prior to a date corresponding to the last

thaw in the glaciers.  Central Africa, on the other hand, consists mainly of high plateaus and

mountains, some of which are even today snow-capped although on the equator.  During

glaciation, much of the land must have been either cold or covered with snow, and, except for the

Congo Basin, which was warm but full of predators, survival could only be on the sea fronts and

in the Rift Valley.  It is no coincidence, therefore, which important human fossils are found at Lake

Victoria and in East Africa in general.  As will be discussed further, the area of South-East Asia

provided the most appropriate conditions for human survival.

During the Ice Age, ice sheets up to 3 km thick extended from the polar regions.  The

polar ice sheets caused a lowering of the sea level by about 187 m.  The geographical

configuration of South-East Asia was radically changed.  The sea receded and the Asian

mainland extended as far south as Bali and as far east as the Philippines.  The result is a

continent the size of present day China.  It comprised the Sunda Shelf, together with the present-

day mainland South-East Asia.  Jumsai calls this land the South-East Asian Continent.8

Extending eastward into the Pacific, what are now a great number of tiny dots in the

ocean were once huge interconnected land tracts and large islands.  Both the continent and the

patches of land in the Pacific formed the largest tropical area, besides the Amazon Basin, which

was equipped with the kind of life support potential to sustain a very large population.  But, unlike

the Amazon and Congo Basins, the South-East Asian Continent and the land patches that grew

in the Pacific were new and relatively free of predatory animals, making them an ideal zone for

human survival.

As a secondary interglacial set in, the ice cap released a huge amount of water and the

sea level rose.  The rising sea encroached upon the South-East Asian continent, reducing its land

area and cutting it into several parts.  People retreated before the receding shorelines and

occupied smaller pieces of land.  A great number of them would have returned to the now warmer

north.

Another secondary glaciation caused South-East Asia to become a continent again.  The

continent can be seen as pulsating, with its expanding and shrinking.

In order to survive in the Ice Age, people in the South-East Asian region had to overcome

the contraction of land resulting from the flooding and the breaking up of the continent into

disparate units.  They had to come to terms with living next to or on water, surviving and keeping
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in touch with one another through aquatic skills.  Mass migrations from the insular and the coastal

parts of Asia into continental Asia took place as the climate settled and became warmer.  Much of

this movement could have been accomplished only on water.

Inland penetration into this “Asian water front” (stretching from south-east of the

Himalayas, from the Bay of Bengal up to the foot of the Himalayas, South-East Asia, South

China, and East Asia up to Japan) was water-borne since it was easiest to enter the river mouths

and proceed up the rivers.  The rivers also provided animal and plant food as well as fresh water.

Several major river systems gave access to the region.  In the final contraction on the human

concentrations in the disappearing South-East Asian Continent, the major direction of retreat

landwards was towards land bordering the Gulf of Siam.

Figure 1.11 The Holocene embayment of the lower river with proto-rivers Suphan Buri and Bangpraek.
Source: Beek, Steve Van. The Chao Phya River in Transition. Singapore: Oxford, 1995 (9)
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At least four major river systems drained the former continent, three emptying into the

bay of South China Sea (the Red River, Mekong, and Chao Phraya) and one probably

discharging water into the Bali Sea.  As water invaded the land, some people would have been

stranded on the newly formed islands, others would have trickled either north or south along the

stepping stones formed by the Malay Peninsular, which at the height of the Ice Age extended

down to Bali.

Figure 1.12 Map showing routes of human migration from the South-East Asian Continent into the continental interior
at the end of the Ice Age:
1 Along the Red River
2 Along the Mekong River
3 Along the Chao Phraya River
4 Along a hypothetical river which drained into the Bali Sea
The solid outline represents the Ice Age shores and the dotted line present-day land configuration.
Source: Jumsai, Sumet. NAGA: Cultural Origins in Siam and the West Pacific. Singapore: Oxford, 1988 (6)
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Those who went south ended up in Australia but probably few migrated in this direction

because of the inhospitable terrain.  By far, the greater number of people would have gone back

into the land-covered Gulf of Siam via the prototype Chao Phraya and into Indo-China via the

enlarged Mekong and the Red River.

In 1994, R. Buckminster Fuller published an article called “Fluid Geography” in which,

based on observations of many years of sailing experience, he deduced the directions and

sequence of human dispersal from South-East Asia at the close of the Ice Age.  He calls the

region “one major pool of civilization”.  His argument is based on the following observation.

The first generation of seafarers used rafts following sea currents and their back-eddies

but the behavior of the winds determined two basic sail types for the succeeding generations.

One sail type is for downwind travel and corresponds to the junks and other square rigs which are

found in South-East Asia and all the way up the China coast to Japan following the regular south-

westerlies during the northern hemisphere’s summer and the north-easterlies during the winter.

Another sail type is for upwind travel and uses the tacking technique.  Derived from the swift

South Sea proa or double-ended outriggers and catamarans, the fore-and-aft rigs have to

negotiate much more complicated winds.  These are found all the way across the Indian Ocean

into the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean.  The two sail types, both present in South-East Asia

but separated by the Malay Peninsula, represent the second and third generation seafarers and

their respective migratory spearheads.

