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Exit the silkmak~r 

The CIA and Jim Thompson 
Nick Cullather 

One of Bangkok"s finer museums is a modest wood­
en house on 1he Kong Maha Nag. one block from 1he 
national stadium and far from the clusters of sandal­
clad Gemmns plodding among the wats on 
Chulalungkorn Road or 1he buzz of Japanese 
dealmaking around the Oriemal Hotel. Agency offi­
ciuls on TDY are drawn 10 the Jim Thompsun House 
hy its stunning Thai architecture and lhe ct>llection 
uf ancient Sia',!lesc and Chinese artifac1s. They are 
drawn. too. hy the legend of the place. because as 
lour guides tell ull visitors, Jim Tlmmpson was an 
American spy. and it was perhaps bec.1use of his 
wnrk for the CIA that he vanished wirhou1 a trace 
on Euster Sunday 1967. 

Thompsun, furmcr OSS agent. founder uf the Timi 
Silk Company, a renowned rnconrcur who entertained 
Somersc:1 Maugham. Katherine Ht!phurn, and R<>hert 
Kennc..-dy at his home. disappeared while staying with 
friends in the Cameron Highlands. a former British 
hill station in Malaysia. He had visited the resort 
before and often walked the jungle paths surmunding 
its Victorian collages. After lunch. he told his hosls 
he would g() for a short walk and. strolling away. 
vanished forever. 

The largest m~mhunt in Snutheasl Asian history. 
involving British and American troops. aircraft. 
native scouts. witch ductors. and psychics failed to 
find a clue. His whereabuuts are still hutly debated 
by Bangkok·s foreign cmrespt>ndenls at lhdr annual 
"Jim Thompson nigh('" dinners. Mosl agree that 
Thompson's ties to CIA could account for his disap­
pearance. The Agency, at the height of lhe Vietnam 
War, might have called on its old friend one last 
time.' 

OSS files on Thompson are nuw public. but the 
Agency has neither cnnfirmed nor denied a relalh>n­
ship or divulged what ir knows ahuul his disappear­
ance. Agency employees are 1hemselves curi<lus. and 
returnees from Southeast Asia often stop at 1he 

Headquarters library to look at William Warren's 
biography, T/1£' L<'ge11dary A11u.-1·ka11. 

Warren, a close friend of Thompson, places his sub­
jec1 in 'the setting of a remembered Bangkok all but 
l<>st amid 1he spn1wl and gliner of tuday·s metropo­
lis. Thompson's wa.~ a deeply traditional city of 
saffron-mbed monks. artisans. and merchants dis­
rup1ed by the nearby wars in lnduchina and the in­
flux of farangs. European and American expa1ri:.ues. 
whose business was often both lucra1ive and mysteri­
ous. ll was a place where a mun could invent a past 
for him~elf and be believed. II is in this context 1ha1 
Thompson's relationship with the Agency. as re,·ealed 
in his 201 file, can be undersmod.:: 

Early Years 

James Harrison Wilson Thumpson wa.'> born to 

wealth. The son of a rayt>n manufacturer frmn 
Greenville, Delaware. he grnduated from S1. Paurs 
and then from Prince1<1n (Class of '28), where he 
saudied architcclUre. After a brief spell in graduuh~ • 
school. he went into prc1crice, designing homes for 
;m aflluent clienlele. In the late 19.:ms, he hecame 
interested in rhe theater. and he designed sets n.u a 
hallet company in New York. Handsome and easy­
going, he seemed at home in Philadelphia and New 
Yurk society. fox hunting. dating heiressd,. and 
theater-going. but on the few occasions afterward 
when he spoke of those days. his memories were 
tinged with ennui. 

In 1942, Thompson·s life suddenly changed when he 
wa!- drafted into the Army and recrui1cc.l by C:apt:1in 
Edwin Black for duly in 1he OSS. Black introduced 
him to a fashion model named Pat Thraves, and with 
a decisiveness uncharacteristic of his prewar self. 
Thompson murried her after only a brief.courtship. 
A few mnnlhs later he shipped out.·' 
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Military Experiences 

Fluent in French. Thompson was assigned to work • 
with Free French forces in Nonh Africn, and he later 
followed US troops into Italy and France. In June 
1945. he wa.c. dispatched to Trincomalee. Ceylon. to 
prepare for an opernlion to support Thai guerrilla.c; 
fighting ahe Japanese. Alone among the nations of 
Southeast Asia. Thailand had never been colonized 
by a European power. 

