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The Brahmana-s in Thai Society:
A Sociocultural Study of the Indian Legacy

Amarjiva Lochan

The rich cultural heritage of pre-modern Thailand has constantly drawn the academic attention of various scholars throughout the world.1 However, the region has been quite often historiographically treated merely as “a meeting point” of cultures or as “a mosaic” with various rubrics. Although not denying the importance of the impact of the Indian culture in the region, one also has to acknowledge the significance of the indigenous culture that was independent enough to adopt the “imported” cultural traits and getting them “shaped” to fit their requirements. Thus, this phenomenon created a perfect cultural dialogue between the two regions. With the marvel of “local genius,” the region of Thailand carried forward such Indian legacies from the ancient past to the present day. The institution of brahmana-s, people of a highly educated priestly class in India, is one of the most distinct Indian vestiges that Thailand has preserved with uniqueness. 2
In the Indian social hierarchy, brahmana-s enjoyed a very privileged status, being the “best” in the varna-jati system.3 From the later Vedic Age(1200 B.C.-1000 B.C.) onwards, the brahmana-s is mentioned in all classical treatises on sutra and sastra as the “learned,” the “guru,” the teacher par excellence. He could perform the yajna and homa (the fire rituals) for the benefit of the ruler and his subject.4 Moreover, he is important if the king wanted his administration to run smoothly.5 He “anointed” the monarch, crowned him, and helped him have a  smooth and ideal governance. 
The Arthasastra, a fourth-century B.C. treatise on polity and administration, laid down the rule for a judicious king to acquire the spirituality, intellectuality, and morality of a brahmana.6 In early India, the tie between the monarch and the brahmana was quite strong and close. As the royal priest (purohita), he interpreted the king’s rajadharma, organized ritual ceremonies, explained the omens, and defined the cosmological and astrological symbols. He was also the highly respected statesman who advised on the efficacy of the political plans.7 As a guru, he imparted not only spiritual education but also material learning to the young princes. In general, a brahmana wielded a large influence on every Hindu individual. “Thus, [the] brahmana as a priest and teacher for all had a tremendous influence on the mind and soul of the (Indian) people.”8
Having such a powerful position in Indian society, the brahmana-s can be expected to be something special to the people in the region under study. A natural curiosity arises in our mind as to why, when, and how the Indian brahmana-s came down to Southeast Asia in general and Thailand in particular. This issue becomes more complicated when western sources inform us that the Indians were not allowed to cross the seas for any purpose.9 As the dharmasastra-s and other smrti-s were composed by brahmana-s, it is further argued that being the “highest” and the “purest” in the Indian social ladder, it would have been much difficult for the brahmana-s to be involved in maritime activities. 
Recent studies, however, present evidence to the contrary. It is alleged that the injunction against the sea voyage was not properly studied by the western writers. There are also numerous references of Indians in sea travel in both Brahmanical and Buddhist literature, which are further bolstered by archaeological discoveries. In fact, some Indian classical texts from the third and fourth centuries, A.D. and onwards approved and encouraged overseas journeys.10 Southeast Asia being a source of highly profitable trade definitely played a vital role in developing this sociocultural exchange.
The Indians settling or traveling in the region used the fast-growing shipbuilding technology. Bigger ships were being constructed to weather the tides and cross the high seas. These bigger ships also carried more people to and fro. “By disseminating their wares through the islands and peninsulas, they also contributed to the spread of Indian crafts and custom.”11 No wonder, the brahmana-s did venture out with bigger ships. The story of Kaundinya, an Indian brahmana who arrived and married Soma, a local princess in Cambodia, is repeatedly mentioned in the local folklore as well as in the inscriptions.12 The early history of the Fu-nan kingdom, which covered parts of peninsular Thailand, features the contribution of the Indian brahmana-s in state formation. There existed many parallels that accommodated the brahmana’s spiritual knowledge and wealth of symbols.13  

During the initial stage, the Indians sailing from the eastern coast used the Isthmus of Krain in peninsular Thailand both as a point of rest and a route for further trade eastward.14 Geography in the form of wind movements and monsoon played a decisive role, making a longer stay in the Peninsula a necessity. Therefore, the area developed as the most sought-after settling place for the traders as well as brahmana-s. The growth of the kingdoms of Langkasuka in the first century, A.D., and Tun-sun (an area identifiable with Pattalung, southern Thailand) in the third century, A.D., in the isthmus is proof of such a development.