These migratory directions seem to be corroborated by the world’s present overall

demographic distribution.  The “Asian water front” altogether holds 54 per cent of all humanity

although it is only 5 per cent of the Earth’s total surface.  Other geographic units contain fewer

people, as they become more distant from the “Asian water front”.  Fuller concludes that the

northerly civilizations in Asia, Europe, and America are relatively recent.9

There is a great deal of correspondence of thought between Fuller and Thor Heyerdahl

on the subject of human migrations.  In his book, Early Man and the Ocean, Heyerdahl postulates

that the ocean in ancient times, like the rivers, was a highway, not a barrier.  He is convinced that

civilizations were crossing the Indian, Atlantic, and Pacific Oceans some 4,000 years before

Europeans began to suspect the world was round.

Heyerdahl puts the great maritime voyages, which were worldwide, at around 6,000

years before present time or possibly around the end of the Ice Age, while Fuller puts them at a

much earlier period and as having begun from South-East-Asia.  Whatever their periods and

frequency, as the South-East Asian Continent began to break up, human survival was ensured by

a movement generally from south to north, basically water borne, on to the “Asian water front”.

This was mankind’s final and most important mass movement and the subsequent “eddy”
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movements, or back migrations, in the historical period are of secondary significance.  Jumsai

describes what he calls Austro-Thai language as a revelation of a relationship between South-

East Asia and China.  The south-to-north cultural transmission is evident in the loan of Austro-

Thai words to Chinese, among which are those concerned with mathematics (numerals above

100), metallurgy, nautical crafts and implements, horticulture, and agriculture.

Other common denominators underlie the region.  In the 1960s, Solheim and his

colleagues, with the help of Thai physician anthropologist Sud Saengvichien, excavated

prehistoric skeletons at two important sites in Thailand, Ban Na Dee and Noen Nok Tha, and

suggested that they correspond to those of the Polynesian race.  Thai pre-historian Chin Yudee

found similarities between Ban Kao and Malay funerary rites as well as among types of pottery

which permeated the entire region up to Japan and as far inland as Siberia.  There are also

industries which keep appearing over the entire the “Asian waterfront”: for example, certain types

of axe are found in an area stretching from New Guinea and South-East Asia to Taiwan and

China.10

Probably, the most remarkable cultural common denominators which Jumsai points out

are rice agriculture, houses built on stilts, the use of the theme of the snake (naga), and three-

way weaving in basketry and in other utensils.  Rice is tropical and most probably South-East

Asian in origin.  In the early Tripitaka texts, no mention is made of rice and it can only be

surmised that its arrival in India was fairly late and via the Tamils in the south.  The Austronesian

component of the Japanese population took its rice culture with it.  The Austronesians also took

with them the tropical south sea house on stilts to Japan where the thermal latitude and

mountainous terrain hardly warrant it.  The house on stilts and three-way weaving are important

elements and, like rice, permeated the western Pacific and the “Asian waterfront”, whereas they

are almost unknown in other parts of the world.

Figure 1.13 A rice field in Thailand
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Excepting stylistic variations, houses on stilts can be found generally in the western

Pacific.  On the “Asian waterfront”, the same house type covers an area starting from Malaysia,

Siam, and Indo-China to the foot of the Himalayas in Nepal and the Naga Hills in north-east India

and south China. Given the typical South-East Asian house on stilts, it could be asked, what is

the rationale of people living high above the ground with an open space underneath the house?

Many reasons have been offered to explain this recurrent feature: security, protection from wild

animals and seasonal floods, good ventilation, and a useful space underneath for working and

storing things.  These reasons are true enough in many cases, but not all.  They do not explain

why for example, in Burma, exactly the same wooden house is sometimes raised and sometimes

placed completely on the ground in the same locale, and why a tropical house on stilts should find

itself in the thermal latitude 35ë and become an essential part of Japanese architecture to the

misery of its occupants winter after winter.  Jumsai explains that the real reason behind all this

lies in the amphibious and equatorial origin of the house.

Figure 1.14 Thai houses built on stilts.
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When Austronesians built their first houses in Japan, the stilts were as long as many

standing in water on the shores or in the lagoons of South-East Asia.  The long intervening

centuries and the strong cultural influence of the predominantly land-based Han people

progressively shortened the Japanese stilts until the floor was only about 60 cm above the

ground.  Beside these regional differences, the raised dwelling also reflects the varied beliefs and

environments within a country.  For example, in Siam stilts become progressively shorter as one

goes from the migratory villages and settlements in the shallow sea to central Siam, and to the

higher grounds further north and inland.  However, in spite of this variation, the houses share a

number of features in common.