When Japanese troops drove the French and British 
from Indochina, Malaya, and Burma, the Thai regime 
allied itself with Japan and declared war on the US. 
A Free Thai movement, led by Pridi Phanomyong. 
had risen to resist its governmenc's collabonuion 
with Japan. Thompson was preparing to join lhe re­
bellion in August 1945 tvhen Japan surrendered and . 
Pridi's forces seized power.~ 

Postwar Activity 

Thompson arrived in Bangkok with a large OSS 
detachment a few days after che war ended. He met 
Pridi and was impressed by his cultured intellect. He 
was even more charmed by the city, its canals, exotic 
temples. and gentle people. He spent hours buying 
Thai and Chinese lacquer, porcelain, and silk. which. 
he said. his wife would love. 

When a US Consulate replaced the OSS Station in 
early 1946. Thompson arranged co stay on, ovenly 
ac; an assistant military auache, covertly as Chief of 
Station for the Central lntefligence Group.~ It i!- at 
this point that CIA files pick up his trc1il. beginning 
with a mysterious incident that. years later. some 
claimed was connected to Thompson's disappear­
ance. 

On 9 June 1946. Ananda, the young Thai King. died 
in his bedroom from a bullet wound to the head. It 
looked--or wa.c; made to look-like suicide. Two 
days later. Thompson reported his suspicions that 
Ananda was the victim of a conspimcy involving 
British intelligence. the King's sister. and Pridi, the 
prime minister." Public suspicion also fell heavily 
on Pridi. He stepped down as prime minister. and the 
following year a coup returned many of the wartime 

Jim Thompson 

collaborators to power. Pridi fled to China. and with 
the help of Mao's government continued to lead sub­
versive movements in Thailand until the late 1960s. 

Thompson's other reports, in 1946 and 1947, con­
cerned battles between French forces and Viec Minh 
insurgents along the Mekong River border between 
Indochina am:\ Thailand. He developed a keen under­
slanding of the relationships among nationa1ist move­
menrs in Thailand. Laos. and Vietnam. Sympathetic 
to their anaicolonial aspirations. he befriended many 
Indochinese leaders. His superiors praised his first­
hand accounts of local ·reacrions to the French reoccu­
pation of Laos. He earned a commendation. and he 
acquired a reputation among Thai. Indochinese. 
French. and British officials as an able and aggressive 
intelligence officer.7 In his spare time, he continued 
to collecc antiques and joined a partnership to pur­
chase and refurbish the Oriental Hotel. 

A New Life 

In early 1947, Thompson returned to Washington to 
resign fmm the Army and the CIG. find investors • 
for lhe holel project, and persuade his wife to return 
with him to Bangkok. He accomplished all but one 
objeccive. Pat Thompson refused to go to Thailand 
and sued for divorce. He returned to Bangkok in 
November, freed of all obligations and personal ties. 
free from his past 

Selling Silk 

The hotel business proved a passing fancy. and 
Thompson soon returned to hiirold pursuits, collect­
ing art and making friends with Indochinese and . 
Thai nationalists. In 1948, he found a way 10 com­
bine his interests. Some 4,000 to 5,000 Laotian and 
Cambodian insurgents took refuge in Thailand 
between forays against the French. During. their 
sojourns. they ran i;hops and sold crafts lo r-.1ise 
money for their cause. Many were skilled silk 
weavers, who sold brilliant clothes for $2 to $3 a 
yard. Thompson began buying the silks and market­
ing them in New York.• That same· year he founded 
the Thai Silk Company, raising the ini1ial capital by 
selling 500 shares ut $50 each. 
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Jim Thompson with Thai silk samples. 

Although the CIA Station regarded the silk busine.~s 
a.~ "rather small scale," Thompson recognized its 
tremendous potential. He introduced the weavers 10 

Swiss dyes und the lutcst fabric pauerns. He taught 
!hem 10 weave long bolts of cloth, instead of the 
small squares used 10 make traditional garment~. His 
big break on the marketing end came in 1949, when 
he agreed 10 supply the custumc fabrics for 1he 
Rodgers and Hammers1ein Broadway musical, Tltt: 
Ki11,:: u11d I." By the end of the year his business was 
established. and he told lhe Chief of Station that he 
intended to remain in Bangkok for the rest of his 
life."' 