The Chinese annals that will be discussed later and their passages on the existence of hundreds of brahmana-s in peninsular Thailand make us ponder on what led the visiting brahmana-s to settle down and play a role similar to that of their Indian counterparts. It is true that in the beginning, some of the brahmana-s came as traders. But with the rise of the city-states, they found the opportunity to act as “royal” priests.15 The brahmana-s who were adept in the magico-ritualistic rites had already impressed this role upon the minds of the natives through their daily chanting of the Sanskrit mantra-s. 16 For the rulers of city-states, the brahmana-s brought forward the concept of “divine kingship,” a political device “especially attractive to village chieftains in situations in which the egalitarian solidarity of tribal society was proving incapable of extending authority to validate the power required for the institutionalization of supra-village rule”.17  Such a ruler was likely to seek validation for his newly acquired power from the “royal” priests. This was the only pattern of authority available. 
Later on, the theory of divine kingship imported by the brahmana-s paved the way for the establishment of larger kingdoms in the region. The brahmana-s became the priests who clothed the chieftains with royal pedigrees from the solar and lunar dynasties of India or from the sages related to them. “In this environment of a make-believe world, the brahmana-s performed the Indian rituals to consecrate Indian and native princes, installed in a somber way divine images, recast the [indigenous] omens in the Indian fashion and helped the princes to set up a court in the right Indian way.”18 Such brahmana-s helped develop statecraft, locate new sites for cities or capitals, and introduce the laws of administration based on the dharmasastra-s. But when doing these functions, the brahmana-s were also careful to give importance to the local customs and sociocultural practices. This balancing act accounted for their  long survival in the local society. The Isthmus, with its brahmana-assisted kingdoms, had a rich source of revenue from both inbound and outbound trade. The flow of trade, along with this wealth, helped in the growth of the Hindu ideals. The royal coffers proved more than sufficient to maintain the courts and rituals centers where primarily indigenous institutions were enriched with Indian conceptual frameworks. 19
Indian brahmana-s from Chinese Sources

The earliest references of brahmana-s in Thailand come from the Peninsula. They are noted regularly in the Chinese annals from a very early date.20  The Nan-chou I-wu Chih, a source from the third century, states that the people of Tun-sun practiced Brahmanism as propounded by the immigrant brahmana-s. The people also studied  the sacred texts. 21 T’ai-ping Yu Lan, compiling the events before the ninth and tenth centuries, reported that the natives even gave away their daughters in marriage, thus helping them “retain” (the facilities of) the brahmana-s. This was also a way of making the brahmana-s settle permanently in the region.22 
The “kingdom” of P’an-p’an in the isthmian Thailand was reported to have had 10,000 brahmana-s. 23 Langkasuka was another city-state in the coastal Thailand with many brahmana-s.24 Ch’ih-t’u was another kingdom where brahmana-s and brahmanical activities are reported. This kingdom has been variably located in the Chao Phrya basin and the Isthmus of Kra.25 The brahmana-s here also helped in the administrative work of the royalty. A vivid description of the Ch’ih-t’u court shows “several hundred brahmana-s sitting in rows facing each other, and the king in the center.” 26 Another Chinese source described how scores of brahmana-s from India approached the King for support in the kingdom of B’uan-b’uan (near Pattani?).27  In the early seventh century, Chinese envoys to another state in peninsular Thailand described the important ceremonial functions performed by a corps of several hundred brahmana-s.28 These royal advisers even commanded greater respect than the Buddhist monks in the kingdom.29
The satellites of brahmana-s in the isthmian Thailand  were generally of a smaller size, but there is no doubt of their “services” being offered to both the ruler and the ruled.30 At the outset, the brahmana-s established their importance to the ruling class through the elaborate ceremony of consecration, a prerequisite for kingship following the Indian pattern, and “a jealously guarded prerogative of the brahmana-s.” 31 This exalted status and royal connection automatically led the common people to ask the brahamana-s to bless them with prayers and lead them in the chanting for good luck, prosperity, and health. This situation that was cast from an Indian mould found parallels in situations recorded in the annals of the kingdoms of Sukhothai and Ayutthaya.