In Siam, the avoidance of static perpendicular structures is a recurring feature in

traditional architecture.  Whether it is the “truncated” A-frame of the central plain dwelling or the

V-profile of the northern house, the structure is visually and physically dynamic.  This is further

enhanced by the fact that the building is based on a system of prefabrication with wood joinery or

flexible tied-joints of wicker latches holding structural frames and panels.  The panels themselves

are like diaphragms set in numerous framed subdivisions, thus demonstrating a strong tradition in

component design.  In fact, the word traditionally used in Thai for house building is prung,

meaning “assemble”.  The house therefore can be quickly assembled or dismantled and

transported to another site for re-assembly.

Traditional Thai houses are now rapidly reduced in number due to the ravages of

modernity and the scarcity of timber.  Although pointed gables continue to spring up here and

there, the true feeling for the amphibious existence is no longer evidence.

Another significant common denominator found in this region is the water symbol of

naga.  This aquatic symbol permeates the daily life of people everywhere on the “Asian

Waterfront” in varying mutated forms.  Forms range from those of purely aquatic character to

those fused with land based creatures such as the Thai sang, a hybrid between a naga and a

singh (lion), and the Chinese and Japanese dragon, a serpent both amphibious and aeronautical

with tiny legs and wings attached to it, but otherwise mainly oceanic in character.  The importance

of this water symbol is further verified by the fact that in ancient Chinese, Khmer, and a number of

other Asian civilizations, the state and founding dynasties evolved from the water element.  The

legendary Hsia Dynasty in China, for example, was born from the intertwining of a male and a

female dragon.  Naga in Sanskrit means serpent.  The creature is featured in Hindu texts in

several major symbolic scenes.  One of its principal roles is to coil up to support Vishnu.  In this

instance, the Almighty is depicted reclining on it, asleep on the cosmic ocean during the periodic

annihilations and renewals of the world.  In another role, it swallows up the water of the world

(presumably during the Ice Age) and coils itself in the shape of a serpent cloud atop Mount Meru.
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To give life once more to the world, Indra flings his thunderbolt into the midst of the ungainly coil.

The monster shatters like a stack of withered rushes.  The water burst free and stream in ribbons

across the land to circulate once more through the body of the world.  Another variation of the

subjugation of the naga, known as the “Churning of the Ocean”, shows the naga, unmistakably

oceanic in association, being pulled head and tail by Vishnuite agents so that the waters of life

may be wrench from it.  In the Pacific region, including inland areas, the serpentine coil was used

in house carving and in boat motifs since prehistoric times.  The coil in this instance turns both

clockwise and anti0clockwise.  Of interest here is its form which reminds one of the Coriolis

effects whereby winds and ocean currents tend to whirl clockwise and anti-clockwise north and

south of the Equator respectively due to the Earth’s eastwards rotation.  While South Sea

craftsmen depict their coil motifs in either direction, most of the world’s civilizations, being north of

the Equator, mainly conceive the coil to be clockwise.  This, at any rate, gave rise on the “Asian

Waterfront” to a host of interpretations in terms of urban planning, architecture, and almost every

art form and ritual, profane and religious.

Figure 1.15 Royal naga barge called Anantanakraj, Bangkok, 1982.
Source: Jumsai, Sumet. NAGA: Cultural Origins in Siam and the West Pacific. Singapore: Oxford, 1988 (Plate 7)
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Another evidence that reflects the aquatic origin of the “water people” is three-way

weaving.  Of the several cultural common denominators found in the region, the three-way or

triangulated structure as applied to basketry and variety of other latticework is the most intriguing,

and it is hard not to compare it with the ancient map of the Pacific (Figure 1.16).  In an

Austronesian house of learning, lessons in navigation included the mapping of the Pacific.

Constructed in a triangulated lattice, the Austronesian maps had wood splinters and shells

representing referent grids, direction, and islands.  These maps, probably one of the oldest

cartographic inventions in the world, must have been the most effective form of survival code in

ancient oceanic society.  With them, Austronesians plied to and from across thousands of miles in

the trackless oceanic expanse, establishing the most extensive cultural network ever known to

mankind.

Figure 1.16 Austronesian map of the Pacific Ocean.
Source: Jumsai, Sumet. NAGA: Cultural Origins in Siam and the West Pacific. Singapore: Oxford, 1988 (62)
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The genealogy of form from the Austronesian cartographic structure to the Thai chaleu

(bamboo markers) and an infinite variety of basketry of the entire “Asian waterfront” are too

strong to be ignored.  At any rate, the fact that the structural system and artifacts referred to are

virtually alien to the rest of the world indicates their common ancestry in the region.

Chaleu, common in rural Siam, is used to define territories, often abstract and even

spiritual, by being hung or propped up on a stick at the boundary line.  It follows that to define a

special area like private property or an area which comes under taxation, for example, a customs

checkpoint, the symbol is affixed for all to see.  It also results in another useful application, that is,

to keep undesirable elements or evil spirits from entering specific areas such as rice fields and

objects which the owner wishes to keep well guarded.  The latter case is especially relevant for

medicine, and it is a popular belief that affixing a chaleu to the lid of a medicine pot will ward of

harmful spirits which are constantly lurking around ready to poach the potency from the contents.

