
CHAPTER III
CHINESE SOCIETY IN THAILAND

3.1 Introduction

O v e rse a  C h in e se  so c ie ty  in  T h a ila n d  m ak es  a  s ig n ific a n t co n tr ib u tio n  to  th e  

c o u n try ’s d e v e lo p m e n t. O n  o n e  h an d , th e  reg io n  has a  lo n g  h is to ry  o f  e th n ic  C h in ese  

im m ig ra tio n , an d  a c c o m m o d a te s  th e  h ig h e s t p o p u la tio n . O n  th e  o th e r  h an d , th ese  e th n ic  

C h in e se  p e o p le  re p re se n t a  v e ry  im p o rta n t an d  v ib ra n t e th n ic  m in o rity  in  th e  

n a tio n -b u ild in g  p ro c e ss  o f  T h a ilan d . In  th is  ch ap te r, I w ill in tro d u c e  th e  h is to ry  o f  

C h in e se  im m ig ra tio n  in  T h a ila n d  firs t, an d  th e n  o v e rsea  C h in e se  b u s in e ss  a c tiv itie s  and  

p a tte rn s  in  d iffe re n t p e r io d s  w ill b e  g iv en . T h a ila n d ’s e c o n o m y  is d o m in a te d  by  a  sm all 

g ro u p  o f  fam ily  em p ire s , an d  m a jo rity  o f  th em  are  e th n ic  C h in e se  fam ilies . F o u r  d is tin c t 

fa m ilie s  in  d iffe re n t fie ld s  a re  se lec ted  to  re p re se n t th e ir  g ro w th  p a tte rn s  an d  so m e 

fe a tu re s  in  c o m m o n .

3.2 History of Chinese immigration in Thailand

T h e  C h in e se  h ad  b e e n  v is itin g  an d  d w e llin g  in  S iam  fo r c en tu rie s , b u t th e ir  

im m ig ra tio n  in  large  n u m b e rs  is a  m a tte r  o f  o n ly  th e  last cen tu ry . In th e  tim e  o f  K in g  

N a ra i th e re  w e re  o n ly  a b o u t 3 ,0 0 0  C h in e se  p e rm an en tly  se ttled  in  th e  coun try . T h e y  h ad  

b een  c o m in g  m o stly  o v e rla n d  fro m  so u th e rn  C h in a , b u t in th e  la te  n in e teen th  an d  ea rly  
tw e n tie th  c e n tu r ie s  th ey  a rriv ed  m o re  an d  m o re  by  sea  fro m  H a in an , C h a o z h o u  and  
o th e r  a d ja c e n t m a in la n d  po rts . F rom  1840 to  1850 C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n  av e rag ed  
a ro u n d  15 ,000  an n u a lly . T h e  in c rea sed  f lo w  in m o re  recen t y e a rs  m ay  be a ttr ib u te d  to
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the ex p an s io n  o f  S ia m ’s e x p o rt tra d e .1 S o m e b r ie f  in tro d u c tio n  o f  C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n  

h is to ry  in  T h a ilan d  w ill be  g iv en  below .

3.2.1 Chinese Immigration History Prior to 1800

T h e  h is to ry  o f  C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n  to  T h a ila n d  d a tes  as  far b ack  as th e  firs t T hai 

d y n asty  o f  S u k o th a i. M an y  sch o la rs  b e liev ed  th a t C h in ese  trad e rs  a lread y  a p p ea red  in 

th e  m ark e ts  an d  p o rts  o f  S iam  b e fo re  th e  T h a i re ach ed  th e  C h ao p h ray a  D e lta  an d  th e  

M alay  P en in su la  in  th e  th ir te e n th  cen tu ry .

T h ere  is ev id en ce  sh o w in g  tha t M alay  P en n isu la  w as th e  firs t p a rt o f  S iam  w h ere  

C h in ese  a rriv ed  in itia lly . In th ir te e n th  an d  fo u rteen th  cen tu rie s , C h in e se  tra d e rs  w ith  

goo d s d estin ed  fo r In d ia  an d  fu rth e r w est m ig h t hav e  g o n e  o n ly  as  fa r as S u ra ttan i o r  

N ak h o n s ith am m ara t w ith  th e  n o rth ea s t m o n so o n . T h en  th e ir  ca rg o es  h ad  to  be  u n lo ad ed  

for tran ssh ip m en t o v e rlan d . T h u s , flee ts  o f  ju n k s  from  C h in a  w o u ld  s to p  a t v a rio u s  p o rts  

on  the  eas t side  o f  th e  p e n in su la  ev e ry  year.2 3

T he g en era l tren d  in  th e  fo u rteen th  and  fifte en th  cen tu rie s  sh o w ed  a  s tead y  

in crease  in th e  n u m b er o f  C h in ese  w ho  cam e to  trad e  in  o ld  S iam . T h e  k in g d o m  o f  

S u k h o th a i w as e s ta b lish e d  in  th e  m id -th ir te en th  cen tu ry  an d  w as en ro lled  as  a  tr ib u ta ry  

s ta te  by  th e  C h in ese  in  Y uan dy n asty . C h in ese  em issa rie s  w ere  sen t to  S u k h o th a i k in g , 

R am k am h aen g , an d  R am k a m h a e n g  sen t tr ib u ta ry  m iss io n s  to  P ek in g  s ix  tim e s  sin ce  

1296 to  1323. A t the  sam e  tim e , p riv a te  C h in ese  trad e rs  co n tin u ed  th e ir  c o m m e rc e  w ith  

T hai p o rts  to  the  en d  o f  th e  Y uan dynasty .

1 Kenneth Perry Landon, The Chinese in Thailand (New York: Russell & Russell, 1941), pp.
197-214.

3 Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), pp.
82-83.
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T h e  n u m b er o f  t r ib u ta ry  m is s io n s  d e c re a sed  s tead ily  d u rin g  th e  first tw o  and  a  h a lf  

c e n tu r ie s  o f  th e  M in g  d y n asty . O n  th e  o th e r  h an d , p riv a te  C h in e se  trad e  w ith  S iam  

ex p a n d e d  s tead ily  d u rin g  th e  e n tire  p e rio d . “ D u rin g  p e rio d s  o f  free  trad e , th e  freq u en cy  

o f  tr ib u ta ry  m iss io n s  sh o u ld  be  in v e rse ly  p ro p o rtio n a l to  th e  a c tiv ity  o f  p riv a te  trad e rs  in 

su p p ly in g  d e s ire d  im p o rts  from  C h in a , th e  th eo ry  b e in g  th a t i f  p riv a te  trad e rs  su p p ly  th e  

n eed ed  m e rc h a n d ise  a n d  p ay  ta x e s  on  th e ir  im p o rts  in to  th e  ro y a l treasu ry , th e  eco n o m ic  

fu n c tio n  o f  tr ib u te  m iss io n s  is m o re  o r  less  o b v ia te d .” 3 T h is  tren d  w as seen  c le a rly  

th ro u g h  th e  S in o -T h a i re la tio n s  p r io r  to  1620. T rib u te  m iss io n  d e c lin e d  in  th e  ea rly  
fo u rteen th  c e n tu ry  w h ile  p r iv a te  C h in ese  trad e  w ith  S iam  a n d  C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n  

in c rease . B y  th e  e a r ly  se v e n te e n th  cen tu ry , th e  p o s itio n  o f  C h in e se  tra d e rs  and  

im m ig ra tio n  in  S iam  w as  m o re  su b s tan tia l.

T h e  s itu a tio n  o f  C h in e se  tra d e rs  in S iam  d e c lin e d  to  a  n a d ir  d u rin g  th e  p erio d  

1 6 2 0 -1 6 3 2 , b e c a u se  o f  th e  c lo se  re la tio n s  w ith  Ja p a n  an d  th e  in c rea se  o f  Jap an ese  

in flu en ce  in  S iam  d u rin g  th e  re ig n  o f  K in g  S o n g th am  (1 6 2 0 -1 6 2 8 ). B u t, d u rin g  P rasa t 

T h o n g ’s re ig n , th e  S ia m -Ja p a n  tra d e  w as p a sse d  b ack  to  C h in ese  b a n d s  a g a in  so o n  an d  

C h in e se  tra d e rs  w ere  a d a p te d  in to  th e  n ew  sy s tem  o f  ro y a l trad in g  m o n o p o lie s .

D u rin g  K in g  N a ra i’s re ig n , C h in e se  w ere  a lso  su p rem e  a m o n g  th e  p riv a te  trad e rs  at 

A y u tth ay a . T h e  a n ti-W este rn  re v o lu tio n  in  1688 c o m p e lle d  o th e r  fo re ig n  n a tio n a ls  such  
as  P o rtu g u e se , J a p a n e se , E n g lish , F ren ch , an d  D u tch  to  q u it an d  leav e  th e  k in g d o m  and  

p a sse d  th e ir  sh a re  to  th e  C h in e se . T h u s , th e  C h in e se  had  th e  b ig g e s t sh a re  o f  th e  trad e  at 

A y u tth ay a . “ S iam  is rea lly  fr ien d ly  to  the  C h in e se  th a t th ey  n e v e r  c o n s id e r  C h in ese  as  

fo re ig n e rs .”  T h e re fo re , “ C h in e se  im m ig ran ts  w ere  a ttra c ted  to  S iam  in e v e r  g rea te r 
n u m b e rs  th ro u g h o u t th e  s ix te e n th  an d  se v en teen th  c e n tu r ie s .” 4

3 G  William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History. (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1957), p. 6.

