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 Prologue

 


The Siamese city of Louvo

18th May, 1668

 


The sun had barely risen above the tops of the palms
and the day was already hot. It would be another few weeks before
the long summer months were over and the rains arrived to cool
tempers roused by the unrelenting heat.

The morning market crowds were thinning, leaving the
poorest townsfolk to haggle over the last of the day’s fish, broken
eggs, and the limp scraps of vegetables and fruit. Vendors rose
stiffly from their haunches and loosened their sarongs before
wrapping them more tightly around their waists as they prepared to
go home. Dogs, too cowardly or too lazy to bother before, closed in
on the leftovers, snarling and snapping at each other.

From the cloudless sky, a hot rush of air swept over
the city, tumbling the banana leaves spread over the now empty
market stalls, and whipping the edges of their canvas awnings. A
group of fishermen returning from the river broke off their
conversation to turn their faces from the swirling clouds of dust
swept up by the wind, exceptional at this time of year and a bad
omen in the superstitious minds of the Siamese.

As if blown by the same wind, a messenger hurried
down the street, pushing aside the fishermen and vendors. The
people stopped and turned to stare at this man dressed in the red
and gold livery of a Royal Servant, wondering what could be so
urgent that he rushed on such a hot morning when a slower pace and
less agitated mien would be more fitting to his office and his
well-being. They watched as he reached the high stone walls of the
only large house in the street and pounded at the wooden door
behind which a child’s laughter was heard.

In the Siamese city of Louvo, second in magnificence
only to the Capital Ayutthaya, all the ordinary dwellings were of
wood and thatch. Only the temples and the Palace were granted the
permanence of stone. So the three grand brick buildings that rose
behind these walls awed the townsfolk. They called it Wichayen’s
House, although the King built it not just for his favourite but
also for the Foreign Ambassadors and their Catholic priests who had
their own church here. The square European windows and pointed
Persian doorways made the house appear even more alien, and only
the lotus decoration on the columns struck a familiar note. The
Siamese, however, begrudgingly admired the wealth and power
symbolized in the palatial proportions of the building, even if
most of them despised its foreign occupant.

The door opened and slammed shut as soon as the
messenger passed through. The laughter of the child stopped.

“There’s trouble, I’ll be bound,” remarked a fat
old woman in an orange and green sarong as she waddled between the
empty stalls. She turned and grinned at her young niece who
accompanied her, baring teeth blackened by years of chewing betel.
“I tell you, as sure as the sunrise, we won’t be seeing much more
of His Lordship.”

For the past three years she had seen Lord Wichayen
entertain Foreign Ambassadors and dignitaries, and thought so much
nonsense of their haughty ways, their feathered hats and gold
embroidered clothes, not to mention fawning priests continually
mouthing their god’s will in Perpetual Insult to the Lord
Buddha.

“Why? Is Lord Wichayen to leave us?” asked the
young girl. “They do say he may become king.”

“King! Bah. He’s a foreigner—lying, cheating,
thieving like they all are. He’s not to be leaving us as you mean
it, nay, but it’s my guess he’ll lose his head before the next full
moon. I hear Phra Petracha and the Mandarins are after his blood,
King’s Favourite or no King’s Favourite.”

“But he’s so charming and generous. And brave.
They still talk down in Ayutthaya about how he fought like a tiger
against those horrible Makassars two years past. Besides, he’s
wondrous different from other foreigners; so familiar with our
ways.”

“Aye, too familiar. Tell me, if he bows to our
King and to Lord Buddha and knows us so well, why’s he been fawning
on those Frenchmen, wooing them morn, noon, and night? He can’t
think much of us when he flaunts them fancy foreigners before our
eyes. Nay, I tell you, he’s rotten. Well, they’ve all deserted him.
He won’t last long now. And that’ll be a blessing.”

“Maybe, Auntie. But I think he’s a better
gentleman than most of them at Court, what with the old King on his
deathbed and all those lazy Mandarins impatient for him to draw his
last. It seems only Lord Wichayen stays true to our King. Say what
you like, I think he’s a mind to become our next monarch.”

“Bah, my girl, you must have your head in the
clouds,” the old woman called over her shoulder as she moved off,
turning her back on the Wichayen House.

Lord Wichayen.

The King’s Favourite.

Monsieur Constantine.

The Greek.