While a big chaleu resembles the Austronesian map or a basket lid, a small version of it

looks more like the Star of David.  This is a very important shape because it is the most basic part

of the three-way lattice.  In fact, it is frequently seen in village households, and elder people refer

to it as the krue, meaning “teacher” or medium through which the art of three-way latticing can be

transmitted.

The takraw (wicker ball) is another three-way structure, which is common to all of South-

East Asia.  The lattice is made into a ball with a series of three-way nodes, twenty in all, giving six

great circles or equators, and eighty inter-triangulated surfaces. Siam, Burma, Malaysia, and the

Philippines all claim the kicking game of takraw to be their national game, but since no one can

trace its origin, the contenders come to play it together every year in order to settle the dispute.

During the Ayudhya (the former capital city of Siam) period, the wicker ball was used for

punishment.  Constructed in a large diameter, a convict would be put inside and it then became a

play ball for an elephant.  The three-way structure is efficient due to the triangulation forces.  In

fact, the most efficient structural frame is the triangle.  In contrast, to the rectangle or square

which is collapsible, the triangle is rigid.  But in its rigidity, the triangle has to be able to sustain

both compression and tension along its sides, so that push on one is naturalized by pull on

another.  In other words, it has to be made of essentially tensile material like wood and bamboo,

which also have compressive strength.  It cannot be made of stone rods since stone is brittle and

although it can bear a great compression, it has only a hundredth of wood’s tensile strength and

would break as soon as there was any pull on it.11

Although it is now rare to find three-way latticing beyond the scale of basketry, at some

point in the past Austronesians applied its principle to house building.  The use of tensile material

and structure does not of course preclude those for compression.  In fact, as already mentioned,
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wood and bamboo in a tension frame are also often in compression at the same time, and in

architecture purely compressive material, like stone and brick, is used extensively side by side

with them.  However, the predominant reliance on tensile material and the associated instinct and

behavior make the region stand culturally apart from all other land-based cultures.

Figure 1.17 Making a three-way lattice.
Source: Jumsai, Sumet. NAGA: Cultural Origins in Siam and the West Pacific. Singapore: Oxford, 1988 (64)

Figure 1.18 Takraw or wicker ball common to all countries
of South-East Asia.

Figure 1.19 Plaited fish for hanging
over a cot.
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City Transformation

Centuries ago, before the rise of Bangkok, Ayudhya was the former capital city of the

Kingdom of Siam.  When the city was first established in 1351, the new site was surrounded on

three sides by an ox-bow of the Lopburi River.  A canal of 3.5 kilometers long dug to close the

loop which then turned the city into an island measuring 4 kilometers by 2.5 kilometers on the

average cross-sections.  The plan of Ayudhya was not static.  Constantly restructuring itself, the

changing pattern was caused mainly by new canals being dug to replace older ones which had

either been perpendicular to the natural direction of flow or haphazardly planned and which

frequently became silted.  The final reconstructed plan does not therefore represent the city at

any particular period, but rather as the sum total of all the streets, canals, and buildings that had

accumulated over more than four centuries as far as they can still be seen, deduced, or identified.

There were nearly 100 city gates with at least 22 more if those of the Royal Palace were

included, and of these about 20 were water gates to let the boat traffic through.  The canals within

Figure 1.20 Panorama of Ayudhya, Dutch oil painting, c. 1650.  Artist unknown.
Source: Jumsai, Sumet. NAGA: Cultural Origins in Siam and the West Pacific. Singapore: Oxford, 1988 (Plate 18)
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the confines of the city wall were 56.4 kilometers long and some 28 permanent bridges spanned

them.  Many were high brick arches to let the boats through, but one was in laterite and another

was a drawbridge.  Including suburbs, but within the extent of the drawing shown, the complete

canal network measured over 140 kilometers.  It included canals dug along the riverbanks which,

being unaffected by the river current, were ideal routes for upstream travel.  In contrast, the

streets of Ayudhya, which were brick paved, measured 61 kilometers.  These began and ended in

the walled area thus showing how overland communication was limited.  In and around the city

proper, there were up to 550 historical sites most of which were monasteries, but which also

included the Royal Palace, the Palace to the Front, the Palace to the Rear, and public buildings.

True to its aquatic character, the city’s canals had no hydraulic significance except for the

low dams at the water gates to retain water during the dry season.  During the rainy season,

excess water flowed past them.  The city then became submerged to the convenience of the boat

traffic which did not have to be confined to the canals.  Since the houses were on stilts, the

annual flood was a blessing to the majority of the people.12

Some outlying canals were at first constructed to connect the city to two other rivers

nearby, the Pasak and the Chao Praya.  What happened, however, was that the rivers were

completely diverted so that Ayudhya came to be at the confluence of three major rivers.  From

this vantage point, the city then gained control over a large food producing area as well the

northern city-states and the open sea, resulting in the control of the southern peninsula and much

of the trade between India and Japan.