4 G  William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 11.
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T he m a jo rity  o f  C h in e se  im m ig ran ts  w ere  ce rta in ly  n u m ero u s  C h in ese  trad e rs , bu t 

C h in ese  p o litica l re fu g ees  w ere  a lso  am o n g  the  e a rlie s t im m ig ran ts  to  S iam . T h e  first 

case  o f  th is  k in d  o ccu rred  a t th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  fifte en th  cen tu ry  w h en  th e  M o n g o ls  

co n q u ered  so u th  C h in a  fro m  th e  S o n g  ru le rs  an d  e n em ies  o f  th e  M in g  co u rt, fled  to  

S iam  from  C an to n . L a te r  in  sev en teen th  cen tu ry , th e  M an ch u  co n q u e s t o f  so u th  C h in a  

w as a fu rth e r im p e tu s  to  s iz eab le  em ig ra tio n  from  C h in a  to  S iam . T h ere  w ere  tw o  m ain  

g ro u p s o f  re fu g ees  fro m  th e  M an ch u s  c o m in g  to  S iam : th o se  from  C h a o z h o u  (T eo ch iu s) 

to  S o u th east S iam , c e n te r in g  on  B an g p laso i, an d  th o se  fro m  so u th e rn  F u jian  to  S o u th  

S iam , cen te rin g  a t S o n g k h la .5

C h in ese  trad e  an d  se ttle m e n ts  flo u rish ed  in  p o rts  all a ro u n d  th e  G u lf  o f  S iam  in  th e  

sev en teen th  cen tu ry . It w as  e s tim a ted  th a t th e re  w ere  a  m in im u m  o f  th en  th o u san d  

C h in ese  p o p u la tio n  in S iam  d u rin g  the  la tte r h a lf  o f  the  sev en teen th  cen tu ry  an d  th e se  

C h in ese  fo rm ed  as m u ch  a s  o n e  p e rcen t o f  the  to ta l p o p u la tio n  o f  th e  country '.6

T h e  m ajority ' o f  th e  C h in ese  co m m u n ity  in  A y u tth ay a  w as m ad e  up  o f  m erch an t, 

b u t o th e r o ccu p a tio n s  w ere  rep re sen ted  as w ell. T h ere  w ere  so m e C h in ese  b ig  b reed e rs  

a ro u n d  the  c ity  an d  v a r io u s  k in d s  o f  C h in ese  a rtisan s  ap p ea red  in  th e  m ark e t p lace . 

B esid es, th e re  w ere  sev e ra l tro u p es  o f  C h in ese  ac to rs , fo r th e  C h in ese  d ra m a  w as 
ex ceed in g ly  p o p u la r  w ith  th e  T ha i co u rt at tha t tim e. T h e  m o st re sp ec ted  p h y s ic ian s  in  

A y u tthaya  w ere  from  C h in a , an d  in  p a rticu la r  th e  K in g ’s c h ie f  d o c to rs  w ere  C h in e se .7 

S om e ed u ca ted  C h in ese  h ad  b een  ap p o in ted  to  h igh  p o s itio n s  an d  o ffices. M o st o f  the  

C h in ese  o ffic ia ls  g o v e rn ed  th e  C h in ese  co m m u n ity  at A y u tth ay a  and  o th e r o ffic ia ls  at 
the  T hai co u rt w ere  o c c a s io n a lly  C h in ese  to o .8

5 G William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 12.
6 G  William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 13.
7 Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia, p. 98.
8 G  William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 15.
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It is c le a r  th a t the  C h in ese  co m m u n ity  in A y u tth ay a  in  th e  se v e n te e n th  c en tu ry  w as 

co m p o se d  n o t o n ly  o f  m e rc h a n ts  an d  trad e rs , b u t a lso  o f  s c h o la r-o ffic ia ls , p h y s ic ian s , 

a r tisa n s , ac to rs , an d  p ig  b reed e rs , g a rd e n e rs .9

A s fo r sp eech  g ro u p s , th e  se v e n te e n th -c en tu ry  so u rce s  sp e c if ic a lly  m en tio n  on ly  

C h in e se  fro m  p o rts  in  so u th e rn  F u jian  an d  C an to n . T eo ch iu s  had  a lre a d y  se ttled  in 

S o u th e a s t S iam  a t th a t t im e .10 11

T h e  n u m b e r o f  C h in e se  w h o  c am e  to  T h a ila n d  in  th e  ea rly  18th c en tu ry  b ecam e  

sm a lle r  re la tiv e  to  th e  p re c e d in g  o n e  b e c a u se  o f  th e  im p eria l ed ic ts . B u t th e  re la tio n s  

b e tw e e n  C h in a  an d  S iam  c o n tin u e d  c lo se  fo r sev e ra l d ecad es . T rib u ta ry  m iss io n s  w ere  

sen t b y  S ia m  an d  tra d e  f lo u rish ed . T h e  g en e ra l p o s itio n  o f  C h in ese  m e rc h a n ts  and  

sh ip p e rs  in  S iam  w ere  im p ro v ed  an d  S iam ese  s ta rted  to  e m p lo y  C h in ese  as  o ffic ia ls , 

a d m in is tra to rs , a n d  f in an ce  an d  tax  c o m p tro lle rs . B y  the  se co n d  h a l f  o f  18th cen tu ry , th e  

C h in e se  im m ig ra n ts  h a v e  b een  in v o lv ed  in  a lm o s t ev e ry  a sp e c t o f  life  in  T h a ilan d . A t 

th e  e n d  o f  th e  A y u tth ay a  p e rio d , B u rm e se  tro o p s  m a rc h e d  ac ro ss  th e  b o rd e r  in  fo rce  and  

la id  s ieg e  to  th e  cap ita l city . A  large  n u m b e r o f  C h in e se  re s id e n ts  in  th e  c ity  jo in e d  the  

T h a i d e fe n d e rs , a tte m p tin g  to  w a rd  o f f  th e  a t ta c k ."

W ith  th e  fa ll o f  A y u tth ay a , a  n e w  T h a i le ad e r w h o  w a s  in c id en ta lly  a  C h in ese  

d e sc e n d a n t em erg ed . P h ra y a  T ak , w as  b o m  in  1734  o f  a  C h in e se  fa th e r an d  T h a i m other. 

H is  fa th e r w as  a  T eo ch iu , m ig ra tin g  to  A y u tth ay a  from  C h a o z h o u . T ak sin  e s ta b lish e d  h is 

c a p ita l a t T h o n b u ri, on  th e  w es t b an k  o f  Ja o p h ra y a  R iv e r .12

9 Lois Mitchison, The Overseas Chinese (London: The Bodley Head, Ltd, 1961), p. 15.
10 Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia, p. 90.
11 Kenneth Perry Landon, The Chinese in Thailand, p. 200.
12 G  William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 27.
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B ecause  K ing  T a k s in ’s fa th er b e lo n g ed  to  the  T eoch iu  d ia lec t g ro u p , it is na tu ra l 

tha t T eoch iu  p eo p le  found  it a d v an tag eo u s  to  live n ea r h im . D u rin g  T a k s in ’s re ign , 

T eo ch iu  p eo p le  w ere  k n o w n  as jin -Iu a n g , “ royal C h in e se ” . T ak s in ’s p o lic ie s  d o u b tle ss  

a ttrac ted  m an y  T eo ch iu s  im m ig ra tin g  to  B a n g k o k .13

A fte r K in g  T a k s in ’s d e a th , th e  first tw o  C h ak k ri k in g s d e v e lo p ed  sta te  tra d in g  and  

royal m o n o p o lie s  to  an  u n p reced en ted  d eg ree . In o rd e r  to  in c rease  th e  p ro d u c tio n s  o f  

S ia m ’s ex p o rts  an d  p ro v id e d  c rew s  fo r th e ir  royal sh ip s , th ey  e n c o u ra g e d  C h in ese  

im m ig ra tio n s . “ C h in ese  em ig ran ts  w ere  e n co u rag ed  b ey o n d  all fo rm e r e x a m p le s .” 14 

F rom  th is  w e m ay  a ssu m e  th a t th e  u p w ard  tren d  in  C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n , b eg u n  in  K in g  

T a k s in ’s reg io n , co n tin u ed  w ith o u t b reak  in to  th e  n in e teen th  cen tury .

3.2.2 Chinese Immigration History to 1917

T h e  n u m b er o f  C h in ese  s te ad ily  in c reased  at th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  19th cen tu ry . T h e  

rea so n s  for th is  w ere  o b v io u s . T h e  S o u th  C h in a  te rrito rie s  w ere  p lag u ed  w ith  o v e r 

p o p u la tio n , u n em p lo y m e n t an d  s ta rv a tio n , w h ile  th e  T h a i K in g d o m  w as en te rin g  a 

p erio d  o f  re la tiv e  ca lm . M o reo v er, th e re  w ere  s ig n s  tha t T h a ilan d  in  th a t p e rio d  w as 

co m p ara tiv e ly  u n d e r p o p u la tio n , as co n tin u o u s  w ars in the  p reced in g  d y n as tie s  had 

red u ced  th e  n u m b er o f  ad u lt m en .

D u rin g  th e  firs t h a lf  o f  th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry , im m ig ra tio n  to  S iam  w as p e rfo rce  

seaso n a l. T h e  ju n k s  a rriv ed  on  th e  n o rth ea s t m o n so o n  from  Ja n u a ry  to  A p ril and  

d ep a rted  on  the so u th w e st m o n so o n  in Ju n e  and  July. T he b u lk  o f  the  im m ig ran ts  c am e  
in T h a ilan d  by trad in g  a s  an  ad d itio n a l item  o f  cargo . H o w ev er, w ith  th e  g ro w th  o f  the

13 Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia, p. 95.
14 N.A. Simoniva. Overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia-A Russian Study (Ithaca. Cornell 

University, 1961), p. 23.
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C h in e se  im m ig ra tio n  tra ff ic , so m e  p a sse n g e r  ju n k s  w ere  e v o lv ed  a s  w e l l .15