Phaulkon.

 


Phaulkon was playing with his young son in the
garden of his house when the messenger’s pounding at the gate
silenced the little boy who was given back to the care of his
nurse. Phaulkon retired indoors to receive his impetuous
caller.

The breathless messenger entered in an embarrassed
rush, pulled his cap from his head, and prostrated himself. He
looked up and stared at Phaulkon dressed in a long green robe tied
at the waist and seated impassively on a gilded chair. He saw a man
of medium height, with straight black hair and handsome rounded
features that, had he known, belied years of hardship. Though
Phaulkon’s countenance was pleasing, his air of cultivation failed
to mask an odd brooding expression, as if he were worrying at some
plan. A fire burned fiercely within him.

The messenger had heard that this powerful Courtier
had once been a cabin boy aboard an English merchantman, though so
many stories were told of Phaulkon he knew not what to believe.

“Sire, Phra Petracha has taken the Palace.
Although the King is unharmed, his mind has been poisoned. Petracha
forced an Audience at His Majesty’s bedside and warned that you
plotted to seize the throne, thus hiding his treason by
dishonouring your name.”

 


Phaulkon said nothing. He slumped in his chair and
stared blankly until the messenger, fearful of the silence,
withdrew from the room. A moment later, Maria entered the chamber
and, seeing her husband’s troubled countenance, placed her hand on
his arm. He looked into her calm face and, controlling his anger,
told her that Phra Petracha had taken command of the Palace, and
that the King, although still alive, was a virtual prisoner of this
Siamese nobleman.

“Phra Petracha speaks of my treason, when it is
he who would be king. I seek only to serve.” Phaulkon rose and
paced the room, his eyes blind to the rich tapestries, the Persian
rugs, the crimson cushions, the fabric of extraordinary wealth that
now meant nothing.

Constantine Phaulkon was a man of action. He was
obsessed. He swept aside Maria’s plea to escape to Bangkok and seek
the protection of the French garrison. Though he feared for her
safety and that of their child, he believed his Destiny lay with
the King. He led her to the chapel and bid her pray with him.

“I commend my fate to you, Our Lord in Heaven.
May this day grant me success or that I meet my death with
honour.”

Rising from the altar, Phaulkon turned to his wife
but he could find no words of solace. There was no fear in him,
only speechless anger. He stared long into Maria’s eyes, and it was
she who at last spoke. “Go, it is God’s Will. Let his Will be done.
Now hurry to the King who has loved you.

Phaulkon kissed Maria on the cheek and said softly,
“It is true that the King has loved me, as I have loved him. But it
is you, in your deepest faith, who has given me the Greatest Love.
If I have squandered this priceless gift, I beg your forgiveness.”
He turned swiftly and walked out of the chapel.

After discarding his comfortable robe for boots,
breeches, and leather jerkin more practical for a fight, he
summoned three French officers to accompany him.

The sun was high as Phaulkon set out for the Palace.
A young boy rummaging among the market refuse looked up and would
greet this proud foreigner with fire in his eyes, but the man
passed quickly by, unseeing.


 -
1 -

 


The sunlight, reflected off the still water of the
bay, hurt the boy’s eyes as he walked out from under the shade of
the plane trees, away from the rocky path and down to the beach.
The brightness was so intense that for a moment he could not see,
and he had to stop and shield his eyes with his hands so he could
stare at the four merchant vessels riding at anchor fifty yards
offshore.

Even on overcast days, the sight was dazzling enough
to these young eyes. The weather never mattered to the boy; winter
or summer he would leave off the chores at his parents’ inn when no
one was watching, and come to the harbour to look at the ships
being readied for sea. Always, his heart would beat faster as he
saw the bare masts and spars clothed in canvas, and heard the
officers bark out their orders in voices of command that boomed
across the water. Then came the exquisite moment when the sails
filled and one of the traders would slip her moorings and head out
of the bay, away from the wretched island.

Perhaps every child has a dream, a desire that is so
intensely felt and yet so agonizingly impossible of being grasped,
or even fully understood. It was that way for the boy; the ships
were like a magnet, drawing him down to the water’s edge, and he
had no more control over his actions than if he had been
sleepwalking. The oddity was that he never wanted to be a sailor,
like Alex and some of the other boys in the village. While they
stared in admiration at the crewmen who sometimes drank at his
parents’ inn, he thought these rough men with their gnarled hands
and faces tanned like hides were crude and stupid. But they
belonged to a ship, and that, to his child’s mind, gave them power
and freedom. Only much later did he learn that they had neither
power nor freedom at all, and were as cruelly treated as they were
cruel among themselves. But their ships sailing out to the open sea
. . . that was power, freedom, opportunity.