Figure 1.21 Plan of Ayudhya.
Source: Jumsai, Sumet. NAGA: Cultural Origins in Siam and the West Pacific.
Singapore: Oxford, 1988 (Plate 19)
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To facilitate transport in the central valley, the Siamese initiated numerous canal

excavation projects. A close look at a map of the region in the immediate vicinity of Ayudhya

reveals myriad canals whose die-straight lines indicate a human, not Nature’s, hand in their

creation.  Their sheer numbers, running into the thousands suggest that when the Siamese were

not gripping a boat paddle or a plough, they were using a jop (hodag) or other digging implement,

gouging out a shunt here or dredging a canal there.  By the 16th century, Siamese engineers

were modifying the ChaoPraya itself.  On the main river, canals were dug to serve three

purposes.  Khlong rop muang (canal around the city) served as city moats to bar enemy invaders.

Khlong chuam maenam were designed to link one river with another.  Khlong lat were channels

dug across the oxbows of meandering rivers to reduce travel distances.  It was the creation of

khlong lat at which Ayudhyan engineers excelled.

As international trade increased, Ayudhyan monarchs recognized the need to shorten

transport distances between the capital and the sea.  Although they were unable to dredge the

bar to admit deeper draught ships, they realized they could speed the journey north by digging

khlong lat in the winding portions of the lower river.  Between 1538 and 1722, they dug six short

khlong lat that lopped 62.3 kilometers from the length of the Chao Praya between Ayudhya and

the Gulf of Thailand (Figure 1.22).  The first khlong lat, dug in 1538, was a 3-kilometer shunt

called Khlong Lat Bang Khrua that connected Wat Chalom (on what would further be called

Maenam Om) with Wat Khee Lek (on what would become Khlong Bangkok Yai) on the northern

edge of present-day Bangkok.  It shortened the journey from 9 to 6 kilometers but straightened

the channel for easier passage.  After 16636, it would be superseded by Khlong lat Muang

Nonthaburi.

The second canal, dug around 1538-1542, would have a profound effect on the course of

Thai history.  Its importance, however, is undisputed because it was responsible for the creation

of Thonburi and Bangkok.  The 2-kilometer-long Khlong Lat Bangkok was dug from the site of the

present-day Bangkok Noi Railway Station to a point just south of Wat Arun.  River action widened

it to become the main channel of the river, transforming the former loop into four canals, Bangkok

Noi, Bang Ramat, Taling Chan, and Bangkok Yai, and reducing a journey of 14 kilometers to 2.

The third, Khlong Lat Kret Yai, was dug above Pathumthani in 1608 to shrink 18

kilometers to 7.  In 1636, a dozen kilometers downriver, Khlong Lat Muang Nonthaburi was cut

across the neck of Maenam Om by King Prasat Thong.  It pared 17 kilometers from the 220-

kilometer journey.  Khlong Lat Kret Noi at the town of Pak Kret was dug in 1722, reducing the

journey from 6 kilometers to 2.  The sixth khlong lat was below Bangkok at Ratburana, just south

of Khlong Toey.  A 600-meter-long canal called Khlong Pak Lat was cut across a narrow neck,

effectively cutting 19 kilometers from the journey.  Unfortunately, since the Chao Praya is tide-
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affected, the canal introduced saline water into the upper river, damaging marine and river-bank

life.  Then a dam would be built across its mouth in 1784 to halt salt water intrusion.  Today, of

the six khlong lat, only this one has failed to become the main channel of the river.

Several ambitious khlong chuam maenam engineering projects were under taken during

the Ayudhya period.  The date for the excavation of Khlong Samrong in unknown but it was re-

dug in 1498 during the reign of King Ramathibudi II.  Broadening an existing natural canal to

allow the passage of ships, it connected the Bangpakong River with the Chao Praya River below

Khlong Toey.

Figure 1.22 The six khlong lat of the Chao Phraya
Source: Beek, Steve Van. The Chao Phya River in Transition. Singapore:
Oxford, 1995 (39)
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Canal construction continued into the eighteenth century.  In 1704-5, King Pra Phuttha

Chao Sua began excavating the first major canal in recorded history, the Khlong Khok Kham

(later renamed Khlong Mahachai) to connect the Chao Praya and Tha Chin Rivers.  Originally

dug for transport purposes, the khlong chuam maenam would play an important role in enabling

Siamese troops to repel Burmese invaders after Bangkok was established as the capital in 1782.

Begun in 1705, it was dug in two parts.  The first, called Khlong Phra Phuttha Chao Luang,

extended from the Chao Praya River to Khlong Khok Kham. The second section, called

MahaChai Cholamak, ran 13.6 kilometers from there to the Tha Chin River.  Completed in 1705

by 30,000 conscripted Thai labourers, the 16-meter-wide, 3-meter-deep canal provided easy

passage from the Chao Praya to the mouth of the Tha Chine at the Gulf of Thailand.

The Siamese capital was known to Europeans since the sixteenth century as the “Venice

of the East”.  But the difference are obvious: Venice had come into existence through sheer

human will, whereas nature, as much as man, had made Ayudhya.