It is d iff icu lt to  e s tim a te  th e  n u m b e r o f  C h in e se  im m ig ra tio n  p rio r  to  th e  last 

q u a rte r  o f  th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry . A fte r  a  s tu d y  o f  av a ila b le  d a ta , S k in n e r b e lie v e s  th a t 

th e  ra te  o f  C h in e se  im m ig ra tio n  in c re a se d  g ra d u a lly  from  aro u n d  7 ,0 0 0  a n n u a lly  d u rin g  

th e  1830 un til 14 ,000  by a b o u t 1870, th e re a f te r  sh o w in g  a  s lig h t d ec lin e  u n til th e  b ig  

ju m p  in  1 8 8 2 .16 It is im p o ss ib le  to  e s tim a te  th e  m ag n itu d e  o f  e a rly  im m ig ran ts  

a ccu ra te ly , b e c a u se  b e s id e  th e  a rr iv a ls , th e re  w e re  still d ep a rtu re s . U n lik e  m erch an ts , 

so m e  lab o re rs  re tu rn e d  to  C h in a  p e rm a n e n tly  a f te r  a  sh o rte r  stay . S ev era l n in e teen th  

c e n tu ry  w rite rs  e s tim a te d  th e  p ro p o rtio n  o f  C h in ese  im m ig ra n ts  to  S iam  th a t e v e n tu a lly  
re tu rn e d  to  C h in a . T h e  g u e ss  w as  th a t th e  an n u a l C h in e se  im m ig ra tio n  su rp lu s  m ay  h av e  

b e e n  so m e w h a t o v e r  3 ,0 0 0  in  th e  1 8 2 0 ’s, in c re a s in g  g ra d u a lly  to  a p p ro x im a te ly  7 ,0 0 0  

by  a ro u n d  1 8 7 0 .17

B e g in n in g  in  1882, c a lc u la tio n s  o f  the  n u m b e r o f  im m ig ra tio n  can  be  b a sed  on  

f irm e r g ro u n d . A s o f  1882 , th e  g re a t m a jo r ity  o f  p a s se n g e rs  fo r S iam  b e g an  tra v e lin g  on  

s te a m e rs  u n d e r  E u ro p e a n  flags. T h e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  the  s te a m sh ip  se rv ice  g rea tly  

fa c ilita te d  th e  im m ig ra tio n  tra ffic . In th e  la te  1 8 8 0 ’s th e  p o rt o f  B an g k o k  b eg an  

re c o rd in g  im m ig ra tio n  f ig u res , an d  a fte r  1899 re tu rn s  fo r th e  to ta l d e c k -p a sse n g e r  tra ffic  

b e tw e e n  B an g k o k  an d  E as te rn  p o rts  w ere  rep o rted  re g u la r ly .18

F ro m  1882 to  1917 , th e  n u m b e r  o f  im m ig ra n ts  sh o w ed  a  f lu c tu a tin g , th o u g h  s lo w ly  

in c re a s in g  trend . T h e  f lu c tu a tio n  w as b ro u g h t a b o u t by  sev e ra l c au ses . T h e  in te rn a l 

s itu a tio n  in  C h in a  an d  the  c h a n g in g  d em an d  fo r lab o rs  in  T h a ilan d  w ere  th e  tw o  m ain  
re a so n s  fo r th e  f lu c tu a tio n s  in th e  n u m b e r  o f  C h in e se  im m ig ran ts . T h e  in au g u ra tio n  o f

15 Victor Purcell. The Chinese in Southeast Asia, p. 121.
16 G  William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 59.
17 G William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 80.
18 Kenneth Perry Landon, The Chinese in Thailand, p. 205.
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the  s team sh ip  se rv ice  b e tw een  B an g k o k  an d  S w atow , and  the red u c tio n  in fares led  to 

the  in c rease  o f  a rr iv a ls  an d  d e p a rtu re s  in 1882-1883 . T h e  lab o r m ark e t w as  fu ll d u rin g  

1884-1888  resu lted  fo r the  s lo w  in c rease  ra te . T h e  sh arp  d ro p  in a rr iv a ls  in  1891 

resu lted  from  a b u s in e ss  d e p re ss io n  in  B an g k o k . T h e  g rad u a l in c rease  in a rr iv a ls  d u rin g  

1893-1899  w as a  re sp o n se  to  th e  in c reas in g  d em an d  for lab o r in  S iam  for ra ilro ad  and  

canal c o n s tru c tio n  and  th e  g ro w in g  n u m b e r o f  p ro cess in g  m ills . T h e  p o o r ag ricu ltu re  

c ro p s  and  h ig h  food  p rice s  in C h a o z h o u  an d  H ain an  d u rin g  th ese  y ea rs  w ere  a lso  

re sp o n sib le  fo r th e  sp e c ta c u la r  in c rease . T h e  rap id  in c rease  d u rin g  1 9 01-1910  re su lted  

from  the  b u b o n ic  p lag u e  o u tb re a k s  in  C h in a , th e  food  sh o rtag es  an d  a lso  the 

co m p e titio n  o f  p a sse n g e r  run , w h ic h  lo w ered  th e  p assag e  fare to  rea lly  ch eap . T h e  sh arp  

fall in  im m ig ra tio n  from  1 9 1 4 -1 9 1 7  w as co n se q u e n t to  the  w ith d raw a l o f  th e  sh ip p in g  

a fte r  the  o u tb reak  o f  th e  F irs t W orld  W ar.19

D uring  th is  p e rio d , m a jo rity  o f  th e  im m ig ran ts  so  S iam  w ere  poor, w ith  o r ig in  as 

ag ricu ltu ra l w o rk e rs  o r  p e a sa n ts  in  C h in a , an d  cam e to  S iam  to w o rk  in itia lly  as 

co m m o n  lab o re rs . T h e  b ad  sta te  o f  th e  c ro p s  in  C h in a  and  th e  d esire  fo r eco n o m ic  

d e v e lo p m en t in  T h a ila n d  w ere  th e  c h ie f  m o tiv a tio n  fo r th e  em ig ra tio n  fro m  C h in a  to  

S iam .

T h e  C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n  in to  S iam  d u rin g  e ig h teen th  and  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  w ere  

m o stly  m ales. T h ey  a ss im ila ted  eas ily  in to  T h a i so c ie ty  by m arrin g  S iam ese  w o m e n  and  

th e ir  ch ild ren  w ere  b ro u g h t up  in  S iam . T h e  ch ild ren  o f  th ese  m arriag es  w ere  ca lled  

luk-chin. T h ey  sp o k e  T h a i, w en t to  T ha i sch o o l an d  n am ed  in  T hai. In th e  seco n d  o r 

th ird  g en era tio n  th e  im m ig ra n ts  w ere  co m p le te ly  ab so rb ed  b y  T hai so c ie ty  and  
co n sid e red  th e m se lv e s  as  T h a i.20

19 William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 90-103.
20 N.A. Simoniya, Overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia-A Russian Study, p. 36.
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3.2.3 The Climax and End of Mass Immigration of Chinese

A fte r  th e  F irs t W orld  W ar, th e  n u m b e r in c reased  by  leap s  an d  b o u n d s  u n til the  

fig u re  rea c h e d  a lm o s t 1 00 ,000  a  year. S ev era l fac to rs  co m b in ed  to  b rin g  th is  spurt. 

A c c o rd in g  to  S k in n er, th e  p e rio d  b e tw een  1918 an d  1931 co u ld  b e  seem  as a boom  

p e rio d , w h ile  d u rin g  1 9 3 2 -1 9 4 5  w as th e  d e p re ss io n  an d  w a r y ea rs . T h e  last o n e  is pe rio d  

a f te r  th e  W orld  W ar II.21

D u rin g  th e  b o o m  p e rio d , C h in e se  im m ig ra tio n  ru sh e d  in to  S iam  a t a  sp e c ta c u la r  

ra te . H ig h  a rr iv a ls , a lm o s t 9 5 ,0 0 0  a n n u a lly  an d  re la tiv e ly  lo w  d e p a rtu re s  c o n trib u te d  to  

th e  a p p ro x im a te ly  h a l f  m illio n  C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n  su rp lu s  d u rin g  th is  fo u rte e n -y e a r 

p e rio d . T h is  m ass  in flu x  o f  C h in e se  re su lted  fro m  th e  b ad  c o n d itio n  in  so u th  C h in a  an d  

fav o ra b le  s itu a tio n  in  S ia m .22 T h e  1 9 2 0 ’s en jo y e d  a  b o o m  in ru b b e r  an d  tin  p ro d u c tio n  

in  so u th  S iam , fu r th e r  e x p a n s io n  in  rice  m illin g  an d  sa w m illin g , a  rap id ly  e x p a n d in g  

fo re ig n  trad e , an d  ra ilro a d  c o n s tru c tio n . A ll o f  th e se  fac to rs  c o n trib u te d  to  th e  h ig h  

d e m a n d  fo r labor. O n  th e  o th e r  han d , so c ia l o rd e r  an d  a g ric u ltu re  p ro d u c t y ie ld s  

d e c lin e d  to  th e  lo w e s t lev e l in  th e  m id d le  o f  1 9 2 0 ’s. T h e  r ic e  c ro p  in H a in a n  w as 

c o m p le te ly  d e s tro y e d  d u rin g  1 924-1925  by  c o n tin u e d  n a tu ra l d isaste r. T h e  p ro p o rtio n  o f  

c u ltiv a b le  fa rm  lan d  in  C h a o z h o u  d ec rea sed  d u rin g  th e  1 9 2 0 ’s fro m  75 to  40  p e rcen t 

d u e  to  th e  p o litic a l u n res t, m ilita ry  c o n flic ts  an d  d iso rd e re d  so c ie ty .23 A ll o f  th ese  
c o n d itio n s  b ro u g h t th e  u n p re c e d e n ted  ra te  in  im m ig ra tio n .

T h e  p e rio d  1 9 3 2 -1 9 4 5 , in  c o n tra s t to  th e  p re c e d in g  b o o m  p e rio d , w as o n e  o f  low  

a rriv a ls , a b o u t 3 3 ,8 0 0  an n u a lly , and  re la tiv e ly  h ig h  d e p a rtu re s  tim e . O b v io u s ly  the  
d e p re sse d  T h a i eco n o m y , w ith  a  re su ltan t d ro p  in e m p lo y m e n t o p p o rtu n itie s , had  m u ch

21 G  William Skinner. Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History, p. 112.
22 Lois Mitchison, The Overseas Chinese, p. 17.
21 Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia, p. 134.
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to  do  w ith  th is  d e c rea s in g  tren d . T h e  w orld  d e p re ss io n  b ro u g h t a  co llap se  in tin  and  

ru b b e r m ark e ts , a  c o n tra c tio n  o f  rice  m illin g  and  a  b ig  d e c rea se  in  th e  v o lu m e and  v a lu e  

o f  im p o rts  and  ex p o rts . O n  th e  o th e r  han d , so u th  C h in a  en jo y ed  m ore  p eacefu l and  

s tab le  co n d itio n s  a fte r  1930.