25X1 

Bangkok seduced many of the Americans assigned 
!here afler 1he war. and Thompson was nOI alone in 
his dt:eision tu stay on as an exp.itriate. Alexander 
MacDonald, an OSS colleague, founded the Bu11Kknk 
Post." Another OSS orlicer. Willis Bird. became an 
adviser to the Thai pol ice and the "must powerful 
American in Thail:Jnd." according to the Star ion.,: 
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CIA Connection 

Thompson's relations with the Agency began with 
his separation from the CIG. Before he left Bungkok. 
CIG officers offered him a contract 10 provide i nfor­
mution on Vietnamese c>.iles. Thomp~on refused, 
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noting that his symputhy for the Viet Minh would 
prejudice his reporting. He planned, he imid, to sever 
ull his tics to intelligence and hegin :igain as u pri­
v:ite cit izen. 

Two ofThompson·~ fnrmrr colleagues, Emmell 
McC.inhy and 25X1 warned him that, with or 
without a contr:ict, he was obliged by his st:itus as an 
American citizen and former intelligence officer not 
to re veal information ahoul the Group's activities. 
His ut1emp1s to sever ties 10 the world of intelligence, 
they told him, would prove futile. " Regardless of the 
actual absence of intelligence connections. and 
despite the genuine business inttrests which brought 
him co Siam," he would never .. dissuade any in­
terested persons from the belief that his intelligence 
connections were still in1uc1: ·" They per:-uuded him 
10 provide information on a.!1 occasional basis. und 
assigned him the pseudonym Harris T. Clayton. 

Shortly after his return. Thompson again rebuffed 
ovenures from the Agency. maintaining he was try­
ing to "hury his past connection with intelligence 
work.·· The best way to do thal. he thought, was to 
show he had nothing to hide. He spoke openly about 
his activities to any of his acquaintances. withhold­
ing nothing. Case officers were exasperated by his 
candor. Thompson "is felt 10 have access 10 an 
accumulation of considerable information on the 
Viets and other Free movements," one officer 
reported. "However. while he is perfectly willing 10 
give: 1hi:1 10 our reprc.,;entatives. he is equally free in 
passing it out 10 almost anyone else. He apparently 
is unwilling to withhold information for our special 
benefit:·,. 

The Station continued to solicit his views, directly 
or through cutouts. Thompson traveled frequenrly 
in Laos and Cambodia. He knew officials in Thai 
bunks businesses, and J!0vemment officc~.25X1 
25X 

Access to Viet Minh 

Agency officials became: im:rea.~ingly interested in 
Thompson's ties to the Viet Minh. In mid-1948. 
he traveled to the Viet M inh-controlled portion of 
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Indochina. Case officers were simultaneously 
anxious to learn what he discovered ant.I apprehen­
sive lhat he would be arrested a.~ an American spy 
by either the French or the Vietnamese.,, He returned 
without incident, but his enthusiasm for the 
Vietnamese continued .to place him in situations 
where he wus mistaken for an i ntelligence officer. 

In November. a Viet Minh official. thinking 
Thompson wa.~ a spy. handed him a sheaf of papers 
to pa.~s on to US orliciuls. Thumpsun proteMcd that 
he was only a busine.-.sman. but he received only a 
smile and a wink in return. He refused the offer, :ind, 
when Agency officials learned of it. they were furi­
ous. "Clayton could. and :mould. he a valuable infor­
mant." the oivision chief lectured Station officer:-. 
"Ple:ise see whal you can do to straighten him 
ou1:·"· 

Subject of Rumors 

For Thomp.,;on, c.~pionage was the one part of his 
past he could not expunge. The mure he tried, the 
more: his reputation grew. Bangkok Station received 
frequent report~ from its agents on Thnmr.son·s 
acti vities, most of them i:ontradictory, some of them 
fanta."tic. 

In June 1948, the Station received word thut 
Thompson wa.,; "actively engaged in arming Viet 
Minh and Free Thai guerrillas ... In Octoher. another 
source said Thompson wa.~ "engineering a big opium 
deal" in the Netherlands Ea.~t Indies. In March 1949. 
a source clajmed to have seen Thompson in a Free 
Thai uniform leading a raid uguinst government 
troops. Agency sources among the Viet Minh refu­
gees described him us "the most important and most 
clever of American spies in Siam.·· Despite the: 
"proved incorrectnc.,;.~" of these reports. Bangkok 
officer.; p:issed the best ones hack IO Headquaners 
"as a sample of the rumors which are taking plai:e 
regarding Mr. T." 