The French Abbé, Choisy, summed up the aquatic scene as he saw in the 1680s as

follows:

We took a stroll outside the city….I could not help admiring such a large island city

surrounded by a river three times the size of the Seine, with French, English, Dutch, Chinese,

Japanese, and Siamese boats and innumerable decorated barges each manned by some 60

rowers…But what surpassed admiration are the villages on the city’s outskirts inhabited by the

many different nations interspersed with wooden houses in water and buffaloes, cows, pigs,

seemingly floating….Waterways function as streets, always with fresh running water, and going

as far as the eyes could see and disappearing under great trees and amongst houses inhabited

by a great number of people.  A little beyond these villages are the rice fields which one crosses

by boat….From horizon to horizon, one sees reflections of spires and pagodas which are gilt…I

do not know whether I am describing to you a beautiful view: but certainly I have never seen

anything more beautiful since everything except the pagodas is still part of nature at its simplest.13

Ayudhya was the ultimate expression of the Thai amphibious city, but it was also

paradoxically an anti-city in that it was largely scattered and had no geographical center.  During

its prosperous time, the population, which might have reached a million, would have lived outside

the city wall as much as inside it.  Only during siege would people congregate within the city

proper.  Architecturally, none of the buildings could be said to provide a single focal point.  The

Royal Palace is located away from the geographical center in order to be next to the river. What

the abbé did not see or realize was that he was criss-crossing the city’s bastions, namely water,
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for subjected to annual flooding the submerged area around Ayudhya was its most important

means of defense.

Between 1549 and 1592, there were six Burmese sieges.  With forces in the order of

300,000 to 900,000 men, five such campaigns had to be withdrawn because of the floods.  For

the siege of 1569, however, the Burmese were said to be 1,400,000 men.  The campaign saw

some twenty-one months of continuous action, and Ayudhya would have remained impregnable

had an insider not opened the gate for the enemies.

There was a period in the seventeenth century when French engineers were engaged to

build massive fortifications in the star shape or Vauban style, notably at Lopburi just north of

Ayudhya, Nakorn Si Thammarat, in the south, and Bangkok.  The plan for the later, dated 1687,

and hence the very first master plan of the city, shows a sizable community completely

surrounded by the Vauban ramparts.  The French eventually occupied a smaller version of it

which was built, in 1688.  What is interesting is that the Thais reversed the role of water into one

for carrying out their attack on the French.  In this instance, a network of canals was dug around

the garrison, and closing in on the later like an encroaching cobweb, provided forward firing

positions and routes for logistic support for the Siamese army.  The campaign happily ended in a

negotiated withdrawal of the French and the dismantling of the fortifications.

Figure 1.23 A late 17th century French plan of Bangkok.  The plan shows the Thai siege of the Bangkok
fortress, which was occupied by the French, in 1688.
Source: Jumsai, Sumet. NAGA: Cultural Origins in Siam and the West Pacific. Singapore: Oxford, 1988 (167)
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On the opposite of the Chao Praya River stood the original walled town of Bangkok built

around 1557 to guard a by-pass canal in an ox-bow of the river.  Measuring only 260 meters by

480 meters and containing two canals and six bridges, it was officially called Thonburi Si

Mahasamut, meaning “the glorious and great oceanic city of wealth”.

It was indeed to become a great city, symbolically oceanic perhaps, but definitely aquatic.

The point of interest is the founding or rather enlarging of the small walled town to become a new

capital city in 1767 and eventually an inseparable part of the present city of Bangkok.  In 1767,

the year Ayudhya was sacked by the Burmese, Bangkok (Thonburi, that is, on the right bank) was

chosen as the new capital by the King Taksin who later proceeded to expand it on to the left bank

possibly to encompass that section of the river which had become occupied by amphibious and

floating houses.  In 1782, with the founding of a new dynasty by King Rama I, it was moved

entirely on to the left bank.  The move, reminiscent of the one made when Ayudhya was founded,

was to locate the city in a bend of the river so that it would have natural and extra wide moats to

the north, south, and west, the later direction being toward Burma, while the eastern side was

marshland and already a good defensive line especially in the wet season.

Figure 1.24 Plan of Bangkok in the last century.
Source: Jumsai, Sumet. NAGA: Cultural Origins in Siam and the West Pacific. Singapore: Oxford, 1988 (168)
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Figure 1.25 Map of Bangkok, 1782-1851.
Source: Saksri, Nangnoi. Physical Elements of Ratanakosin. Bangkok: Chulalongkorn, 1991
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Figure 1.26 Map of Bangkok, 1851-1868.
Source: Saksri, Nangnoi. Physical Elements of Ratanakosin. Bangkok: Chulalongkorn, 1991
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Figure 1.27 Map of Bangkok, 1868-1910.
Source: Saksri, Nangnoi. Physical Elements of Ratanakosin. Bangkok: Chulalongkorn, 1991
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Figure 1.28 Map of Bangkok, 1910-1925.
Source: Saksri, Nangnoi. Physical Elements of Ratanakosin. Bangkok: Chulalongkorn, 1991
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Figure 1.29 Map of Bangkok, 1925-1934.
Source: Saksri, Nangnoi. Physical Elements of Ratanakosin. Bangkok: Chulalongkorn, 1991
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Figure 1.30 Map of Bangkok, 1934-1946.
Source: Saksri, Nangnoi. Physical Elements of Ratanakosin. Bangkok: Chulalongkorn, 1991
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Figure 1.31 Map of Bangkok, after 1946.
Source: Saksri, Nangnoi. Physical Elements of Ratanakosin. Bangkok: Chulalongkorn, 1991
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In building Bangkok on the left bank, an attempt to recreate the splendor of Ayudhya was

made and the prefix of “Krungthep Phra Maha Nakhorn”, its new name, indicates that like the old

capital, it was to be the royal seat on the river (krung).  King Taksin’s wall, probably unfinished,

was dismantled, and a new moat (Klong Ongang) and wall were realigned further to the east,

parallel to the old ones.  Palace and monasteries were built to evoke the memory of those at