The boy, Constantine Gerakis, had no power and no
hope of opportunities opening up before him when he should become a
man, and he thought only of escape from this Ionian island of
Cephalonia, the place of his birth where he had never known a sense
of belonging. Never could he have found contentment on that island
which for more than 150 years had been ruled by the Venetians, with
whom the local nobles connived, their treachery rewarded with
paltry privileges while the ordinary islanders were left to fish or
to farm the rocky mountain slopes where nothing but the hardiest
trees and vines grew. There were only a few of the island people
who had the courage to escape to sea, sustained in their flight
either by the hopes of emigrants or by the expectations of
traders.

Constantine’s mother, however, was proud. “Your
father’s ancestors were Venetians,” she reminded him at every
opportunity. “We’re important here. You have no need to hang your
head and dream of faraway lands,” she would say as she went about
the daily drudgery of keeping the inn, her patched skirts raising
dust whenever she spun round to fling a comment at the boy. “Don’t
just sit here sulking. Do something useful.”

He would fetch and carry, try to be a good son, and
then at the first opportunity he would flee the overbearing boredom
of the home in which he was supposed to be proud, and find refuge
in the sight of the ships that did look proud riding at anchor.

Usually he only stood and stared, returning to the
inn when his mother called, but the day came when he didn’t heed
the summons and instead continued to walk further away, up along
the shore. Wandering past the white and red fishing boats drawn up
on the sand, their high prows and stems giving them a exaggeratedly
concave appearance, he reached the cliffs where the children were
forbidden to play because of the swallow holes which, they were
told, would suck them down if they fell into the sea. He stood
mesmerized by the sight of the water being gulped deep down into
the subterranean tunnels that led no one knew where. They made him
think of his own youthful passage in life, and where it would lead.
Nowhere, he thought, for he had the promise of neither emigrant nor
merchant because the Gerakis family—the Falcons, as the name
translated—were not birds of the air but innkeepers. And it was a
lowly trade at that, in spite of his father’s doubtful claims to
Venetian lineage. But his parents could never see they were no
better off than the farmers and fishermen; could never admit that
the hardship of their lives was no different. Why were they so
proud? Where did it get them? Many years were to pass before he
realized it was his own pride that made him question and quest
after a goal he could never define.

From the swallow holes he returned along the beach
and looked again out at the bay, seeing a new arrival, an English
merchantman easing down the channel in the lee of the tongue of
land to the west that made the port of Argostoli a safe haven.

“Fine ships, those. They say some of these English
now sail to the Orient, to fabulous cities lit at night by the glow
of rubies, and where a man can make his fortune if he’s got but
half his wits about him.” An old fisherman, his weatherbeaten face
as dark and wrinkled as a Cephalonian raisin, sat in the shade of
one of the beached boats and, like the boy, was staring out to
sea.

He turned and looked up at Constantine and seemed to
sense the boy’s misery. “What are you so down in the mouth for,
lad? It’s a glorious sight you see here.”

“It is only a sight, Sir. Nothing that I can touch
to give me happiness.”

“Oh, and where would you touch your happiness?”

“Far away, in one of those cities lit by rubies, as
you tell. If only I could escape.”

“Escape. . . ? Run away, you mean? Well, I suppose
you can run from here, get away on one of them ships. Then what?
You’ll still be you, chaffing at the bit, not knowing where it is
you’re going. You can’t escape, not from yourself. The thing is,
son, to know what you really desire. And once you know it, stick
with it no matter what others may say. See, that’s the curse of
this place. Old fellow what founded us, King Kefalos, let himself
be made doubtful of all that he loved and desired. It was like
this: he had a wife, Prokris, whom he loved dearly. But he was
loved by another, a jealous goddess who told him his wife would
betray him. ‘I’ll prove it to you,’ said the goddess. ‘Disguise
yourself as a stranger and try to seduce Prokris with gifts.’
Kefalos foolishly did as he was bidden and Prokris gave herself up
to the man she thought a stranger. Later, realizing her disloyalty,
she fled the island in despair, while Kefalos was a broken man. He
had lost everything because he mistrusted and let his faith be
weakened.”