Brahmana-s in Sukhothai and Ayutthaya

With rise of the Dvaravati kingdom, the Mon civilization in central Thailand grew from the sixth to the tenth centuries, A.D, with its peak rising from the seventhto the eighth centuries, A.D. 32 The existence of the brahmana-s as a community in this Buddhist kingdom is proven archaeologically by the presence of the brahmanical temples; the kamandalu, a sacred pot that the brahmana-s used to carry the water for ablutions; and a stone grinder for the daily anointment of the deities in the sanctum sanctorum, among other artifacts.33 However, there is no evidence suggesting that the brahmana-s lived a life of prominence in the peninsular. 
During the Khmer hegemony over the northern and northeastern part of Thailand, the role of brahmana-s appears very prominent. This is proven by hundreds of epigraphic sources that have survived to this day. The Khmer empire featured precisely defined statecraft, excellence in hydrology, wide use of Sanskrit, and towering architecture based on Hindu treatises. The brahmana-s were involved in all these exercises. Not only were they political advisers, they also served as priests for court rituals, poets and architects as well.34 The La Na, which compiled the literary traditions in northern Thailand from 12th to the13th centuries, A.D., showed that the brahmana-s or the rsi-s also acted the roles of architects, city planners, and astrologers, among many others.35
By the time the first Thai kingdom was established at Sukhothai in central Thailand, the special role played by the brahmana-s was already known in the entire region. In those days when sectarian biases were still absent, the brahmana-s and the Buddhist monks lived together in peace. Thus, even though the Sukhothai kings (1257-1499) institutionalized Theravada as the state religion, the brahmana-s and Brahmanism were also retained. The Sukhothai epigraphy is full of citations on the brahmana-s, the rsi-s, and the building of Hindu temples. 36 The kings did not interfere in the beliefs of their subjects. The brahmana-s  retained their role in the royal coronation,37 and were also consulted on matters of law and administration. 38 In 1344, A.D., King Lothai appointed a brahmana to help him interpret a Pali edition of the Dharmasastra, classical Sanskrit text on law.39 Ramakhamhaeng, the most powerful Sukhothai king, also ordered the building of a school for the brahmana-s.40 Thammaraja I relished the learning of the Veda-s, and other Hindu treatises, especially those dealing with astronomy. He also ordered the construction of a separate building in the precincts of the royal palace so the brahmana-s could study Vedic art and science.41 Apart from the epigraphy, we also have a literary text from the Sukhothai period that was reportedly written by the daughter of a brahmana. It describes in great detail the royal ceremonies conducted by the brahmana-s.42 As mentioned earlier, the brahmana-s came to Sukhothai in large numbers from the former Khmer empire. 
The records of Ayutthayan history from the 16th to the 18th centuries, A.D., were badly affected by the Burmese ransacking of Ayutthaya, the capital city, in 1767, A.D. The place-name Ayutthaya came from the Sanskrit Ayodhya, which was the capital of the kingdom of Rama, the Hindu deity. However, studying the fragments of the chronicles that survived show that the brahmana-s were deeply involved in the contemporary society.43 The kings sought them out and honored them. The brahmana-s helped the king select the site of cities and fortify them with their skills in architecture and engineering; 44 establish temples where they performed dance rituals to honor the God Siva; 45 presented the royal insignia to the kings;46 and performed royal ceremonies for the kings before they went to the war fronts, among other functions. The brahmana-s’ giving advice to the kings is also somewhat similar to their role mentioned in the Chinese annals. This attests to the steady continuation of the sociocultural role of brahmana-s for almost 1,000 years.
An Ayutthayan king was committed to protect the interests of both the Buddhist monks and the brahmana-s. He earned merit by donating to the brahmana-s. An inscription dated 1361 found in Boromaraja I prescribes it as most essential for the king to possess a knowledge of the Veda-s and of Hindu astronomy, which was possible only with the assistance of the brahmana-s.47 It appears that a typical Ayutthayan brahmana was highly intellectual and well-conversed with both the classical scriptures and local social norms. There are some reports that the Ayutthayan brahmana-s also wrote Sanskrit poetry and drama.48
Brahmana-s in the Chakri Dynasty

Within 15 years after the downfall of Ayutthaya, the Chakri dynasty took over and established a new capital at Thonburi, now a part of the Bangkok metropolis. Scholars believe that the first Chakri King known as Rama I and his immediate successors patterned their administration after the Ayutthayan system. The brahmana-s formed part of the royal courts; coronations on a grand scale continued; and people kept looking for their blessings. This was also the time when Buddhism was being reinvigorated by the efforts of some senior monks. Buddhism began to identify itself with the King and the State. 
Consequently, many brahmanic ceremonies of both royal and popular natures had to “accommodate” the Buddhist elements. Historically speaking, such an amalgam  began to emerge from the Sukhothai period, when Ramakhamhaeng brought the Sinhala Theravada.49 Later on, the advent of an ecclesiastical system based on the Sangha whittled down the brahmanic rituals in the royal court. This trend was also noted at Ayutthaya, when the coronation ceremony became less Hinduized. During  the coronation ceremony of King Paramakosa on 1733 A.D., the ceremony lasted for three days and a half. The Buddhist monks recited the chaiyamongkhon and jataka-s during the first three days, while  only a half day was left for the brahmana-s to proclaim the prince as the monarch following a ceremonial bath.50 Although such cases were probably caused by the uncertain political climate when nobody knew when the next Burmese attack would occur, it was still not unreasonable to acknowledge the secondary role that the brahmana-s began to assume in the courts. Being a devout Buddhist, Rama IV (1851-1868) further reduced the court rituals officiated by the brahmana-s.51 King Chulalongkorn, popularly known as RamaV52 and Rama VI introduced western-style reforms in his administration and into society.53 Earlier, the Thai social life centered on the royal court, with the nobles and the brahmana-s in the limelight. Once the absolute monarchy became constitutional, the court lost its previous luster.