T h e  low  level o f  im m ig ra tio n  ra te  from  1932 to  1937 re su lted  from  th e  e ffec ts  o f  

th e  d e p re ss io n  on  th e  w o rld  an d  T h a ila n d ’s econom y . T h e  d ro p  in m ig ra tio n  tra ffic  from  

1938 to  1940 w as d u e  to  the  e ffec ts  o f  S in o -Jap an ese  W ar. A n o th e r  im p o rtan t fac to r 

w h ich  co n trib u ted  to  th e  flu c tu a tio n  o f  the  ra te  co u ld  no t b e  igno red . T h a t w as T ha i 

g o v e rn m e n t’s im m ig ra tio n  po licy . T h e  T hai g o v ern m en t h ad  en ac ted  an  im m ig ra tio n  

law  and  co llec ted  a  fee  s in ce  th e  1 9 2 0 ’s, bu t the  m easu res  w ere  in e ffec tiv e  in 

co n tro llin g  th e  f lo w  o f  C h in ese  im m ig ran ts . In 1937 a n o th e r  im m ig ra tio n  law 24, in  the  

fo rm  o f  an  a lien  reg is tra tio n  ac t, w as p ro m u lg a ted  and  p u t in to  force . W h en  the  

im m ig ra tio n  ra te  rem a in ed  at a h ig h  lev e l, th e  T hai g o v e rn m en t im p o sed  a q u o ta , w h ich  

w as fix ed  at 10 ,000 firs t an d  w as red u ced  to  200  in  th e  n ex t few  years. A  se rie s  o f  

p o lic e s  p ro v id ed  sev e re  re s tr ic tio n s  an d  co n tro ls  on  im m ig ra tio n .

T h e  S eco n d  W orld  W ar te m p o ra rily  d is ru p ted  th e  C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n  traffic . 

D u rin g  the  p o s t-w a r p e rio d , h o w ev er, th e  tra ffic  reco v ered  and  an  in c reased  n u m b e r o f  

C h in ese  im m ig ran ts  b e g a n  to  p o u r in to  T h a ilan d  again .

T h e  C h in ese  w h o  cam e  to  T h a ilan d  sin ce  the  F irs t W orld  W ar hav e  found  it m ore  

d ifficu lt to  be a ss im ila te d  th an  th e ir  p red ecesso rs , s in ce  th e  1920 's , th e  n u m b er o f  

fem ale  C h in ese  im m ig ran ts  has r isen  stead ily . In ter-rac ia l m a rriag e  b e tw een  T h a i and  
C h in ese  p eo p le  w as a t a  lo w er level th an  in  th e  p rev io u s  cen tu ries .

24 K enneth Perry L andon, T h e C h in ese  in T hailand, p. 211.
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3.3 Oversea Chinese Business in Thailand

C h in e se  b u s in e ssm a n  is o n e  o f  th e  m o st p o p u lo u s  an d  d y n a m ic  e th n ic  g ro u p s  in  the  

w o rld . S o u th e a s t A s ia  is a  reg io n  th a t h as  in te rac ted  w ith  th is  g ro u p  to  a  c o n s id e rab le  

e x ten t. O n e  o f  th e  k ey  re a so n s  th a t m ak e  th is  m in o rity  p eo p le  s tan d  o u t as  a n  am az in g  

e th n ic  g ro u p  is th e ir  e c o n o m ic  su c c e ss  in  S o u th e a s t A s ia  co u n trie s . T h e ir  eco n o m ic  
w ea lth , w h ich  is d isp ro p o rtio n a te  to  th e ir  p e rc e n ta g e  o f  th e  n a tio n a l p o p u la tio n  o r  th e ir  

p a r tic ip a tio n  in  n a tio n a l p o litic s , is a lw ay s  e x p la in e d  by  C h in e se  en trep ren eu ria l 

p rac tic e s . T h e ir  fam ily  o rie n ta tio n , r isk - ta k in g  in c lin a tio n , p e rse v e ran ce , frugality , 

d ilig e n c e  an d  C o n fu c ia n  co d e s  o f  b e h a v io r  e m b e d d e d  in  e th n ic  C h in e se  m en ta lity  

p ro v id e d  th e m  w ith  c o m p e titiv e  a d v a n ta g e  o v e r  lo ca l an d  fo re ig n  b u s in e ssm e n  in  so m e  

cases.

O v e rse a  C h in e se  h av e  e s ta b lish e d  th e m se lv e s  as  an  in teg ra l p a rt o f  T h a ila n d ’s 

e c o n o m y  fo r c e n tu rie s . It is in e v ita b le  th a t e th n ic  C h in e se  m ad e  a  fa r m o re  s ig n ific an t 

c o n tr ib u tio n  th a n  E u ro p e a n  cap ita l to  th e  c o u n try ’s o v e ra ll e c o n o m ic  g ro w th . C h in ese  

p eo p le  a c tiv e ly  p a rtic ip a te d  in  tra d in g  a c tiv itie s  in  th e  S iam ese  K in g d o m  an d  in  m o d e m  

T h a ilan d , an d  e th n ic  C h in e se  b u s in e ssm e n  h a v e  fo rm ed  th e  m a jo rity  o f  th e  p riv a te  

se c to r  in  th e  n a tio n a l eco n o m y . T h e y  h as  b een  a c tiv e ly  en g a g e d  in  all b u s in e ss  sec to rs , 

su ch  a s  a g ro -b u s in e ss , b an k in g , f in an ce , m a n u fa c tu r in g , c o n s tru c tio n , re ta il and  

w h o le sa le  tra d in g  an d  rea l e s ta te , as  w ell as  all b u s in e ss  s iz e s— sm all an d  m ed iu m -s ized  
e n te rp r ise s  an d  b ig  c o n g lo m e ra te s .

In th e  fo llo w in g  p a rt, I w ill a n a ly z e  d iffe re n t O v e rse a  C h in e se  b u s in e ss  a c tiv itie s  in 

T h a ila n d  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  tim e  seq u en ce .
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3.3.1 Oversea Chinese Business Activities in the Late 19th Century

T h e  n u m b er o f  C h in ese  im m ig ra tio n  in to  T h a ila n d  in creased  rap id ly  a fte r  the  

O p iu m  W ar due  to  the  se rie s  o f  an ti-co lo n ia l m o v em en ts  an d  n a tu ra l d isa s te rs  in 

so u th e rn  C h in a . T h o se  w h o  a rriv ed  in  T h a ilan d  m o stly  found  jo b s  as  u n sk illed  labo rers. 

A m o n g  th ese  co o lie  w o rk e rs , so m e  sav ed  a  sm all a m o u n t o f  m o n ey  and  th en  in v ested  in 

o th e r co m m erc ia l o r  in d u stria l ac tiv itie s , an d  a  few  o f  th em  g rew  in to  cap ita lis ts  in  so m e  

in d u s tr ie s  by  a tta in in g  ac c e ss  to  local p o litic a l p o w e r o r  E u ro p ean  cap ita l.

S u eh iro  n o ted  in h is  c la ss ic  b o o k  th a t th e re  w ere  b a s ica lly  five  p a th s in to  m o d e m  

b u s in e ss  ac tiv itie s  fo r th e  C h in ese  in  th e  la te  19th cen tu ry . T h ey  w ere : (1). T ax  o r 

rev en u es  fa rm ers  fo r o p iu m , sp irits , g am b lin g , e tc . (2). C o m p rad o rs  em p lo y ed  in  

E u ro p ean  trad in g  firm s an d  co lo n ia l b an k s. (3 ). M erch an ts  en g ag ed  in  im p o rt and  

e x p o rt b u s in e ss  a t m a jo r p o rts . (4). C u ltiv a to rs  an d  p ro cesso rs  o f  co m m erc ia l c ro p s 

and  p ro d u c ts  su ch  as  su g a rcan e , p ep p er, and  rubber. (5 ). M in e  o w n e rs .25 A m o n g  th ese  

g ro w th  p a tte rn s , th e  f irs t th ree  g ro u p s , tax  fa rm ers, c o m p rad o rs  an d  p o rt m e rch an ts , 

w ere  m o st im p o rtan t o nes. T h ese  th ree  m a jo r  ty p e s  o f  C h in ese  cap ita lis t p lay ed  a  v ita l 

ro le  in  th e  ea rly  stag e  o f  c a p ita lis t d e v e lo p m e n t in  T h a ilan d .

3.3.1.1 Tax Farmer

M o st tax  fa rm ers d u rin g  the  late  19th c e n tu ry  cam e  from  a g ro u p  o f  m e rch an ts  w ho  

had  o rig in a lly  en g ag ed  in  th e  ju n k  trad e  w ith  C h in a  an d  S in g ap o re . W h en  the  tax  farm  

sy stem  w as in tro d u ced , they  ch an g ed  in to  th is  b u sin e ss  qu ick ly . T h e  fou r m a jo r 
im p o rtan t tax  fa rm in g  item s w ere  o p iu m , sp irits , g am b lin g  an d  lo tte rie s .26 T h o se  w h o

25 Suehiro Akira, Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. (Tokyo: The Center for East 
Asian Cultural Studies, 1989), p. 172.

26 N.A. Simoniya, Overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia-A Russian Study, p. 39.
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d id  su c c e ssfu lly  on  c o lle c tin g  ta x e s  on  p a r tic u la r  c o m m o d itie s  g o t large  p ro fits  and  

a c c u m u la te d  so m e  w e a lth  an d  th en  tu rn ed  to  in v est in  ju n k  trad in g  w ith  C h in a  o r in the 

n ew ly  e x p a n d in g  r ic e  m illin g , e x p o rtin g , tra d e  an d  w a reh o u s in g .