“That is only more sadness,” said the boy when the
fisherman finished his tale.

“Maybe there is sadness, but it holds a lesson. Keep
faith with what you believe. If you have a dream, then let nothing,
not even a goddess, tempt you from your path.”

“Sir, I must go. My mother will be calling me.”

But Constantine didn’t go home. He wandered off to
the harbour and stayed there all afternoon, thinking about the old
man’s story. He watched the English sailors loading wooden crates
and sacks and barrels on to the lighters that ferried them out to
the merchantman in the bay. Men sweated and cursed and laughed.

“Come on, son, lend us a hand,” a muscular young
sailor called out to Constantine, but the boy was embarrassed and
pretended he had not heard. He sat and stared when no one was
paying him attention, mesmerized by a scene that night after night
had filled his dreams. In those dreams he would see himself on a
ship gazing at a horizon that suddenly unfolded with a landfall at
an exotic kingdom in which riches were his for the taking.

Hunger gnawed at his stomach, but still he did not
move from the harbour. Darkness fell and the ship’s crew, their
toil completed, were lighting up their pipes and moving off in
groups. One of the English officers who had been overseeing the
loading of the cargo looked at Constantine and asked if he had no
home to go to.

“Me, Sir? No, Sir?” He didn’t know why he lied, but
he was never to regret that he did.

“Then have you a mind to join us. We’re a cabin boy
short.”

The words of the old fisherman echoed in the boy’s
mind, and he needed think only for a moment. “Yes, Sir. A cabin boy
would suit if you truly mean the offer.”

“Right! Look lively then.”

In the few steps to the ship’s boat, Constantine
vanished from Cephalonia. It was now dark and the rising wind put
white crests on the waves. Later, his father came to the port
looking for him, but by that time he was fixing up the hammock he
had been given in the forecastle, and his ship had already sailed
beyond the Ionian Sea and out into wide waters.

It was 18th May, 1658.

At this time, Constantine Phaulkon was 11 years old.
The Falcon of Cephalonia had taken wing, but many years would pass
before he tasted the wealth and more especially the power that he
hungered after.

They were years of hardship and abuse in which only
his Ambition and obsession with his Destiny remained undefeated and
kept him from taking his own life. That Ambition and obsession
would one day cause his name to be uttered variously in tones of
fear, admiration, and contempt at Royal Courts on two
continents.

 


§

 


Four weeks after sailing from Cephalonia, the young
Constantine landed in London. The ship he had escaped on became his
home and school, as did the many other English merchantmen in which
the boy would serve throughout young manhood.

That first voyage had been an education. Away from
family and among men for the first time, Constantine was initially
fearful of his rough and unmannered shipmates (how often at his
parent’s inn had he heard his mother complain of the uncouth
English sailors). He had learned generosity and hospitality,
however, and that served him well as a cabin boy, and he waited on
his shipmates with an ingratiating manner. Languages came easily to
him, and the broken English he picked up in just a few days would
be quickly perfected. In his enthusiasm to learn and practice a new
language, he found he had a lively wit and imagination and could
amuse his shipmates with stories about the life and people on
Cephalonia, many of which were truthful. In this way he won friends
and began to forget his fears.

The ship’s officers were pleased with the boy and
approved of the diligent way he carried out his duties. But for
some of the men it was too diligent.

“It don’t do, son, to turn your hand too quick to
the bosun’s call. “You’ll be showing us all up,” a brute of a
sailor once warned the boy, a vicious scar twisting his mouth into
a snarl as he spoke.

That evening, still smarting from the sailor’s
rebuke, Constantine, out of sight of the cook, spat in the man’s
food before he carried it from the galley and served it.

 


§

 


Twenty years passed. During the brief spells ashore,
Constantine lived in the mean streets of London’s docks, which were
more crowded and the air harder to breath than in a merchantman’s
forecastle, and it was lucky that he was rarely without a ship,
usually finding a berth on one of the English traders plying the
Mediterranean ports. In 1672, he served in Prince Rupert’s Fleet
against the Dutch, and acquitted himself well as an assistant
gunner so that shortly afterwards his new master took him East, to
India. It was there that he became known as Phaulkon when the
ship’s officers anglicized his family name Gerakis.