Ayudhya, and although in architecture and in plan they are different, they did recreate the old

glory in spirit.

By the middle of the 19th century, Bangkok had to be enlarged.  A third moat (Klong

Padung Krung Kasem), running more or less parallel to the first and second, was dug and

became a new canal linked to the rest of the city’s water network.  This outer moat had no wall

but was instead interspersed with six bastions.  The center of the population was the Chao Praya

River itself which, together with the canal network, was said to contain some 7,000 floating

houses of a floating population of 350,000 people.  Since the entire population of the city between

1850 and 1900 was about 400,000, that means that Bangkok was mostly a floating city, a fact

that made it unique in the world.  Moreover, what was not afloat and here we are only concerned

with the habitable part-was amphibious, that is, houses on stilts scattered along the river and

canal banks.

In 1897, Maxwell Sommerville wrote:

Mounting the stream, with the tide against us during several hours, hundreds of

houseboats continue to shut out the view, crowded one against and behind another one either

side of the Maenam….The spires of wats on land, the bustling traffic in boats, peddlers, ever

alert, sculling from one side to our ship to the other, seeking customers, mendicants, musicians,

fishermen, priests—all this extended scene causes us to wonder when we will ever get beyond

Bangkok.14

He also recorded that even at night the river was alive:

The floating theaters add their glare and glitter; the supernumeraries stand well out on

the platform, beckoning with their firebrands; others guard the lights of the many-colored paper

lanterns; and here is a show where some of the actors stand without, giving tempting examples of

the entertainment to be enjoyed within….on a floating platform in the subdued light, stands a

screen, on which a light from within and behind casts a series of silhouettes.  The performers’

hands and arms are posed in such a manner as to produce representation of birds, animals, and

human beings; many amusing contests between the characters and ludicrous predicaments of
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mirthsome Judys as are thrown on the screen…. The artistic performance of the silhouette-maker

is interrupted at intervals by a company of quasi-musicians who, by a terrific blast of horns and

ringing of gongs, call on the innocents to try Dame fortune.  These are floating gambling shops,

where, at games similar to roulette, so much coin changes hands of an evening that an

implement resembling a coal-scoop used to shovel in the money…. Even at this distance in the

bright light, we can see many colors and trinsel moving on the outer stage of the Lakons’ theater.

These girls are entertaining and cheering the weary laborers, bringing a veil of mirth between

their audience and the troubles of the day.15

Figure 1.32 Boats served as residences and vehicles for casual travel and goods transport.
Source: Beek, Steve Van. Bangkok Then and Now. Bangkok: AB, 1999 (27)



46

Jacob T. Child, a contemporary, observed that these floating villages and markets began

functioning well before dawn:

It is these floating quarters of the city that hold a market in the middle of the night.  Boats

assemble from every direction, laden to the water’s edge with fruit, vegetables, rice, and poultry.

Here it is the women who do the business, and by the light of a little lamp made entirely of

coconut and burning its oil, the bargaining goes as briskly as on any market day at home.  The

whole river is covered with these little flickering flames; they gleam everywhere like glowworms

and the boats lie so closely that it would be useless to try to make one’s way in a steam launch

among them.  But with the first ray of the sun all these specks of light are extinguished, and

where but lately a confusion of cranky craft and yelling humanity might be seen, the broad river

lies empty and silent in its quiet everyday mood.16

Figure 1.33 The floating platform with its towering mondop, used in Mahathitmongkon ceremony.

Source: Beek, Steve Van. The Chao Phya River in Transition. Singapore: Oxford, 1995 (102)
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Figure 1.34 A floating on Bangkok Noi Canal, 1923.
Source: Anake Nawigamune

Figure 1.35 Congestion on Khlong Ong Ang in the late 19th century.
Source: Anake Nawigamune
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Land-based sign began to appear in 1857 when King Mongkut built the first true road

(Rama IV Road) and the first paved road in 1863 (Charoenkrung or New Road) in response to

calls for westernization, begun at the height of the colonial encroachment, assumed an

undigested European, hence land-based, lifestyle and technology, the necessary yardstick of

civilization. He initiated a movement away from the river, eschewing boats in favor of horses and

carriages.  The process continued for the remainder of his reign and through that of King

Chulalongkorn as more roads were built and a host of bridges began to span the canals.  In 1893,

an electric train had been built to connect Bangkok with Paknam, eleminating the need for a boat

journey.  By 1900, horse-drawn carriages were being replaced by cars, which further reduced the

role of transport played by canals.