T w o o f  th e  m o st fam o u s  o f  th e  C h in e se  tax  fa rm ers  w h o  fo llo w ed  th is  p a tte rn  o f  

d e v e lo p m e n t w e re  K h a w  S o o  C h e a n g  an d  K im  S en g  L ee .27 K h aw  S o o  C h ean g  ro se  

fro m  p o v e rty  to  r ic h e s  as  a  tax  fa rm e r an d  p ro m o te r  o f  tin  m in in g  in  th e  so u th e rn  

p ro v in c e  o f  R a n o n g , w as  a p p o in te d  g o v e rn o r  o f  th e  p ro v in c e  fo r  h is  se rv ic e s  to  th e  T h a i 

m o n a rc h y  an d  fo u n d ed  a  fam ily  c o m m e rc ia l e m p ire  w h ic h  f lo u rish e d  in  the  so u th  un til 

th e  e a rly  2 0 th c e n tu ry  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  tin  m in in g  an d  sh ip p in g  in d u s tr ie s  th e re . B u t so m e  

C h in e se  tin  m in e rs  g ra d u a lly  d e c lin e d  in  th e  1910s, b e c a u se  o f  th e ir  te c h n o lo g y  co u ld  

n o t c o m p a re  w ith  m o d e m  E u ro p e a n  c a p ita l.28

K im  S en g  L ee  g o t h is  s ta rt in  te a k  lo g g in g , g a m b lin g  h o u se , sp ir its  fa rm  and  tax  

fa rm in g  in  C h ia n g m a i, th e n  m o v ed  in to  rice  m illin g , saw m ills , a  b an k  an d  a  sh ip p in g  

co m p an y . B y  1910 , h e  c o n tro lle d  th e  la rg e s t e n te rp rise , b e c o m in g  o n e  o f  th e  la rg est 

C h in e se  b u s in e ss  g ro u p s  in  T h a ila n d , b u t ran  in to  f in an c ia l d iff ic u ltie s  so o n  a fte r  and  

c o lla p se d  e n tire ly .29

T h e re  a re  sev e ra l c o m m o n  c h a ra c te r is tic s  ab o u t th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  tax  fa rm e rs ’ 

p a tte rn  d u rin g  th e  la te  19th cen tu ry . F irs tly , th e  d iffe re n ce  b e tw e e n  tax  fa rm ers  an d  

o th e r  C h in e se  m e rc h a n ts  w as th a t th e y  b e lo n g e d  to  a c la ss  o f  T h a i p o litic a l o ffic ia ls . 

T h ey  h ad  h o n o ra b le  n a m e s  an d  h ig h  socia l s ta tu s , an d  m o re  im p o rta n t, they  h ad  som e 

p o litic a l p riv ileg es . S eco n d ly , tax  fa rm in g  w as th e  m o st p ro fita b le  an d  lu c ra tiv e  
o ffic ia l b u s in e ss  a t th a t tim e . T ax  fa rm ers  co u ld  g e t tre m e n d o u s  p ro fits  easily . T h ird ly ,

27 Jamie Mackie, “Chinese Business in Thailand”, Chinese Business Research in Southeast 
Asia (New York: Russell & Russell, 2000), p. 89.

28 Suehiro Akira. Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 175.
29 Suehiro Akira, Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 80.
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C h in ese  tax  fa rm ers co u ld  o b ta in  p o litica l p a tro n ag e  from  th e  k in g , th e  royal fam ily  

m em b ers , a ris to c ra ts , an d  h ig h -c la ss  b u reau c ra ts  by m a trim o n ia l co n n ec tio n s . L astly , 

so m e  lead in g  C h in ese  tax  fa rm ers  e s tab lish ed  firm  p e rso n a l n e tw o rk  th ro u g h  

in te rm arriag e , w h ich  h e lp ed  so lid ify  th e ir  d o m in a n t s ta tu s  in th is  p ro fitab le  b u sin ess.

33.1.2 Port Merchants and Rice Millers

T h is p a th  w as tak en  by  a  n e w  w av e  o f  S w a to w -b ased  m erch an ts  w h o  b ecam e  

d o m in a n t in  rice  m illin g  and  rice  e x p o rt trad e  a fte r  W orld  W ar I. T h ese  m erch an ts  w ere  

ab le  to  ex p an d  th e ir  b u s in e sse s  by  es tab lish in g  and  u tiliz in g  th e ir  o w n  m ark e tin g  

n e tw o rk s  and  f in an c ia l ch an n e ls  in  th e  in tra -A sian  rice  trad e , so  th ey  re lied  less on  

p o litica l p a tro n s  o r  g o v e rn m e n t ap p o in tm e n ts  to  h e lp  th e m .30 T h e ir  th ree  m a jo r 

en trep o ts  w ere  S w atow , H o n g  K o n g  an d  S in g ap o re . T h e y  u su a lly  h ad  o v e rsea s  b ran ch es  

o r  head  o ffices  o u ts id e  B an g k o k  an d  en g ag ed  in im p o rtin g  m an u fac tu red  g o o d s and  

e x p o rtin g  rice  an d  o th e r loca l p ro d u c ts  to  E u ro p e  and  C h in a  th ro u g h  th e se  en tre p o ts .31 
K o h  M ah  W ah &  C o  L td  an d  L ee  T eck  O h  ( N ai T om  Yah in T h a i) a re  th e  ty p ica l 

case s .32

T h e  w o rld w id e  e c o n o m ic  c r is is  w h ich  co n tin u ed  from  1930 to  1932 sev e re ly  

a ttack ed  th ese  le ad in g  rice  m ille rs . B ig  rice  m ille r, K ao  M ah  W ah & C o . L td. and  
K w ang  H ap  S en g  faced  b a n k ru p tc y  one  a fte r  a n o th e r in  1931. In th is  p ro cess , all the 

rem ain in g  tax  fa rm ers  g ro u p s  a lso  d isap p ea red  en tire ly . S ig n ific an t fo r th ese  rice  
m ille rs ’ b u sin e ss  in late  19th c en tu ry  w as th e ir  trad e  and  in fo rm a tio n  n e tw o rk s  

e s tab lish ed  in A sia , w h ich  p av ed  th e  w ay  to  the  g ian t b u s in e ss  em p ire s  b ased  on  th e  rice

30 Jamie Mackie, “Chinese Business in Thailand”, Chinese Business Research in Southeast 
Asia, p. 90.

31 Suehiro Akira, Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 83.
32 Jamie Mackie, “Chinese Business in Thailand”, Chinese Business Research in Southeast

Asia, p. 90.
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in d u stry  ap p ea red  in the  1930s.33

3.3.1.3 Comprador

T h e  co m p ra d o r  sy s tem  d ev e lo p ed  to g e th e r  w ith  the  e x p an s io n  o f  free trad e  

b e tw een  E u ro p e  an d  C h in a  a fte r  the  O p iu m  W ar. W h en  E u ro p ean  m erch an ts  s ta rted  to  

en g ag e  in  th e  free  trad e  w ith  C h in a , th ey  fo u n d  d ifficu ltie s  in  ex p an d in g  th e ir  trad e , 

b ecau se  o f  th e  d iffe ren t b u s in e ss  p rac tic e s , lan g u ag e  b a rrie rs  an d  lim ited  in fo rm atio n  on  

local m ark e ts  as w ell. T h e re fo re , th e se  E u ro p ean s  found  it w as n ecessa ry  to  em p lo y  

so m e ed u ca ted , E n g lish -sp e a k in g  C h in ese  as in te rm ed ia rie s  b e tw een  E u ro p ean  firm s 

an d  local su p p lie rs  an d  cu s to m ers . T h e  sam e sy stem  w as in tro d u ced  in to  T h a ila n d  fo r 

th e  s im ila r  re a so n s .34

T h u s, so m e ed u ca ted  and  E n g lish -sp e a k in g  lo c a l-b o m  C h in ese  co m p rad o r 

ap p ea red  in  E u ro p ean  trad in g  h o u ses , co lo n ia l co m m erc ia l b an k s and  so m e  sh ip p in g  

co m p an ies . M an y  C h in ese  m e rch an ts  in  M a lacca , H o n g  K ong , an d  S in g ap o re  a lso  cam e  

to  B an g k o k  to  ac t as co m p ra d o rs . In  T h a ilan d , so m e m iss io n a ry  sch o o l p ro v id ed  

E n g lish  ed u ca tio n  to  lo c a l-b o m  C h in ese , an d  th o se  w h o  g rad u a ted  from  th ese  sch o o ls  

w ere  ab le  to  find  a jo b  in  E u ro p ean  firm s easily . F am o u s c o m p rad o rs  S eow  K heng  L ian , 

an d  S en g  W et-ch ach iw a  w ere  th e  ex am p le s  o f  th is  pa tte rn . T h ey  rece iv ed  a h ig h  

m o n th ly  sa la ry  an d  e s ta b lish e d  a  n e tw o rk  o f  sa les  an d  c u s to m ers  tied  to  th e  in te rn a tio n a l 
trad e  th ro u g h  th is  jo b . A fte r  a c c u m u la tin g  so m e  sav in g s  and  co n tac ts , they  m o v ed  ou t 

in to  o n e ’s o w n  b u s in e ss .35

" Joseph P. L. Jiang, "The Chinese in Thailand: Past and Present"* Southeast Asian History 
Journal Vol.7 No.l 1966, p. 45.

34 Jamie Mackie, "Chinese Business in Thailand,” Chinese Business Research in Southeast 
Asia, p. 90.

35 Suehiro Akira, Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 87.
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3.3.2 Oversea Chinese Business Activities Since 1932 to World War II

A fte r th e  1932 o v e r th ro w  o f  th e  ab so lu te  m o n a rc h y  an d  th e  e s ta b lish m e n t o f  a 

m o re  b u re a u c ra tic  m ilita ry -c iv ilia n  reg im e , fo rm er C h in ese  tax  fa rm ers  all lo st th e ir  

p o litic a l p a tro n ag e  a lo n g  w ith  th e  ch a n g in g  p o w e r  s tru c tu re , b u t a  n ew  se t o f  le ad in g  

g ro u p s  o f  C h in e se  m e rc h a n ts  e m e rg e d  an d  d o m in a te d  in  th e  rice  in d u stry  a f te r  the  

1920s. F o rm e r b ig  rice  m ille r  L ee “ K h u n  S e n g ”  an d  K h o  “ G u an  H u a t S en g ”  sh u t d o w n  

o p e ra tio n  a fte r  th e  w o rld  w id e  e c o n o m ic  c r is is  in  1 9 3 0 -1 9 3 2 , b u t so m e  n ew  C h in e se  

fam ilie s— “ B ig  F iv e”  fam ily  g r o u p s 36 cam e  in to  b e in g  in  th e  rice  in d u s try  an d  

su b s ta n tia lly  d o m in a te d  it th ro u g h o u t th e  1930s an d  1940s, an d  sh if te d  in to  b a n k in g  and  

o th e r  c o m m e rc ia l a c tiv itie s .