Along with a new name, he acquired in the East a
more intense lust to his Ambition as fresh possibilities presented
themselves to him. He saw that fortunes could be made in the trade
of common nails and hardware, sold in exchange for silks and all
manner of exotic goods. He discovered the enormous power and
independence of the Eastern trader who could exert authority over
lesser men. To grasp these opportunities, he knew he had to better
himself. Never short on initiative, he did not waste his time at
sea, and had built up a store of knowledge that he would draw on
later. He had learnt the art of seamanship, the skills to slip his
tongue around outlandish languages, the understanding to appreciate
the strange ways of Asian Politics and Manners, and the wit to
follow the Byzantine Manner in which those Eastern lands were
ruled, and how a clever man could meet what they demanded and reap
what they promised.

Rich in knowledge, however, the material gain and
the power it might bring, which daily he hungered for, still eluded
him. When he returned to Europe he became convinced his future lay
in the East and, finding no better position, he signed on for the
last time as an ordinary seaman aboard a ship bound for Bantam, the
European trading station in Java.

In outposts of trade, it was possible for an
ambitious and determined man to rise above the common lot of white
flotsam adrift in the Eastern Seas. A change of fortune could come
as often by chance as by courage, though the latter was needed in
order to grasp the other. It was on 29th May, in the year 1678, the
Birthday of King Charles II of England, that Phaulkon, having
abandoned the sea and become a junior clerk with the English East
India Company in Bantam, took his Fate into his own hands.

For some weeks he had felt demeaned and frustrated
by the endless drudgery of ledgers and letters, senseless tasks
that he found less to his liking than being deckhand aboard ship.
Nor could he see how and where his luck would change. His mood was
no better when he awoke on this humid morning in late May. It was
stiflingly hot and he had no mind to celebrate, nor the taste for
festivities, although he did acknowledge his debt to England, and
he had sympathy for King Charles II, a man on whom Fortune had
smiled, taking him from exile to a Triumphant Return to the Throne
of England, and so Phaulkon was agreeable to be a spectator at the
day’s celebrations.

He went to stand outside the clerks’ room,
sheltering in the shade of the roof eaves, and stared idly around
the Company’s compound watching the ill-disciplined garrison
preparing the cannon for the customary Salute in honour of the
King. “Buffoons and drunkards, the lot of them,” Phaulkon thought
to himself. “I despise you all.” The gunners must have been
toasting Charles II since breakfast, so befuddled with drink did
they appear as they scurried about, buttoning up their tunics and
readying the guns for the Salute.

Phaulkon’s mind drifted away from the scene, and he
was wondering where he would be when next the King’s Birthday came
around. Suddenly a scream of “Fire!” shook him from his reverie. At
first he thought it was the order for the Salute, but quickly he
realized the word had been uttered in fear not command. He looked
across the compound and saw the gun crew running in disarray,
yelling and pointing at a burst powder keg that one of them in his
drunkenness had managed to set alight while the cannon was being
loaded. The flames were almost upon the whole magazine stacked with
powder and shot.

Realizing the danger, the men fell into a blind
panic and scattered in all directions as the blaze roared out of
control. Phaulkon saw that flight was useless. If the flames
reached the magazine, all would perish in the explosion. Half the
soldiers were running, the other half staring at the flames, too
petrified to move. Phaulkon ran across the grounds and darted
between the flames into the magazine and hurled away the kegs
nearest the fire. His frantic yells startled life into a huddle of
terrified natives, and with their help he succeeded in moving all
the powder barrels to safety. They then tackled the flames, and
soon the fire was brought under control.

And so, on Charles II’s Birthday, Phaulkon saved the
English East India Company’s factory in Bantam from destruction. In
reward for his Courage and Quick Action—begrudgingly admitted by
his superiors—he was given 1,000 crowns. Never in his life had he
set eyes upon such a sum of money. It may not have been a fortune,
but it would suffice to make his own if only he used it wisely.

He seized the opportunity, and with his money safely
concealed in his clothing, Phaulkon departed the East India Company
for good, leaving Bantam aboard a ship bound for Siam, where he
intended to enter trade on his own account.