The history of the brahmana-s in Thailand in modern times has been widely affected by the changes mentioned above. It is reported that following the downfall of Ayutthaya, surviving the brahmana-s fled to southern Thailand and settled down in the capital city of Nakhon Si Thmmarat.54 When King Rama I wanted to be crowned with full brahmanical rituals, the brahmana-s who settled in this area were invited to perform the rituals.55 At that time, peninsular Thailand was not under the political suzerainty of the Thai rulers. Thus, being an independent territory, Nakhon Si Thammarat area had a large brahmana population.56 But by the turn of the 20th century, King Chulalongkorn had conquered the territory. It meant the end of all other royal principalities in southern Thailand. Therefore, only one royal court—that  in Bangkok—was left in the entire region. Henceforth, the brahmanic activities shifted to Bangkok. Since 1782, the Chakri rulers had provided for Phramaharajaguru, the chief brahmana, and some other royal court brahmana-s in Thailand. King Rama I ordered the building of a  temple complex popularly known as Bot Phrahm. Here, the brahmana-s lived and offered worship to the three shrines of Siva, Visnu and Ganesa.

Royal Ceremonies in Modern Times

The royal ceremonies conducted by the brahmana-s can be classified into two. The ceremonies such as coronation, anointment, and the tonsure (first hair cutting) were done only once in a king’s lifetime. The second category included those that were held regularly every year on particular days or occasions.57 The details on the coronation ceremonies held in the past 100 years are on record, with the last one held almost 55 years ago. Popularly known as rachaphisek (Sanskrit: rajabhiseka), this is considered the most significant ritual in the life of a Thai king. Since Rama I was deeply interested in acquiring the halo of the previous kings, he collected all the minute details of rachaphisek ceremonies from the extant literary records in Thai. It was then composed systematically, thus becoming the model for all future coronations of the Thai kings.58 Studying the available accounts on the coronation of last six Chakri kings (including the present King Bhumibol Adulyadej, Rama IX), the following details surface.                                                         
The rituals start three days before the actual coronation. The brahmana-s perform homa yajna (the fire sacrifice).59 Three special altars are built for specially the images of Visnu, Siva, and Ganesa. A yantra (diagram) on a copper stove and nine kalasa-s (water pitchers) are then placed in a particular arrangement. Then, the Phramaharajaguru would perform the purification rites by praying to the Hindu deities of the eight directions. Some particular tree leaves are mixed in the sacred water. A portion of this would then be sent to the King in the palace, the rest being dipped in honey and sesame oil. When the homa is over, the fire would be extinguished by the consecrated water poured from a conch shell (san in Thai, sankha in Sanskrit).60 After this, the brahmana carries fruit, roasted paddy seeds, flowers, and a particular grass (durva?) and puts them before the altars of the three shrines in the Bot Phrahm complex. Similar baskets known as baisi are then placed before the seven-tiered royal White Umbrella and at Sala Chau Lak Muang, the city’s Pillar Shrine.