3.3.2.1 “Big Five” Family Groups

T h e  m o st p ro m in e n t an d  en d u rin g  o f  th e se  fiv e  fam ilie s  w ere  th e  W an g lee  g ro u p , 

th e  w e a lth ie s t an d  m o s t in flu e n tia l g ro u p  b e tw e e n  th e  1940s an d  1950s. T h e  W ang lee  
g ro u p  w as fo u n d ed  b y  T an  T su  H u an g , w h o  cam e  to  T h a ila n d  a ro u n d  1865 as a  

p e n n ile ss  T eo ch iu . H e o rig in a lly  en g a g e d  in  th e  ju n k  tra d e  an d  o v e rse a s  sh ip p in g  

b e tw e e n  C h in a  an d  B an g k o k  an d  la te r  m o v e d  fro m  sh ip p in g  in to  tra d in g  an d  se t u p  h is  

o w n  sh o p . O v e r  sev e ra l y ea rs , h e  e x te n d e d  h is  b u s in e ss  to  th e  rice  in d u s try  and  

e s ta b lish e d  h is  firs t r ic e  m ill in  1874. B y  th e  ea rly  1900s, he  o w n e d  tw o  la rg e -sca le  rice  

m ills  in  B an g k o k . H is so n  su c c e e d e d  an d  ex p a n d e d  h is  b u s in e ss , by  se ttin g  up  a n o th e r  
tw o  rice  m ills  an d  o p e n e d  o v e rse a s  b ra n c h  in  S in g a p o re  to  e x p o rt rice . In 1920s, th e re  

w ere  a t leas t th ree  la rg e -sca le  r ic e  m ills  in B a n g k o k  o p e ra ted  by  th e  W ang lee  g ro u p  and  
by  th e  1930s th e  W an g lee  g ro u p  h ad  u n d o u b te d ly  b ecam e  th e  la rg est p riv a te  b u s in e ss  

g ro u p  in  T h a ila n d .37

36 Suehiro Akira. Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 183.
37 Joseph P. L. Jiang, “The Chinese in Thailand: Past and Present.” Southeast Asian History
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T h e  L am sam  g ro u p  w as fou n d ed  by  U ng  L am sam , w h o  cam e  from  G u an g d o n g  

P ro v in ce . H e o r ig in a lly  e n g ag ed  in te ak  b u s in ess  in  n o rth e rn  T h a ilan d . B y 1908, he 

ex ten d ed  h is b u s in e ss  in to  rice  an d  sa w  m illin g . T h e  seco n d  g en e ra tio n  o f  th is  fam ily  

ac tiv e ly  ex ten d ed  th e ir  fam ily  b u s in e ss  lin es  by  o p en in g  o v e rsea s  b ran ch es  to  ex p o rt 

rice , tak in g  o v e r  n e w  rice  m ills  an d  b u ild in g  g o o d  re la tio n s  w ith  n ew  g o v e rn m en t and 

th e  P e o p le ’s P arty  (K a n a  P asad o n e ) a fte r  1938. O w in g  to  th ese  ac tiv e  s tra teg ie s  and  

e ffec tiv e  d iv is io n  am o n g  th e  fam ily  m em b ers , th e  L am sam  b u s in e ss  g ro u p  g rew  rap id ly  

d u rin g  1920s and  1930s. T h e  L am sam  g ro u p  b ecam e  n o t o n ly  the  la rg est H ak k a  

C h in ese  b u sin e ss  g ro u p  th ro u g h o u t th e  1930s, b u t a lso  the  m o st tru s ted  C h in ese  

b u sin e ss  p a rtn e r fo r th e  n e w  g o v e rn m e n t an d  th e  P e o p le ’s p arty .38

T h e  th ird  fam ily  g ro u p  is th e  B u lsu k  g roup . T h is  g ro u p  w as fo u n d ed  by  L o รน 

C h in , w h o  m ade  h is  w ea lth  m a in ly  th ro u g h  th e  trad e  b u sin ess . T h e  rice  b u s in e ss  w as 

s ta rted  by  th e  seco n d  g en e ra tio n  o f  th e  fam ily , Lo T ek C h u an , w h o  e s tab lish ed  h is  ow n 

rice  m ill a f te r  sev e ra l y e a rs ’ w o rk in g  ex p e rien ce  w ith  th e  W anglee  fam ily . L o Tek 

C h u an  set up  n ew  rice  m ills  o n e  a fte r  a n o th e r  a c tiv e ly  an d  b y  1920s, th e re  w ere  a t least 

five  m ills  w ere  u n d e r h is h a n d .39

T h e  B u lk u n  g ro u p , o r  b e tte r  k n o w n  by  the  n am e o f  th e  M a h b o o n k ro n g  g ro u p  in 

T h a ilan d , had  its o rig in s  in  th e  e n g in e e r in g  industry . T h e  fo u n d er o f  th is  fam ily  w as M a 

T h o n g  Jen , w h o  cam e  to  T h a ila n d  in  1888 from  G u an g d o n g  P ro v in ce  o f  C h in a . H e 

cam e  in to  th e  rice  b u s in e ss  c irc le s  from  a  sk illed  en g in ee r, w h o  co u ld  so lv e  the 
p ro b lem s o f  im p o rted  rice  m illin g  m ac h in e s  successfu lly . H e set up  h is o w n  rice  m ill in 
1917, w h ich  b ecam e  th e  la rg est m ill so o n . H is so n  su cceed ed  and  e x p an d ed  h is b u sin ess

Journal 7. 1,(1966), p. 55.
38 Suehiro Akira, Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 189.
39 Joseph P. L. Jiang, “The Chinese in Thailand: Past and Present” Southeast Asian History

Journal 7, 1, (1966), p. 55.
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and made his two rice mills into the most modernized and largest-scale facilities of the 
1930s40

The last one is the Iamsuri group or better known as the Kuang Heng Lee group at 
the present. Hia Kuang lam, the founder of this group came to Thialand in 1901 and 
started small-scale towing and shipping. He turned into the rice milling industry during 
the early 1930s and set up several new, large-scale rice mills.41

33.2.2 Expansion and Common Characteristics of “Big Five”

The prominent growth of these “Big Five” groups built a monopolistic structure in 
the rice industry of 1930s. The “Big Five” owned and operated 20 of 72 rice mills in 
1938-39 and had a market share of 44%. The Wanglee family was the largest producer 
with 7 mills, followed by the Bulsuk family with 6 mills and the Bulkun family with 2 
mills.42

After assuring their business bases in rice milling industry, these leading groups 
started to extend their business into other sectors, such as banking, insurance, and 
shipping. The Wanglee group moved into the banking business in 1933 by setting up 
Wang Lee Chan Bank and Luang Lee Insurance Co. Ltd.43 Other groups such the 
Lamsam, Bulsuk, and Bulkun groups were also embarking their business in foreign 
exchange, insurance services, international trading respectively in 1930s and 1940s.44

40 Jamie Mackie, “Chinese Business in Thailand”, Chinese Business Research in Southeast 
Asia, p. 90.

41 Suehiro Akira. Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 193.
42 Suehiro Akira. Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 116.
43 Suehiro Akira. Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 133.
44 Jamie Mackie, “Chinese Business in Thailand,” Chinese Business Research in Southeast

Asia, p. 90.
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Chinese commercial banks which appeared in 1930s were not large enough to compete 
with European-owned banks and also had difficulty in challenging the superior banks 
emerged after war, but they truly laid a great foundation for the large banks in the 
postwar years.

Observing growth pattern of these Chinese rice business groups, we can easily find 
some characteristics in general. First, there was a prevailing intermarriage among 
these families. Intermarriage between the second generations of these families helped 
these families to build close connections with each other, so that their business status 
could be consolidated and they were all interlocked as a powerful block through the 
kinship system. Besides, they established personal relations through both business 
associations and non-commercial organizations. All the leaders of the “Big Five” were 
chairmen of some important Chinese associations, such as the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce of Siam, the Rice Millers Association of Siam, the Teochiu Association and 
Hakka Association. Thus, these leaders of Chinese rice industry, not only economically 
controlled Chinese business activities, but also socially dominated the Chinese 
community during the 1930s. Finally, their position in economy was consolidated 
further by building connections with some state-sponsored business and some People’s 
Party members.

3.3.3 Oversea Chinese Business Activities in Postwar Years

The domination of Japanese during the World War II demolished ethnic Chinese 
business in Thailand, several leading persons shifted their business base to other 
countries and some influential leaders were compelled to close down their business. But 
Japanese ruling also damaged the economic interest of the European trading houses and 
colonial banks in Thailand. They were destroyed so severely that they could not restore 
after the war easily. After the collapse of the Phibun government and the end of the war,
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Chinese groups got the chance to restore and rebuild their business in various fields, in 
particular, in the commercial and financial sectors.

The structure of the economic activity of Chinese capital changed dramatically 
after the war. The rice millers and exporter declined while the financial and industrial 
groups rose. Financial sector became an independent and more influential business 
sector for the new Chinese merchant class.45 Eight new Chinese banks and 25 insurance 
companies formed in the year from 1944 to 1951, out of which emerged five large 
bank-based business groups which played a crucial role in Thailand’s development over 
the next twenty years.

3.3.3.1 Emergence of the “New Big Five”

The most significant Chinese business groups forming in the early 1950s 
constituted the “New Big Five”: the Asia Trust (Bangkok Bank) group, the Thai Hua 
group, the Ayudhya group, the Thai Farmer Bank group and the Mahaguna group46. 
Asia Trust group, the largest one, based around the Bangkok Bank, which grew under 
the leadership of Chin Sophonpanich came to be the country’s most successful business 
group by far. Thai-Hua group, based on the Bangkok Mercantile Bank and an 
assortment of importing and trading companies, which exceeded even the Asia Trust 
group in size in the late 1950s although it later fell far behind it. Another two big 
banking groups were the Bank of Ayudhya group, headed by the Ratanarak family, and 
the Thai Farmer Bank group, headed by the Lamsam and Wanglee families and has 
persisted to be second only to the Bangkok Bank group in the 1990s. Last one is the 
Mahaguna group, which had its own commercial bank, Union Bank of Bangkok Ltd.