Ayutthaya, Kingdom of Siam

23rd September, 1678

 


I have arrived in Ayutthaya as one among countless
foreigners seeking their fortunes. Portuguese, Dutch, English,
French . . . honest men, liars, brave men, cowards, intelligent
men, and fools from across half of Europe. Never before have so
many Europeans crowded to this Gilded City of the Orient, Capital
of Siam, the most powerful Kingdom in Southeast Asia: merchants
from Europe’s greatest trading houses; missionaries blessed of God;
adventurers, thieves, and mercenaries empowered only by their own
cunning and greed in the great game of chance where winner takes
all.

I have heard some officers of the East India Company
living at Ayutthaya claim that the city is as big as London, and
estimate the population to be in the order of one million. A French
missionary thinks it larger than Paris, with a river three times as
broad as the Seine. But to those of us who know the Great Cities of
Europe, size is the only familiar element, and everything else
appears strange and fabulous. Nothing compares. Other Oriental
trading posts I have seen at Bantam or Fort St. George at Madras
are modelled in the European likeness. But Ayutthaya is utterly
singular. It is a Fantastic Concoction; a labyrinth unknown to the
European mind, over which a King rules as a Lord of Life surrounded
by a Court more Glorious than even that of Old Byzantium. And like
Byzantium, it is a place of intrigue, of struggles for power and
influence, of rivalry and romance. Any man, or woman—for the fair
sex, too, can be powerful and cunning—who is driven by ambition or
love, need keep their wits about them and know the measure of
others. As spectacle, Ayutthaya rivals the Glory of the Sun King at
Versailles under whose rays France basks.

It is, nonetheless, a hidden world, and though ships
can sail to the very walls of the city, they approach from the Gulf
of Siam—some 15 leagues to the south—only via the Menam River,
which assures that no arrival ever comes unannounced or uninvited.
From the river’s mouth, guarded by a great bar of mud, ships sail
past Paknam, which is nothing more than a collection of bamboo
huts, and on to Bangkok where there is a fort and a customs post.
Here, vessels must wait until permission is granted for them to
continue their journey. Boats moving upstream navigate between lush
green banks where thick tropical vegetation reaches down to the
water’s edge. In clearings away from the stands of coconut and
areca palms laden with fruit, the fertile flood plains are covered
with rice paddy, which in season adds an emerald hue to the rich
greens of Nature. Livening this placid scene can be seen monkeys
and all manner of birds, while villages of wood and bamboo houses
raised high on stilts appear at intervals, and the playful cries of
children splashing in the shallows echo across the water.

Suddenly the tranquil countryside recedes and there
stands Ayutthaya. Only then do the Europeans catch their breath at
the sight of Siam’s Capital City, mysterious and Resplendent, full
of promise and peril.

The city is strong and great, seated upon an island
around which flows a river where ride ships from India, Persia,
China, and Japan; from France, Holland, and England; while
innumerable sampans laden with fruit jostle for space in the
crowded market areas, and on the wider waterways golden barges
rowed by sixty men glide sedately to and fro. Stone walls two
leagues in circumference surround the city, which is shaped like a
purse, the mouth lying to the east and the bottom to the west. The
river meets it at the north by several channels, which run into the
encircling ring of water, and leaves it on the south by separating
itself again into several channels. The streets, stretching out of
sight, are alleys of water.

Ayutthaya is indeed the Venice of the Orient. Nay,
finer than Venice for if the buildings are not so grand, the canals
are very long, very straight, and deep enough to carry the largest
vessels, so that these labyrinthine waterways are no mere fancy but
greatly facilitate transport and provide irrigation for the fields.
Water further affords safety and protection, making it difficult to
lay siege to the city whose surrounding plains are flooded during
the season of rains so that no army can advance by land.

On the north of the island stands the King’s Palace,
enclosed by a double wall of brick, about half a league in
circumference. Within are several courtyards of varying size, as
well as elephant stables designed in grandness according to the
Rank and Dignity of the animals that reside in them. In the first
two courtyards are the lodgings of the officials of the Royal
Household, while in others are various old apartments of former
kings, which are accorded reverence as Sacred Places and where
avenues of trees make it pleasant enough to walk. The King’s
Apartment is in the last courtyard, easily distinguished by the
gold that glitters all over it in a thousand places. It is in the
form of a Cross, in the middle of which there rises from the roof a
Many-Tiered Pyramid. All sides are adorned with carving of the very
best workmanship, while the windows look out to spacious,
well-tended gardens.