The coronation starts in the morning with a ceremonial bath and anointment. The water used in this ceremony is brought from the five principal rivers of the country and from the special ponds in all the provinces. The  Phramaharajaguru would offer to the King the water in a small gold bowl. The King would touch it and sprinkle some drops over his head. After this purificatory bath, the fully attired king would go to a specific hall preceded by the brahmana-s and court astrologers.61 Under the seven-tiered White Umbrella, the King, facing the east, would sit on the octagonal throne made from fig wood and answer the addresses of the court astrologer. The final act of the ceremony is performed on the bhadrapitha, a gilded fig wood throne which is covered by the sacred hyaga grass (Sanskrit: darbha). A gold-embroidered cloth with the figure of lion is spread over the seat. The Phramaharajaguru would start chanting the mantra-s in honor of Lord Siva before handing over to the king a red silk cloth on which his name and his all titles are inscribed. Having accepted it, the king would then receive the crown from the Phramaharajagur, and wear it. Other brahmana-s would blow conch shells and play ritual music.62 All the items of regalia would be offered to the King one by one by the Phramaharajaguru. Finally, the most senior brahmana would replace the seven-tiered White Umbrella with a nine-tiered one. The Thai coronation ceremony that the brahmana-s have preserved can be clearly identified with the similar Indian system found in Vedic literature. The fire homa and the offering of the ton matom leaves63 (known for its medicinal properties) are also referred to in the later Vedic texts.64 The method of preparing the sacred water for the royal bath can also be traced to a Sanskrit text from 1,000 B.C.65 Similarly, the concept of water from five rivers has also been practiced in ancient India, an essential ritual in every royal coronation ceremony until the 1950s. In the rajasuya of Vedic times, the king used to sprinkle water on himself66 after receiving its pot from the purohita.67 The wearing of the royal attire after the ceremonial bath and the wearing of a dhoti are also done.68 Moreover, the use of the fig-wood throne for the coronation throne was well-known during the time of the Aitareya Brahmana.69 Credit must go to the Thai brahmana-s for maintaining the rituals of Indian ceremony with certain modifications to fit local requirements, since this is a ceremony that no longer survives in democratic India.70
Sokanta, the first haircutting ceremony for the royalty, corresponds to the Hindu ceremony of sanskara, the initiation rite also known as culakanta or cudakarma. This ceremony used to generate much interest among the people of Thailand. But recently, it has almost gone into oblivion since the young members of the Thai royalty now prefer the haircutting ceremony to be organized on a small scale.71 Quaritch Wales believes that the rite of culakanta was introduced in Thailand in the ninth century, A.D., or even earlier.72 A 13th-century Sukhothai text by a brahamna daughter described it being performed by the brahmana-s, along with other royal ceremonies.73
Among the royal ceremonies held every year, only the Raek Na and Lo Chin Cha still continue to be held. The Raek Na is the first plowing ceremony that is witnessed by the royalty, the brahmana-s, and the common people. It symbolizes the beginning of the agriculture season in the kingdom, a ritual performed by the brahmana-s in the presence of the king or the members of his royal family. The ceremony’s auspicious date and time is fixed in the lunar month of vaisakha (April-May). All the brahmana-s assemble at the Bot Phrahm Temple and march to Sanam Luang, the royal ground in front of the Grand Palace. The sacred chanting by the Phramaharajaguru in a specially erected pavilion had been performed the night before.74 The chanting goes on until the early morning, when the beautifully decorated oxen are yoked to the plow. A particular piece of land in front of the royal pavilion is tilled by the oxen by making nine rounds. All along, paddy seeds are being thrown by a person the king has designated and sacred water being sprinkled by a group of brahmana-s amid the blowing of conch shells. Hundreds of onlookers, mostly villagers, would scramble to pick up the “blessed” seed, since possession of these seeds augured for a good harvest. The Ramayana of Valmiki (1,000-800 B.C.) first describes this plowing ceremony being done by Janaka, the King of Mithila.75 A commentary in the jataka-s written somewhere between the first and second centuries, A.D., also referred to it as a royal festival that was held regularly.76 The modern Raek Na is probably a copy of the Cambodian ceremony of plowing, which was re-started four years ago by King Norodum Sihanouk after the end of the Pol Pot regime.

The Lo Chin Cha was originally a swinging ceremony that has undergone major changes in the recent past. An 80-foot high wooden structure near the Wat Suthat now stands as a reminder of the ritual of a swinging done by people designated by the king in the presence of the king himself or his appointed representative. This dangerously high-level swinging was stopped in 1937, but the related brahmanic rituals still continue in the precinct of the Bot Phrahm. This sacred rite for the Thai brahmana-s originated in the southern Indian festival of singing devotional songs.77 The full ceremony takes 15 days, with prayers and rituals being performed past midnight. Nowadays, a large number of people attend it in order to accrue “merit.” It is quite different from what Quaritch Wales felt in the 1930s, when only the poor would come to attend to enjoy the food offering at the end of the ritual. This writer witnessed this ceremony that ended with a mass haircutting ceremony attended by Thais from classes of society. In his interview, the 83-year-old Phramaharajaguru said the ceremony is significant since “it brings good luck for the Thai king and his subjects.”
Thai brahmana-s Today