45 Jamie Mackie, “Chinese Business in Thailand,” Chinese Business Research in Southeast 
Asia, p. 91

46 Suehiro Akira. Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 145.
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All these groups have since been prominent as the main financial leaders of Thailand’s 
new industrial, commercial and financial enterprises, which brought the post-1960 
‘economic miracle’. The Bangkok Bank and Thai Farmers groups outstood the others 
dramatically in 1980s.47

3.33 .2  Common Distinctive Characteristics of “New Big Five”

During the process of development of “New Big Five”, we can conclude some 
characteristics in common as follows. First, all these five groups were developed and 
grew focusing on the banking and insurance businesses, although they gradually 
expanded their business into other fields such as international trade, warehousing, 
shipping, and several types of manufacturing. Secondly, these ethnic Chinese-owned 
banks were mainly incorporated on the basis of personal relations involving kinships 
and community ties. All these five groups were founded by the same dialect group and 
same business association group. Except Thai Farmers Bank was incorporated by 
leading members of the Hakka association, all other groups were built by Teochiu 
Chinese group. Thirdly, business activities of these groups were operated by groups of 
leading families rather than single families. The former “Big Five” rice millers in 1930s 
developed the family-type business by a single family. In contrast, the “New Big Five” 
were set up and operated by joint investments and an interlocking system within 
associated firms belonging to the same block. The ownership and corporate structure 
changed, and with this kind of business block form, it is apparently more effective in 
dominating wider business fields with limited capitals. Last but not least, when the 
ethnic Chinese incorporated their commercial banks, they still had to depend on the 
social prestige of traditional aristocrats as well as military leaders.

47 Suehiro Akira. Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. pp. 146-49.
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3.3.4 Oversea Chinese Business Activities during 1960s-1980s

Ethnic Chinese business group continued to blossom in Thailand from 1960s, 
largely as a result of the business activities of about thirty Sino-Thai tycoons, who 
became Thailand’s major commercial dynasties after 1960s. Majority of them still relied 
heavily on the close relationship they built with local Thai power holders, but some of 
them grew to be independent in later years.48 They accumulated new capitals from the 
profits of various kinds of monopolies they seized or from the import or manufacture of 
consumer goods for the growing domestic market, thereby expanding the scale of their 
operations to a wider extent.

The agricultural sector expanded rapidly during these decades. New land opened 
up, farm area doubled and agricultural exports increased in value stably. Several of the 
big ethnic Chinese tycoons also played crucial role in this process, especially in the 
sugar industry, which grew dramatically.

The pattern of economic development began to change in the 1970s. An increase in 
the annual GDP growth rate from around 4 percent to 7 percent brought a vastly 
increased stream of foreign capital into Thailand. With the sudden expansion of 
Thailand’s exports and the diversification of economy, the country turned into a typical 
cheap-labor sweatshop and then into a platform for high technology industries. Some 
new ethnic Chinese tycoons emerged to seize the lucrative opportunities that were 
opening up.49 The Siam Motors group was the best example.

48 Linda Y. c. Lim, “Chinese Economic Activity in Southeast Asia: An Introductory Review,” 
Linda Y. c. Lim and L. A. Peter Gosling, (eds.). The Chinese in Southeast Asia (Singapore: Maruzen 
Asia, 1983), p. 25.

49 Jamie Mackie, "Chinese Business in Thailand,” Chinese Business Research in Southeast
Asia, p. 92.
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3.3.5 Oversea Chinese Business Activities in Thailand’s Boom Years

เท Thailand’s boom years between 1986 and 1997, another phase of development 
in the pattern of big business enterprise occurred, which marked a shift from that of the 
previous period as an enormous expansion of new investment occurred in new and 
diverse modem sector activities. A large volume of foreign capital flooded in, some as 
foreign direct investment, some in the form of loans, which gave a big boost to the 
economy. It made much easier for rising firms to raise capital and new technology on a 
highly competitive market, thereby supplying some new opportunities for firms of all 
sizes to grow in domestic market. On the other hand, some largest Sino-Thai business 
groups also continued to grow fast through this period, playing important parts in 
launching new industries. However, they were no longer as dominant in the total market 
as they used to be in earlier decades, because they could not maintain monopoly in 
export markets as easily as formerly in domestic ones. Besides, some new strong 
enterprises emerged in the middle of 90s and became new large conglomerate, which 
overshadowed the two biggest banking groups. Some of the less adaptable older groups 
fell behind in the race and some of them collapsed entirely at last.

3.4 Overseas Chinese Business Tycoons in Thai Economic Society

Thailand’s economy is dominated by a small group of family empires. Almost all 
of them grew and developed since World War II, and almost all of them founded by 
Thais of Chinese descent. Though a small proportion of the total population, the 
Chinese were well placed to benefit from the growth of Thailand’s industrial and 
financial sectors after World War II. Many fortunes were based on the growing 
purchasing power of the Thai middle class, such as Siam Motors and Central 
Department Store, while others are based on the expansion of the financial sector, the 
increasing of money supply and the growth of economy, such as Lamsam, Tejapaibul
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and Sophonpanich. Among these great conglomerates, which achieve phenomenal 
success in Thailand, I select some personal and family’s brief biographies to present 
here to outline the role of the Chinese descent have played in the development of 
Thailand and illustrate the typical growth patterns of the patriarchs and their business 
empires. They have appreciable distinction and uniqueness each one, but it is sure that 
they all have some traits in common.

3.4.1 Lamsam Family

The Lamsam group is one of the oldest business groups in Thailand, and its 
strength was large enough to compete with any other major business group. In 1949, 
Lamsam group invested in 17 firms and its registered capital was second only to the 
Sophonpanich group. The Lamsam family descended from a Hakka Chinese immigrant, 
but this family has lived in Thailand for five generation and consider themselves Thai 
from the third generation. The name “Lamsam” is taken from the Chinese given name 
of the founder of the family, the grandfather of Mr. Bancha Lamsam.

The family fortune probably started in rice milling and export. Later the family 
moved into forestry and sawmilling, shipping, rubber exports, ice manufacture and 
insurance. The Lamsam Insurance Co. Ltd. was organized in February 1932, becoming 
one of the oldest Thai insurance companies. One branch of the family was prominent in 
importing hardware, cutler)' and sawmill blades from Germany. The family also owns 
the Hoi Thien Lao Restaurant.50

In 1945, the Lamsam Family controlled Thai Farmers Bank Ltd. was registered and 
grew into the third largest commercial bank in Thailand. The Bank was initially 
managed by Kasem Lamsam, the seventh son of the family’s founder. The new leader of

50 Suehiro Akira, Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. pp. 189.
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the Lamsam group was Bancha Lamsam. He is fourth-generation Hakka Chinese and 
was educated in Thailand. After graduating from Chulalongkom University, he studied 
insurance business management at the University of Michigan in United States. After 
returning to Thailand in 1950, Bancha set up the first modem life insurance company, 
Muang Thai Life Assurance Co. Ltd. After managing this insurance company for 9 
years, he became president of Thai Farmers Bank in 1962 and has been its chairman 
since 1976. Banchan’s wife came from the royal family member.51

Business expansion of the Lamsam group after the 1960s was mainly toward three 
major fields, the financial sector, trading, and manufacturing. Due to the improvement 
undertaken by Bancha, Thai Farmer Bank was ranked third by 1972, and finally became 
second only to Bangkok Bank in 1981.52 The expansion of Thai Farmer Bank was 
accompanied by active investment in other financial companies. Thai Investment & 
Securities Co. Ltd., Phatra Thanakit Co. Ltd., Sinkehakan Credit Foncier Co. Ltd. and 
Phatra Insurance Co. Ltd. were established one after another. It is always said that 
Lamsam have successfully built a business group with the most diversified industrial 
base.

3.4.2 Tejapaibul Family

The Tejapaibul Family Group of Companies is headed by Udane Tejapaibul (Zheng 
Wulou53), a local-bom Teochiu Chinese. His father, Zheng Zibing54 came to Thailand in 
1907 and made his money by producing, selling rice liquor and running pawnshops. 
Before the Second World War, he was reported to have operated at least four firms: Tae 
Chun Hua, a liquor business, Hua Hong Huat, a liquor distributor, Yong Hiap Heng, a

51 Peter E Beal, “The Empire Builders,” Investor. 1981, pp. 12-13.
52 Suehiro Akira, Capital accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 252.
53 Udane Tejaoaibul’s Chinese name in Mandarin.
54 Name o f  Udane’s father.



65

pawnshop, and Chun Hua Saw Mill located in Nakhonrachasima Province.55 Udane 
was the oldest child in this family with ten brothers and sisters. Udane was bom on 
February 6, 1915 in Bangkok and attended the Pue-Ing School and Assumption College. 
After leaving school he established his own liquor business, Chun Hua Co. Ltd. In 1949, 
and later renamed as Vorawat Co. Ltd. in 1952, engaging more specificially in 
distributing local liquor, and eventually becoming the leaseholder on 
government-owned distilleries with distribution rights in four provinces. At an early age 
he was active in Chinese community affairs. After the death of his father, Udane became 
the head of the family.

In 1950, Udane became the Managing Director of the Bangkok Metropolitan Bank 
Ltd. He also was one of the initial founders of the Hong Kong Metroplitan Bank Ltd in 
1960, which was later sold to Stelux Manufacturing Co. Ltd. But Udane remained a 
nominal shareholder and director.56 Because of his and his family’s extensive 
experience in the liquor business and because Bangkok Metropolitan Bank provided the 
bank guarantees required to secure payment of the lease rental and excise taxes payable 
by Mahaguna Distillery Co Ltd to the government, the Tejapaibul Family became the 
major shareholders in that company.

“The second generation is rather more respectable, choosing to prosper through 
banking, insurance, real estate, sugar-milling, and brewing.”57 The liquor business was 
the second largest manufacturing industry following the tobacco industry during the 
second Phibun government. The monopoly of the liquor industry provided the 
Techapaibul family with its most profitable and stable industrial base and supported the 
rapid expansion of its own commercial bank. Total deposits of Bangkok Metropolitan

55 Suehiro Akira, Capital Accumulation in Thailand 1855-1985. p. 256.
56 Peter E Beal. “The Empire Builders.” Investor. 1981. pp. 10-11.
57 Lynn Pan, Sons o f  the Yellow Emperor: the Story o f  the Overseas Chinese, p. 238.
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Bank increased ten times during the 1960s. In all the provinces in Thailand, in every 
corner of Bangkok city, one would find a branch of the Bangkok Metropolitan Bank 
easily, the largest of the three banks controlled by the Techapaibul family. Besides 
Bangkok Metropolitan Bank, Techapaibul group participated in two other major 
commercial banks. In 1968, Sathian Techapaibul, the sixth son of Zheng Zibing entered 
Bank of Asia and became its managing director later, and Techapaibul family subscribed 
32.6% of the total shares, becoming the largest shareholders of Bank of Asia. Zheng 
Zibing’s third son, Khamrong Techapaibul purchased equity shares of Thai 
Development Bank and became its largest shareholder soon.