Political Differences 

With the fall of China in 1949. the Truman admin­
istration hcI?an to tuke a more serious look 111 
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revolu1ionary movemenls in Southcus1 Asia and oar-
1icularly a1 the Viel Minh.f5X1 

25X1 

25X1 They were less interested in recruit-
int Thompson as an informer, partly owing to his 
repu1111ion. but mostly because of his politics. 
·'While Clayton is in many ways a well informed 
and interesting individual, I find him on 1he subject 
of Indochina-our prim:sry in1ere.~t-<omple1ely 
citaspc:raling," lhe Starion Chief reported. " His sim­
plicity on this question is that of a nine-year-old 
child. In the face of all other evidence. he still insists 
that the Viets are a nationali~t organization and 
claims that we have driven them into Communist 
hands." 

While case officers found "no indication" that 
Thompson wanted 10 ··,center our business... " 1hey 
recognized that the silk company could provide valu­
able cover for a .ents 11111Vin1t around Southea.~t Asia. 
5X1 

25X1 Agents. 
however. were m.lm9nishctl 10 keep coniact with 
Thompson 10 a minimum. 

When the US. decided 10 provide suhs1an1ial aid to 
French forces lighting the Viet Minh in the wake of 
the ourhreak of rhe Korean War in mid- 19.50, the 
chasm between Thompson's views and US policy 
widened. Bangkok Station hccame increasingly dis­
tressed by Thompson's ~g)('' Ill 1•ain :i hearinl! for 
his Indochinese friends. 1 
25X1 

In 1950, Thompson met in Washington with S1111c 
Dc:partmem officials to a.~k for orficial US suppor1 
for non-Communis1 Lao1ian and Camoodian indepen­
dence movemems. Unknown to Thompson, the 
Agency already provided coven support IO 1hese 
groups. and 1he puolki1y uruu.~ed by hi~ v!sit " nel!rly 
wrecked two highly seni.i1ivi: opera1ions:· ~• 

Security Concerns 

These incidents disturbed case oflicer~ less than 1he 
pcrsis1cn1 security pruhlcm Cl!used hy Thompson·s 
reputa1ion a.~ 1he number-one US spy III Thailand. 
Orticers oflcn discovered 1ha1 their agcn1s oclicved 
they were working for Thompson. Sometime~ the 
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di~covery occurred when the agent grew frus1ra1ec.J in 
his relation.~ with his ca~e officer ;.md decided to gu 
to 1he top. Thai and Laot ian agents would find 
Thomp.~on in his home or office and spell nut the 
details of Agency opcrJtions. During most or the 
mid- I 950s. Thompson was privy 10 ..most" of the 
Agency·s activiiies. but felt himi,elf under no obliga­
tion to rcm~in silenl abou1 them. S1ation officers 
grumbled 1ha1 Thompson cul1iva1cd his repu1a1ion 
and coaited information from agen1s. 

At some poinl in the middle 10 late 1950s. head­
quarters decided "to crack down on Clayton in most 
serious fashion." He wa.~ instructed •·10 desist from 
all further similar activities as contrary to lhe hest 
interests and policies of this government. with a sug-, 
l,!CStion of sevt?re punishment if he again represented 
himself III he a~sociated with Bangkok Stillion or 
aoain meddled in what he knew 10 he mauers or high

C • •• ! I 
:;ecurny. 

A Quiet Time 

Far Ea.~tern Division noted in 195K tha1 Thumpso11·s 
ochavior had impnl\'ed and that he had i:eased his 
activities on oehalf of nationalist movements and 
distanced himself from Agency activities. The silk 
husine.ss had. hy thi~ 1imc. made Thompson a mil ­
lionaire. and he di:votc:d himself IO art i:ollecting and 
socializing. In 1959. he huilt his famous house and 
stocked it with Thui and Chinese an1iqui1ic~. He 
became u consultant lo other cuuniries intere.,;1ed in 
developing cxpon indus1ries using nati,·e craftsman­
ship. Agency oflkials dchriefed him ufter his trips to 

• Burmu as pan of a UN ci:onomic mission. Bangkok 
S1a1ion grJdually lusl in1crcs1 in Thompson, and hc-
1ween 1961 and 196 7 there are no cnlries in his 20 I 
lile. 

Vanished 

On 27 March 1%7. the US Emhassy .it Kuala 
Lumpur cat,lc:d 1ha1 Malaysian authorities hac.l an­
nnunc:~-d Thompson's disuppcarancc. ··we have 
no indication of whal migh1 h:ive happened 10 
Thompson." 1he reporting officer admi11ed." Over 
the l'ollowin!! weeks. British and Malaysian troops 
engaged in ; massive munhunl, and Edwin Black, 
now a hrigudier general and cnmmancler of the US 
Army udviMJry group in Thail.md. hroughl in his 
own lmups. 
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Headquarters hounded Bangkok Station for informa­
tion, and officers dutifully pa.~sed on the rumors th.it 
were beginning lo circulate about the missing silk 
king. Princess Pantip Chumpote told an officer in 
e;1rly April that Thompson had been involved in the 
assassination of King Ananda.25X1 intelligence 
speculated that Communist guerrilla.~ had got 
Thompson. There wa.~ the chance, too, that a leopard 
hud carried him off. "'Unlike tigers." an officer 
reported, " leopards h.thitually dispo~ of their vic-
1ims completely." Others remembered that "this 
was not the first time that Thompson had disap­
peared." He might have vanished on purpose " in 
order to contact Ho Chi Minh with the hope of seek­
ing peuce in Vietnam:·:• 