After having gone through the sociocultural history of the brahmana-s, it was interesting to trace each of the surviving brahmana-s, most of whom are living in Bangkok. Unfortunately, their number has been going down drastically. As discussed earlier, after King Chulalongkorn united the kingdom with peninsular Thailand, the other “royal” courts ceased to exist. Hence, the brahmana-s now only have one court where they can “perform.” But since the Bangkok court could not be “overcrowded,” the other brahmana-s settled around southern Thailand. The brahmana-s settled in four places: Bangkok, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Pattalung and Petchaburi.78 Some of them lived in the villages and farmed the land. In 50 years, Petchaburi lost its brahmana connection. Quaritch Wales reports that brahmana-s used to be part of the swinging festival that used to be celebrated in many cities such as Ayutthaya and Sukhothai 79 A rare group photograph of brahmana-s in Thailand taken in 1930s show 21 of them assembled in Bangkok. Up until1 the 1960s, the Nakhon Si Thammarat had 10 brahmana families, making it the second-largest settlement for the “royal priests.” Pattalung had nine brahmana families, some of whom lived near Thungsong, a small hamlet near Nakhon Si Thammarat.80 In the beginning of the 20th century, their total number reached around 100. However, with the Chakri court “assigning” only nine brahmana-s for the rituals and ceremonies, the rest had no choice but to do other kinds of work. 81
It is significant that the initiation in the brahmana fold was always patrilineal, which was done for the sake of “purity” and continuation of the Indian lineage. Hence, very few became brahmana-s since there was no longer work in the royal court. Even those who were in the royal payroll still looked to the laity for additional financial support. Thus, there were only 13 brahmana-s known in the entire Thai kingdom, 11 in Bangkok, and the rest in Nakhon Si Thammarat. The number of brahmana-s in Nakhon Si Thammarat withered away with the death of Phrahm Daeng Nakvanich and Phrahm Nil in the 1990s. Now there is only one brahmana living in the city of Nakhon Si Thammarat. He has spent his entire life in the Bangkok court after settling there in the 1930s. Phrahm Arun (officially known as Phrakhru Satanandamuni), who is in critical health, returned to Nakhon Si Thammarat last year because he wants to die in his ancestral land. Another brahmana, Phrahm Chaeng Brahmajati, is 82 years old and lives in a village of amphur Pak Pa Nang, 30 kilometers from Nakhon Si Thammarat. He lives by a canal that passes through his village of Phrahm Chaeng. As a young brahmana, he would take the boat to go to Nakhon Si Thammarat for the ceremonies in the two Hindu temples.

It was a pleasant surprise to find out some more brahmana-s in southern Thailand who were totally unknown to their counterparts in Bangkok. This writer heard of their existence in some villages of the Peninsula. Thinking of them to be brahmana-s of very recent origin, I could not believe they were from the ancient tradition. After crisscrossing scores of villages and districts, five of them were located in the province of Trang. Another was found in Satun province. The oldest one is Phrahm Kiat Rangsiphanphrahm, who is now counting his last days at the ripe, old age of 94 in the remote village of Yan Ta Khao district in Trang. He was a great treasure trove, with his still-sharp memory of the ceremonies and the mantra-s. He is the only surviving brahmana in the entire Thailand who witnessed the swinging festival in Bangkok in 1927-28, when King Rama V watched the performance of the high swinging done by four people. This brahmana gave information about the various rituals and ceremonies, both royal and popular, which do not exist any more.

A set questionnaire was supplied to all the 18 brahmana-s, probably the only survey of such nature ever conducted. It helped the present writer link the past to the present. The survey questionnaire had 39 questions, ranging from the general to the personal, such as reason for the initiation, number of years as a brahmana, number of ceremonies performed by them for the laity, eyewitness account of ceremonies in the past, the mantra-s they know,  the possession of any old manuscript, name of their ancestors and their place of origin in Thailand, their opinion about the continuation of the family tradition, among others. Their answers varied, depending upon the individual’s personality, age, and level of literacy.