The major activities of this family business group are in field of finance (where 
they control three banks and twelve finance companies) and liquor manufacture and 
distribution. There is no doubt that in any reckoning of Thai big business, the 
Techapaibul group would appear somewhere near the zenith, amongst the top two or 
three.

3.4.3 Pornprapha Family

The famous Siam Motors group in automobile industry' is the typical business 
group in industrial groups in Thailand. The Siam Motors Group of Companies is headed 
by Tawom Pornprapha. Tawom was bom in Swatow, China on November 16, 1916. 
His father, who had been traveling to Thailand since the turn of the century, had 
established a hardware business in the Si Kong district of Bangkok under the name of 
Thai Thong Huat. น was in the early 1930s that Thawon and his elder brother, Sin 
Pornprapha, succeeded their father’s business of undertaking the import and distribution 
of hardware. Tawom became the manager of the firm in 1936, having dropped out of 
school at an early age to work in the business. Before World War II he traveled to Japan 
and again shortly after the war. Japanese cars attracted Tawom’s attention, although at
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that time, the Japanese auto industry was still in the infant stage and attracted very few 
Chinese and European importers. During his trip in Japan, he approached several 
Japanese business leaders and finally was able to convince the reputedly reluctant 
Nissan Motor Co. Ltd. to export their cars to Thailand, and becoming that company’s 
first overseas agent. In 1952 the automobile business was separated from the family 
company and Siam Motors Co. Ltd. was set up to exclusively import and distribute 
Nissan trucks and commercial vehicles.58

The Siam Motors Group (SMG) developed initially as an importer-distributor of a 
wide range of Japanese product, primarily in the automotive and related fields, later 
integrating backwards first into assemble from complete kits and then moving on to the 
production of some of the parts. Nissan-Datsun passenger vehicles hold the second 
largest share of the market for passenger vehicles but the largest share of the light 
commercial vehicle market in Thailand.59

The group has acquired a number of agencies for European products such as 
Alfa-Romeo automobiles and o  & K construction equipment. SMG diversified its 
business into around twenty different kinds of business and industries. Its business bases 
varied from auto-assembling, motorcycle assembling, auto-parts manufacturing and 
bicycle-assembling to mining, commerce, finance, and land development. Most of its 
commercial activities were related to import or local distribution of its cars, while the 
finance business expansion was related to consumer credit for automobile customers.

The development of SMG was supported by the Japanese both financially and 
technologically. Joint investment with foreign capital played a vital role in the business 
expansion. Both its connections with military leaders and the financial support of

58 Peter E Beal, “The Empire Builders,” Investor. 1981. pp. 15-16
59 Peter E Beal, “The Empire Builders,” Investor. 1981. pp. 16.
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commercial bank became the two key elements to the development of SMG in 1960s. 
Without such support, it would be impossible for SMG to become such a big winner in 
the auto-industry at the earlier stage of its development.60

3.4.4 Chirathivat Family

The Chirathivat family is a Hainaness Chinese family which has risen to 
prominence since 1967, when they opened their first large department store on Silom 
Road in the modem business district of Bangkok. The founder of the family is Tiand 
Chirathivat. He have engaged in the lumber business during World War II, but shortly 
thereafter, he started the retailing business which led to the family’s fortunes in a small 
shop on New Road.61 What apparently differentiated him from most other similar 
shopkeepers was his willingness to introduce new products from abroad. The shop also 
specialized in imported publications, periodicals and books.

The business expanded both in range of products carried and size of selling area, 
moving in 1957 to Wang Burapha and opening the first department store there. In 1967, 
the Silom Road store was opened and this was followed in 1974 by the even larger 
branch in Ploenchit Road where the totoal investment, including land, buildings and 
initial stock, was over 70 million baht.62

In the course of introducing many new products, largely imported, to Thailand at 
first, the Chirathivat Group became the exclusive agents and manufacturers for a wide 
variety of consumer products including cosmetics, soft goods and consumer durables. 
The Chirathivat family and the Uahwatanasakul family companies almost dominate the

60 Suehiro Akira. Capital Accumulation เท Thailand 1855-1985. p. 271.
61 Peter E Beal, “The Empire Builders,” Investor. 1981 pp. 17.
62 Peter E Beal, “The Empire Builders,” Investor. 1981 pp. 17.
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Thai market for jeans.63

In addition to the large commercial development in Lard Phrao, it has embarked 
the group plans to open department stores in Thonburi, Chiang Mai and Los Angeles. 61 *

61 Big Business in Thailand: Profiles o f  Prominent Thai Business Groups (Bangkok: AM1C Co.
Ltd., 1996), p. 35.
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Table 3: Some Major Overseas Chinese Business in Thailand64

Company Name Principal Owner Primary Business
Thai Asahi Glass & 
THASCO Chemical Group

Srifeungfung
family

Glass industry, insurance

Bangkok Bank Sophonpanich
family

Banking, investment, real state

Thai Farmers Bank & 
Loxley Group

Lamsam family Banking, manufacturing, 
investment, real estate

Poon Phol Group Wanglee family Rice milling, 
property development

Siam Motors Pomorapha family Motor distribution and assembly 
(Nissan & Honda), property 
development

Bank of Ayuddhya & Siam 
City Cement

Ratanarak family Banking, manufacturing, 
lighterage

Charoen Pokphand Group Chearavanont
fanily

Agro-business, real estate, retail 
trade, telecommunication

Tanayong and Bangkok 
Land

Kanjanapas family Real estate, transport, finance

TCC & Sang Son Group & 
New Imperial Hotel Group

Sirivadhanabhakdi
family

Liquor, property development, 
finance and insurance

Central Group Chirathiwat family Retail trade, property 
development

Betagro Group Taepaisitphongse
family

Rice trading, textiles, importing, 
manufacturing

Thai Roong Ruang Asadathom family Sugar and related business
Mitr Phol Sugar & Banpu 
Group

Wongkusolkit
family

Sugar and related business

Laem Thong Corporation 
Group

Kanathanavanich
family

Rice, jute export, animal feed

Metro Group Prasert
Tangtrongsaksi

Fertilizer importer and flour mill 
manufacturing

Saha Union Group Darakananda
family

Wholesale trade, manufacturing 
(household goods)

64 Kesarin Phanarangsan, Ethnic Chinese Business in Modem Thailand And their Role in 
Sino-Thai Economic Relations (Dekalb, Illinois: 9th International Conference on Thai Studies, 
Northern Illinois University, 2005) and George T. Haley, Chin Tiong Tan, Usha c.v. Haley, New  
Asian Emperors: The overseas Chinese, their strategies and competitive advantages (Oxford: 
Butterworth-Heinemann, 1998).
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Thai Wuthipat Sukree
Phothirattanangkun

Manufacturing (textiles)

Saha Group Chokwatana family Consumer product
The M Group Limthongkul family Telecommunication, media and 

broadcasting
Sino-Thai Group Chamvirakul

family
Engineering, construction and 
steel manufacturing

Soon Hua Seng & Kaset 
Rung Ruang Group

Dumnemchanvanit
family

Rice export

Thai Pure Drinks & 
Padaeng Industry

Sarasin family Drinking water, property 
development

Archa Land & Mah Thong 
Group

Asavahame family Property development, energy 
transportation

Phatra Group & Royal 
Group

Phatraprasit family Financing and brokerage

Osotspa Group Osathanugrah
family

Pharmaceuticals, beverages, 
Food products, personal care-, 
health- and hygiene- products

Thai Plastic and Chemicals Euarchukiati family Plastic and chemicals

3.5 Conclusion

After viewing the history of Chinese immigration in Thailand and their business 
activities in different periods, some distinctive common features of Sino-Thai business 
enterprises can be observed.

Firstly, many of the largest Sino-Thai companies are older than their counterparts 
in other ASEAN countries, most originating in the 1960s or even earlier and they are 
more deeply rooted in the country’s economy and society than many of their 
counterparts elsewhere.

Secondly, there has been a high degree of continuity among these Sino-Thai 
enterprises since the 1960s, with relatively few failures prior to the 1997 economic 
crisis. Nearly all top of thirty business groups have been prominent for three decades or
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more, some even longer. And there has also been a tendency towards a high degree of 
concentration of ownership in many fields.

Thirdly, since the 1980s, in the more open and competitive economic and political 
climates, some firms and business groups which were able to dominate the market in 
1950s to 1960s have found themselves subject to a far more competitive environment in 
the 1990s than previously, with the result that some of the less adaptable or efficient 
companies have lost ground considerably.

Fourth, the Sino-Thai business groups have been the sharp division between 
financial capital and industrial capital in the decades prior to about 1980. Most 
commercial and manufacturing enterprises heavily depend on one or more of the Big 
Four private banks in their early times. The Sino-Thai private banks were initially the 
main source of capital. On the contrary, state banks played a far less significant part in 
financing economic development in Thailand than in other countries in Southeast Asia.

Fifth, Sino-Thai business groups, unlike their counterparts in Malaysia, Singapore, 
Indonesia and the Philippines, have had to face almost no significant competition from 
either local indigenous capitalists or from entrenched colonial-era foreign enterprises or 
from large state banks. Most of the largest Sino-Thai business groups have been able to 
assure themselves avoid discriminatory measures by incorporating many of the 
country’s leading indigenous political leaders and military officers into the leading 
group of their enterprises. Recruitment of talent young Thais into managerial positions 
has also helped to weaken ethnic discrimination considerably.

Finally, state intervention in economic life has been considerably less in Thailand 
than in Indonesia, Malaysia, or Singapore since 1958. The political change and policies 
in 1950s have proved to be advantageous to the Sino-Thai business in general and to the
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powerful business groups in particular, by opening up new opportunities for them to 
exert influence on economic policy-making within an increasingly pluralistic political 
position. A number of business leaders, such as Boonchu Rojanasathien and Chartichai 
Choonhavan were able to play active roles at the head of political parties and their 
financial backers now became a major theme of Thai politics. This political background 
helped to protect the economic interests of the big business groups.
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