Sister's Murder 

The strun~c murder of Thompson's sister, Katherine 
Wood, in her Pennsylvania home in August 1967 
fueled further rumors. She wa.~ beaten Ill death with 
a heavy instrument while sleeping in her bedroom at 
her hmlated e.~1a1c. Nothing. wa.~ taken. The dogs dtd 
nlll hark. Pulice found no weapon, no fingerprints. 
nn motive, no murderer. 

The case ha.~ never been solved. Newspaper repuners 
naturally connected it to Thompson·s disappearance. 
but 1hey could nut discern what the link migh1 be. 
A ll that could be said for sure was tha1 sumi:thing 
mysterious was happening 10 the Thompson 
fami ly.:• 

Speculations 

-Bangkok S1a1ion continued 10 follow rumors abou1 
Thompson fur the ne,11 five years. Over time. the 
stories auaincd a certain coherence. Most proceeded 
from the premise lhat Thompson was alive and lhat 
his disappearance was somehow connected to his 
old friendship with Pridi Phanomyong. The Slation 
tracked various .. sightings .. of Thompson, alone or 
with Pridi, in Hong Kong, Tahiti, Singapore. and 
Hainan. When Thompson failed 111 return after 
several years, the rumor changed sl ig.h1ly. People 
remembered thal Pridi's Free Thai forces hud been 
uctive in 1967 along lhc Thai-Maluysia border. 

Jim Thompson 

Thompson had probably been kidnapped and wa.s 
being held againsl his will. 

Eventually. inevi1ably. the CIA was implicated in the 
disappearance. A onetime friend of Thompson's, a 
formidable Chinese woman named Felice Leon-Soh, 
hcgan collecting rumors about Thompson's disap­
pearance and discovered 11 "Norwegian lady" who 
ran a bro1hel on ·orchard Ro.id in Singapore who 
claimed 10 have seen Thompson alive a few days 
after his disappearance. 

Soh claimed that the Indy had known him from his 
visits to her establishment in the early 1960s. " At 
around 4 p.m. on the 27th of Murch, fuur men who 
spoke Malay and who were members of the 
Singupore criminal community came in carrying 
Thompson, who was obviously in a drugged condi­
tion. The four men paid her $1,000 in return fur her 
letting lhem hold Jim in her pluce unli l 7 p.m. when 
arrangements had been made to move him on. From 
wh;n the four men i;aid. she ga1hered Jim wa.,; going 
to be wkcn to the vicinily of Changi. itn RAF huse 
in Singapore for funher tr.inspon on to the us:· u 

From this story, Soh developed 1he theory that 
Thomp~on had heen abducted by the CIA. She 
gainL-d the ear of Thompson's rchnives. who came 
to Bangkok looking for clues. When the Agency de­
nied 1hc family's requests for information under the 
Freedom of lnformalion Act. Soh and the family felt 
their suspicions h:id been confirmed. Some of the 
Agency officials handling the request 1hough1 thul 
the files should be released. just 10 show thal the 
Agency was as confused a.~ anyone else. hu1 it was 
decided that disclo.~ure would set u bad precedent. 
Thus was horn the story retold unnuully ut cor­
responden1s· dinners. 

Mystery and Legend 

Agency files on Thompson contain no clues 10 his 
disappear,mce. If lhe de:iths of Ananda or Ka1herinc 
Wood were solved, they would ccu.~e 10 he mysteric.~ 
and become merely an assassinntion and a homicide 
that happened long ago. Thompson deserves to 

remain an enigma His mys1ery. l ike his house, keepi. 
alivc the bygone Thai land he loved. Jusl as his cul-
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lection evokes a Bangkok that thrived before the 
BMW :membly plants und Union Carbide refineries 
arrived, his legend preserves in story a Tluii l,md 
where secret agents mingled with rcvolu1ionuri es and 
princes, where a man with pluck could make a for­
tune, and where leopards stalked the forests around 
Victorian rcsons. 
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