The first major finding is that the brahmana-s were in great demand among the masses who are Buddhists. Those working for the royal court draw more attention for their “power.” The brahmana-s who are not in the court also perform ceremonies for the people. They all are invited by the laity on occasions such as the establishment of a new office (sao tek) or house warming; name-giving ceremony (tung chue); or selecting the perfect site for a new house or shopping complex. The numbers of such invitations vary from brahmana to brahmana, some of them going 150 times a year, some only ten times. The frequency is much higher in the cases of brahmana-s from Nakhon Si Thammarat and Trang. Their only source of livelihood was this “social duty” (read: ceremony) that helped their people. 
Another remarkable ceremony that has become popular only recently is the installation of the San Phra Phum, a house-spirit shrine found outside the house or a shopping complex in Thailand. A majority of such shrines house the image of Brahma, the Hindu God of Creation.82 The brahmana-s offer prayers and enshrine the image. This trend is less popular in the southern Thailand, where the five brahmana-s are mostly involved in ceremonies for housewarming, name-giving, among others. In Bangkok, different royal ceremonies of different types have been introduced during the reign of the present king, King Rama IX. The Thai King has just completed his 50th  year on throne, making him the longest-serving monarch in the world. Bangkok has just celebrated 200 years of the Chakri rule, and is celebrating the 220th year of its foundation this year. The King’s sixth birth cycle (the completion of 72 years), the selection of the Crown Prince and the Crown Princess, and the King’s 75th birthday were occasions that never took place before in the Thai royalty. In all of these events, the brahmana-s were asked to perform the puja and invoke the Hindu deities. The brahmana-s were also involved in the ceremonies that bless the members of royalty on their birthdays, marriage anniversary, among other personal milestones. No brahmana in the 19th century or earlier ever dreamt of accompanying the royalty in his overseas journey, until the time that King Chulalongkorn undertook an overseas journey from 1895 to 1896.Two brahmana-s joined the royal entourage so the King would maintain his “purity” in the “alien” land he visited.

The food habit of the brahmana-s is also noteworthy. Except for Phrarajaguru Vamadevamuni, all of them eat non-vegetarian food. However, none of them take beef, which is a common Hindu practice in India. The eel, a snake-like fish, is also a taboo for them, since they worship Siva who is adorned with a snake. The same goes for their non-consumption of shelled seafood, since the sea shell is the attribute of Visnu. Conch shells are part of the brahmanical rituals. Moreover, the brahmana-s do not take any non- vegetarian meal during the days of ceremonies and worship. On the day when they perform the rituals in the house of the laity, only vegetarian food is consumed. When the royal functions are organized, Phramaharajaguru eats nothing or little, mostly only fruit.

The daily life of a common brahmana involves piety. He does his personal prayers every day, both in the morning and the evening. It would include prayers for Siva, Visnu, and Ganesa, as well as for the goddess Laksmi. Depending on their free time, the frequency of the meditation varies from five minutes to one hour. They always wear the white dhoti, the same one still being worn by the Indian brahmana-s. Since Thai society is fond of uniforms, the brahmana-s also wear a white jacket with the various medals given by the King or the Royal Household Office. Until recently, they wore yajnopavita, with the sacred Hindu thread all the time. Now, it is worn only during ceremonies. Their hair is long and thatched like the ancient Indian rsi-s. Except for Phrarajaguru Vamadevamuni and Phrahm Pibul Nakvanich, all of them were married, but only married once. As in the past, they always preferred to marry another person from a brahmana family, but now, the young brahmana-s have quite often intermarried with the Thai women of their own choice.
The education level of the brahmana-s is very low. Only one has completed a master’s degree just this year from Mahachulalongkorn University. Most of them have a high-school certificate. Those in the south only studied up to the primary level. This level of education is understandable if seen in the context that the only training they needed was to memorize the mantra-s from the collection of manuscripts they had inherited. This task was done either under the training of his father or by watching him “perform” at ceremonies. The knowledge of Sanskrit is almost nil, except when they chant some words of Sanskrit origin without knowing their meaning. 
This is in the contrast to what we read from the Chinese or Ayutthayan sources, where the brahmana-s were involved in Vedic chanting and even composed literary works in Sanskrit. Unfortunately, only a few of these old manuscripts exist. The brahmana-s in Bangkok do not like to show their extant collection of manuscripts. Moreover, some of the manuscripts have been destroyed by termites. Around 120 manuscripts were taken from the Bot Phrahm Temple and are now kept in the National Library in Bangkok. However, they are still unclassified and awaiting publication. One French researcher was able to acquire the photocopy of one text, which he published later on. 

When the question of their origin was put before the brahmana-s, all of them claimed that their ancestors came to Thailand from India. The year of immigration ranged from four to one thousand years ago. All of them traced their ancestry in Tamil Nadu, southern India, except for two who said their ancerstors came from Ramnagar near Varanasi. 83 It is, indeed, possible that the ancestors of Thai brahmana-s came from southern India. The use of Tamil words in their chanting, the old grantha script applied in their sacred texts, and the late Sukhothai black stone statue of a brahmana looking like a Tamil priest in the collection of the National Museum, Bangkok (Accession No. SK-56) support strongly this argument.

