
A Tribute to Nitya 
Pibulsonggram ’59W: 
Ambassador, Trustee,  
and Friend
nitya pibulsonggram, Wilbraham Class of 1959 
was a close friend of mine for more than 49 years.  
I first met Nid, as his friends knew him, in 
September 1955 when I came to Wilbraham. At 
that time Wilbraham was the school of choice  
for Thai Students studying in the U.S.; it was 
chosen because the Thai Ambassador to the U.N. 
and the U.S., Pote Sarasin ’25W, had attended 
many years before. Nid was the youngest son of 
Marshall Plaek Pibulsonggram and his wife, 
Thanphuying La-iad. Marshall Pibulsonggram 
was and remains an important figure in Thai 
history having been one of the leaders of the 
revolution who changed Siam from an Absolute 
Monarchy to a nation with a constitution. He also 
modernized Thai society and changed the name  
of the country to Thailand. Marshall Pibulsonggram 
was Prime Minister from 1938 to 1944 and  
again from 1948 to 1957.

At Wilbraham, Nid was an outstanding student 
as well as the Academy’s leading tennis player. But 
it wasn’t just sports and studies that occupied his 
time. He was also quite adept at cooking noodles, 
a Thai staple not found in the dining hall, with  
an immersion coil in his room. This was not a very 
clandestine matter as the pungent Thai fish sauce, 
Nam Pla, was generously dispensed when the noodles 
were served. One could smell it from one end  
of the fourth floor of Rich Hall to the other. The 
Thai students always spent holidays at the Thai 
Embassy in Washington, DC, and on one occasion I 
was invited to join. They maintained a nightclub  
in the Embassy basement complete with a Jazz group 
made up of college students and fuelled by trips  
to junk food takeout establishments such as Hot 
Shoppes or McDonalds.

Wilbraham sent one student per year to 
Dartmouth College and Nid went up to Hanover 
in 1959. Bill Danforth ’56W convinced Nid to  
join his fraternity Kappa Kappa Kappa, which was 
located next to my own fraternity house, so I  
saw Nid on many occasions during our time in 
Hanover. He then went on to obtain an M.A.  

at Brown and married Pat, a Rhode Island School 
of Design student, shortly thereafter. She was  
not only an extremely talented woman, but she 
also provided invaluable support to Nid throughout 
his career.

I made contact with Nid once again in 1970 
when I was posted to Thailand by the U.S. 
Agency for International Development and he was 
a diplomat starting his career at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. Pat and my ex-wife, Nancy, (who 
was also a foreign service officer with USAID)  
hit it off from the start and we all had many 
wonderful times together during my five and a 
half years there.

In addition to regular Saturday afternoon 
tennis games in his compound that were invariably 
won by Nid and his partners, Nid, Pat, Nancy  
and I would play bridge from time to time. These 
games were the venue for some quite enlightening 
discussions which really opened my eyes to 
different ways of looking at politics and economics. 
On one occasion I condemned corruption roundly 
and Nid pointed out that if a corrupt transaction 
resulted in investment in a productive enterprise, 

one that would not otherwise have occurred, it 
might have a positive economic effect. 
Corruption is bad when the transaction leads to 
an overly expensive investment or the people  
of the country suffer. He pointed out a balanced 
Ph.D. dissertation on the subject to me and my 
views since then have been informed by this very 
complicated discussion. Through a conversation 
over cards, Nid provided me with a life lesson: 
there are very complex outcomes to human 
interactions and one should be wary of passing 
judgment without thorough analysis.

In addition to renting fishing boats for 
overnight adventures to quiet islands in the Gulf 
of Thailand and car trips to the nature reserve  
at Khao Yai where we ended a long hike through 
the forest by picking leeches off of each other’s 
legs, Nid and Pat would host visits to their beach 
house north of Hua Hin. This house had been  
the refuge for Burmese President U Nu when he 
was overthrown in 1952 and for whom Nid’s 
father provided sanctuary. Nid’s decisiveness was 
demonstrated when, at one of these gatherings,  
he opened a shutter and it crashed to the ground. 

▼ �Nitya Pibulsonggram ’59W with a wax figure of his father, historical Thai figure Marshall Pibulsonggram,  
at Madame Tussauds in Bangkok.
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He then planned and built a new eco-friendly 
house as a replacement, which was years ahead of 
its time. It was at one of these excursions that Pat 
earned a world beating Scrabble score by entering 

“quahogs” on a triple word square using all seven 
letters and earning 143 points. Nid quieted the 
protests in his best diplomatic way by convincing 
the Aussies present that a quahog was an essential 
part of the New England diet.

While I was in Bangkok Nid joined his 
Foreign Minister in opening relations with China 
and participated in negotiations with a North 
Vietnamese delegation that turned up shortly after 
the fall of Saigon to claim a number of planes  
that the South Vietnamese air force had flown to 
Thailand.

Nid was Ambassador to the U.S. between 1996 
and 2000. While serving, he advanced the interests 
of Thailand and maintained excellent relations 
with the U.S. while running a large and 
complicated Embassy, which is akin to running  
a corporation. He was an excellent manager  
as well as an astute diplomat.

He was a strong supporter of WMA and served 
on the Board of Trustees for a number of years. 
He was active in fundraising for the Academy and 
he and Pat were generous of both their time  
and treasure in supporting the school. He delivered 
a wonderful eulogy at the memorial service for 
former Head of School Gray Mattern.

Nid subsequently served as Permanent 
Secretary of the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and then as Foreign Minister between 2006 and 
2008. He passed away far too soon on May 25, 
2014 at the age of 72. His funeral was sponsored 
by the Royal Family and attended by over  
1,000 people. 

WMA should be proud to have been a 
contributor to the making of this extraordinary 
person whose astute and masterful diplomacy  
led to many advances in Thai-U.S. relations, as 
well as between Thailand and many other  
nations. His empathy, the core skill for a good 
diplomat, was evident in all he did, as was  
his excellence in working with people. WMA  
has lost a fast friend and valuable supporter. 

�Nitya Pibulsonggram ’59W, with his wife Patricia, in his 
office during his time as Foreign Minister.
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