Outside the Palace, the riverbank is to the left,
where the great boat-houses shelter more than 150 Royal Barges,
each and every one richly adorned. Back from the river is a large
park, and it is here that the Royal Family views the taming of wild
elephants, beasts so important to the Siamese that every aspect of
their capture and keep is steeped in lore.

The quarter of the city where the ordinary Siamese
live is so densely populated that it can easily supply the King
with 60,000 men of age to bear arms. There are also a great many
artisans here: woodcarvers, silversmiths, metal workers, potters,
weavers. Many of the numerous streets are dedicated to a single
craft. There are spacious squares where markets are held at dawn
and dusk, when the throng of people is so great one can hardly push
one’s way through. Some of the roads are laid with brick, others
are unpaved, while most are lined with fine trees that provide
welcome shade, for it is intolerably hot at all hours.

In this Oriental Venice, the streams and canals are
crossed by many bridges, a half dozen of which are splendid affairs
of arched brickwork, though others are made of bamboo and are so
rickety that it is difficult to cross them without fear of falling
into the water.

If the houses of the commoners are made simply of
teak and thatch sitting on stilts above the livestock stabled
beneath, what makes Ayutthaya such a wondrous place to behold is
the panorama of over 500 temples, standing on all sides like golden
pyramids with soaring spires and gilded eaves winking in the
sunlight.

Away from the Native Quarter is another district of
the city that is assigned to foreigners—Chinese and Mohammedans, as
well as Europeans. Crowded and full of substantial houses, many
built of brick, this is the Commercial Heart of Ayutthaya. All
vessels berth here, and the river forms a wide basin suitable for
repairing ships. There are shipyards too, and every day new vessels
are launched.

Around Ayutthaya lie many villages, some consisting
entirely of moored boats; beyond are wide rice fields, while the
horizon is of tall trees, above which are visible the curling roofs
and tapering spires of more temples. A French Jesuit told me he has
never seen a view lovelier than the scene presented by the city. It
is possible his Mischievous Wit gets the better of him, or, like
the Siamese, he tells what he thinks others would like to hear, for
beautiful though Ayutthaya is, I must be honest and say none of us
suffered the months at sea only to admire the view.

What truly gladdens all our eyes is the constant
stream of trade, and the wealth it promises. Ships from China and
Japan bring silk, tea, porcelain, quicksilver, and bronze, taking
away in return scented woods, pepper, hides, and edible bird’s
nests—a delicacy for which the Chinese have a rare fondness. Since
neither Indian and Persian ships sail all the way to China and
Japan, nor Chinese and Japanese ships voyage direct to India,
Ayutthaya finds itself in the middle, richly placed to reap the
ripe fruit that geography has so fortuitously dropped in its lap.
As the Siamese scorn the toil of commerce, if not its rewards, the
situation satisfies all. None more so than King Narai, who retains
a Royal Monopoly on all commerce, and is possessed of a vision that
holds more for Siam than any monarch has imagined before him.

Occupying the Throne for these past 22 years, King
Narai has pursued greater relations with foreigners than any of his
predecessors. Japan and China may fear the Europeans and close
their ports to Christians. Narai believes otherwise, and sees
progress as dependent on taking the good from the European example
while keeping a check on the bad. In seeking Siam’s Greater Glory,
he charts a middle passage between East and West. He is Siam’s
Glory, and the very thread by which it so delicately hangs.

Narai reigns as Lord of Life over his subjects. The
strangeness of his Court and the splendour of his Royal Entourage
are unseen before by Europeans who, despite kings of our own, can
find comparison to such glory only in Biblical accounts of the
pharaohs or of Solomon. Enthroned in his walled Palace, where he
takes counsel from his Brahmin astrologers, the King appears, to
the few permitted to his presence, like some pagan idol. Mandarins,
Ministers, Princes, and Petitioners prostrate themselves on knees
and elbows in the Audience Chamber, empty save for three tiered
umbrellas at the far wall. Below the central umbrella is a curtain;
trumpets and drums are sounded and the curtain is drawn aside to
reveal the Monarch, lofty and remote, dressed in red and gold and
wearing a tall, tapering tiara flashing diamonds, rubies, and
sapphires. It is the vision of a god, and at the moment of
revelation the assembled Mandarins rise on their knees and, hands
placed together as if in prayer, bow their foreheads to the ground
three times.