In the year 1900, King Chulalongkorn signaled even further movement inland by

constructing a “summer’ palace, Vimarn Mek, north of the city and 2 kilometers east of the river.

Nobles gathered around Phra Athit Road and in Thonburi vied with one another to erect the

grandest new mansions in the vicinity of Vimarn Mek.  In so doing, they exchanged a water

setting, annual floods, boat transport, and cool breezes, for a land-based existence with gardens

and reduced flooding, and which favored the motor car and the roads it traveled.  It seems a

subtle change but it had considerable impact on the way leaders viewed the river’s role in

Thailand’s development.

Urban canal construction slowed, then ceased.  Khlong Sathorn, excavated in 1895 as

the only major new canal in Bangkok at the end of the 19th century, extended from the Chao

Phraya River to Khlong Hualampong at its intersection with Wittayu (Wireless) Road.  After 1900,

a few Thonburi canals were dredged for transport purposes but for the most part, the age of the

urban canal was over; after 1915, no new ones were excavated.  Instead, after World War II, city

planners began filling them in, transforming them into roads that would speed the delivery of

goods to an increasingly impatient populace.  In 1955, the last major canal, Khlong Hualampong

(Thanon Trong), was buried to widen Rama IV Road.  By the 1970s, only the main canals—

Khlong Lawd, Ong Ang, Bang Lamphu, Padung Krung Kasem, Mahanak, Saensap, Hualampong,

Samsen, Bang Sue, Pramprechakorn, Bang Khen, Prapha, Bangkok Yai, Bangkok Noi, and

Mon—remained intact, and were used primarily for drainage. As residents extended their stilt

houses into them, the canals began to narrow and to stagnate as increasing amount of sewage

were dumped into them.  On the Thonburi side of the river, one sees the occasional barge

carrying construction materials to canal side building sites but boats have essentially ceased to

serve large-scale commerce on the canal.  Even the khlong, jars and clay pottery formerly

transported by canal now arrive in Bangkok on trucks. The latest number of the canals exist until

now is 1,264.
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River and long-distance canal based commerce has been even more severely affected

by changing technology.  In 1922, northern railway reached Chieng Mai and trains took

precedence over boats as the principal north-south mode of passenger and goods conveyance.

The rice and salt barges formerly paddled along the rivers now carry construction sand and are

towed in long chains of up to twenty barges each.  Most of the graceful teak barges have been

replaced by more durable steel vessels.  Even on the bustling Saen Sap Canal, the barges that

once carried produce and consumer goods between Bangkok and the eastern provinces have

disappeared, with the last towboat company ceasing operations in 1967.

The municipal authorities in Bangkok began to phase out houseboat communities in the

1920s.  By the 1950s, only the barge colonies survived, and in the late 1970s, legislation was

enacted to clear the canals of them as well.

Gradually, cultural indigestion became fashion and fashion became daily necessity.

Today, the wooden houses along the Bangkok waterfront are overshadowed by high-rise

buildings.  The intimate contact between river and land has been destroyed by the construction of

sea walls which both confine the river and partition it off from daily life.  Discussion is under way

on plans to build a major highway down the left bank, a move which would signal the dismissal of

the river as an urban identity.  Yet, the river still swarms with commuter and ferry boats and the

occasional fisherman casts a line but more and more the pleasure boats of the affluent chop and

churn the waters.  We can still find several evidences of water instinct in daily life.

Figure 1.36 The last barge community on Bangkok©s
rivers and canals.
Source: Beek, Steve Van. Bangkok Then and Now.
Bangkok: AB, 1999 (25)
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Bangkok, including the suburbs, grew from a city of 400,000 people in the last century to

one of more than ten million today.  The megalopolis, for that is what Bangkok has become,

appears as an alien organism unrelated to its background and surroundings, a great concrete pad

on partially filled land which despite all its land-based pretences must succumb to the flood every

year:

Just as happened in the case of those sea creatures who were forced to become land

animals….Of a sudden, they found all their instincts devalued, unhinged.  They must walk on legs

and carry themselves, where before the water had carried them: a terrible heaviness weighted

upon them. They felt inept for the simplest manipulation, for in this new, unknown world they

could no longer count on the guidance of their unconscious drives…17

Figure 1.37 Highrises boom like mushrooms in Bangkok.
Source: The Tourism Authority of Thailand. The Royal Kingdom of Thailand: Fifty Years of a Golden Reign. Bangkok:
Eastern Printing, 1997 (212)
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Through the passage of time, it is the flow of water that always nourishes life.  It is clearly

a foundation of Thai culture.  Although we are now in the modern world, modern way of living,

water is still flowing.  Only we have to know how to use it.

Figure 1.38 The picturesque Royal Barge Procession on the Chao Phraya River, 1996.
Source: The Tourism Authority of Thailand. The Royal Kingdom of Thailand: Fifty Years
of a Golden Reign. Bangkok: Eastern Printing, 1997 (274)
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