 It is not easy, however, to answer when this migration of the Indian brahmana-s to this region stopped. The Chinese annals specified that the brahmana-s came from India, and such reference came from annals written as late as the sixth to the seventh centuries, A.D.84 Moreover, the Cambodian records from the eighth to the ninth centuries often mentioned the brahmana-s as coming from India. King Jayavarman II, the founder of the Devaraja cult, was reported to have employed Indian brahmana-s who were proficient in the Veda-s.85 Writing in the 11th century, A.D., Ma Tuan-Lin informs us of the brahmana-s coming from India to Tun-sun in “search of riches.”86 
It appears that the brahmana-s continued to go to the Peninsula but in the mainland, many of the brahmana-s came by way of Cambodia. The brahmana-s of the Sukhothai kingdom came from Cambodia. Moreover, the Ayutthyan capital court had special brahmana-s from Cambodia who performed the Ceremony of Drinking the Water of Allegiance.87 John Crawford wrote in 1828 that a Thai brahmana claimed that he was the fifth in descent from his Indian ancestor that came from Ramesvaram.88 It would mean that his ancestor went to Siam during the late 17th century. However, this may not have been possible because after the rise of Islam in Southeast Asia, the brahmana-s probably stopped leaving India for their livelihood or for the priesthood. Both the small and big Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms already had  local sources of the brahmana-s, as proven by one of the Ayutthayan chronicles that recorded the presence of brahmana-s “of various kinds and [from] countries.” 89 
The future of Thai brahmana-s is a grave concern for this small community. Their children refuse to practice to this “outdated profession.” Out of the 17 male offsprings of Bangkok based brahmana-s, only four have been initiated. In Nakhon Si Thammarat and Trang, only two elderly brahmana-s (Phrahm Kloy Rangsiphanphrahm and Phrahm Chue Ramrak) are hopeful of seeing their children continue the family tradition. If this trend continues, then there will only be six brahmana-s left in Bangkok and one or two in the south by 2010. There has been a revival of this ancient institution in Cambodia, where nine children of the brahmana-s (who were slain by the Pol Pot regime) were initiated and recruited into the royal court. The Thai brahmana-s are also trying best to maintain this Indian legacy. Phrarajaguru Vamadevamuni, in collaboration with some other Bangkok-based counterparts, has set up a foundation to train the young brahmana children by sending them to the Sanskrit centers in India. Their cultural awareness is rising, and they now want to maintain their heritage by preserving the classical manuscripts in their collection. Some of them are learning Sanskrit (along with Computer Science!) with the help of Sanskrit teachers from Thailand and India. Moreover, the Indian Government and private organizations are helping build a library of Sanskrit books in Bangkok. If all these efforts go well, the literacy of Thai brahmana-s would rise to the same level they had in the Ayutthayan kingdom. One can only hope for the best in this day and age when Thailand is changing fast.
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9The Vasistha (VI.41) and Apastamba (1.32.18) do not favor a ship journey. The Bodhayana fixes a three-year sentence for “crossing” the seas (I.1; II.4).
10Yajnavalky,. 2.3.38; Brhatsamhita, 4.8; 7.6; 9.3; 10.3; 10.10; 44.12 and Varahapurana,169.5.
11Paul Wheatley, The Golden Khersonese: Studies in the Historical Geography of the Malay Peninsula before A.D. 1500 (Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 1961), p. 188.
12For details, see R. C. Majumdar. Ancient Colonies in the Far East. Vol. II, Suvarnadvipa (Calcutta: University of Calcutta Press, 1938) and Inscriptions of Kambuj (Calcutta: The Asiatic Society,1953).
13Charles F. Keyes, The Golden Peninsula: Culture and Adaptation in Mainland Southeast Asia (London: Collier-Macmillan, 1977), p. 83. The book mentions that the acceptability of brahmana was easier in the new social fabric since his arrow or sword was identifiable with the local symbol of male potency and fertility. The spear of the brahmana was a positive attribute that helped the people “select” or “find” a new city. See also O. W. Wolters, “The Khmer Hinduism” in Early Southeast Asia: Essays in Archaeology, History and Historical Geography. eds. R. B. Smith and W. Watson (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), pp. 427-442. These pages also refer to the tenacity of pre-Hindu belief that is anchored on Khmer Hinduism as well as the manner in which Siva’s creative and fertility powers allowed Southeast Asians to identify their  god’s honorific stone with the Sivalinga. Kenneth R. Hall (1982) also holds a similar idea with particular reference to the Fu-nan’s easier accommodation of Indian statecraft as carried over by the brahmana-s.
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