Godlike, too, is the King when he travels abroad
mounted on an elephant. At four o’clock in the afternoon, foot
soldiers with helmets, breastplates, and gilded shields, and
horseguards of Indian Mohammedans—each a splendid fellow; strong,
tall, and proud—close off the streets. Mandarins march before and
behind the King, each wearing his hat of ceremony, shaped like a
pyramid with rings of gold denoting Rank. But the commoners are not
permitted on to the streets, nor to peer from their windows, and
bamboo screens strewn with flowers maintain an illusion of the
Divine.

Showered with the radiance of its Monarch, Ayutthaya
is rich and powerful—and vulnerable. Siam’s power to attract is
also its weakness. To a King freed from his predecessors’ burden of
wars on the western border, the luxury to indulge new-sought
alliances is irresistible. But who is to say which be friend or
foe? The nations of Europe squabble among themselves, vying for
advantages in trade. The Portuguese are a spent force, but the
Dutch are strong and experienced in the East, jealous rivals to all
who seek their own trade. The English present a challenge, and the
French—new players in this game—have yet to reveal their hand,
other than as missionaries. Any of these could be valuable partners
in trade; all could be a dangerous enemy if gaining the upper hand.
In such a climate, it seems to me, a clever man who gains the
King’s ear could broker alliances and be king himself in all but
name.

From the first moment I set eyes on Ayutthaya, I am
convinced my Destiny lies here. My thoughts, my imagination, my
thirst for knowledge all draw me deeper into the city, and each day
during my first weeks here I have roamed the streets and taken
sampans along the canals and out on the river that bristles with
the masts of ships of all nations. I am awed and feel as if it is
only now that I am truly awake for the first time in my life. Here
is everything I hunger after. All I need is the opportunity.
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Phaulkon spent his first months in Siam making
himself familiar with his new surroundings, and was tireless in
exploring the city, getting to know the ways of trade and those
engaged in it. On a fine morning, pleasant now that the cool season
was well set in, he was passing by the factory of the East India
Company when a voice hailed him in the street.

“Constantine Phaulkon, isn’t it?”

He looked about him and saw a man approaching whom
he recognized as Richard Burnaby, the officer in charge of the
English Company’s affairs at Ayutthaya. He had travelled with him
from Bantam to Siam, but so far had had little dealing with him. He
was confronted by an amiable man of middling stature and fair
enough put together, but he had a weakness about the mouth, and the
set of his jaw indicated no strong will. He was, for all that, a
man of influence, and Phaulkon was delighted to make his
acquaintance—flattered that he should be sought out in this
fashion.

“I’m Burnaby, with the English Company here, as you
probably know,” Burnaby introduced himself. “I’ve heard much about
you and have been seeking a chance to meet. Come, if you have the
time, let us take a stroll. There’s someone I’d like you see.”

The two fell in together and walked in the shade of
the trees. For a while the conversation was no more than an
exchange of pleasantries, although Phaulkon sensed there was some
hidden design in Burnaby’s talk, and that he had yet to speak his
true thoughts. After they had walked some way, the senior man
turned and looked at Phaulkon. “Forgive my bluntness, Sir,” he
said, “but, you know, I’ve a feeling we could make your
fortune.”

The Englishman had an abrupt way of speaking, and
Phaulkon first thought he was making a bold attempt to recruit him
back into the services of the Company.

Burnaby quickly corrected him. “No, no, my dear
Phaulkon. The Company is finished here, of that I’ve no doubt.
There is nothing more I can do. All my efforts have been in
vain—London simply does not listen. No, the only way is to be in
business for yourself . . . become an Interloper as the Company men
are wont to call free trade. Come in with me and George White, whom
you must have heard of. We have our little business established and
we need an independent agent. We can help you out with a ship and
cargo.”

It seemed an improbable offer. Yet Phaulkon had
nothing to lose. What else had he? He was 31 years old and could
yet claim no higher standing in the world than that of ordinary
seaman and junior clerk become modest trader. He was surprised at
Burnaby singling him out from all the other opportunists drawn to
Ayutthaya, yet he flattered himself that certain qualities of his
might not have gone unnoticed
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