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The Disappearance of Jim Thompson,  
the “Silk King of Thailand”–  

A Search and Rescue Analysis 



Today we will cover these topics: 

• The exotic life of Jim Thompson 

• The disappearance and search 

• Theories re the disappearance 

• Analysis of the search 

• Murder of Jim’s sister in DE/PA 

• Conclusions and implications 
Jim Thompson in WW II 



The Exotic Life of Jim Thompson 



James Harrison Wilson Thompson: b. 1906 in Greenville, Delaware 

-- 1928, B. Arch. 

-- 1929-31, studied design 

-- Architect & designer, 1931-41 
-- Spoke fluent French 
-- Gracious, cultured, occasional hot temper 
-- Piercing blue eyes 
-- Businessman, wonderful eye for color, sales 
    genius, creative, too trusting of subordinates 
-- OSS Intelligence officer, rising to CIA  “agent of      

influence” 
-- No children, divorced early, many affairs 
-- Art expert and avid Asian art collector     
      



Army private to OSS Lt. Col. during WW II…  

…then resigned – sort of 

This sentence still redacted  by CIA – AFTER 70 YEARS!  



Jim built the Thai silk industry  



His house/museum in Bangkok is fabulous 



Jim entertained almost every night… 

Somerset  
Maugham (ex-MI5) 

Doris Duke Barbara Hutton 

Tenn. Wms. 



…and had clients all over the world 

Queen Sirikit 
 of Thailand with  JT 

The cast of Ben-Hur 



The Disappearance and Search  



He went for Easter vacation to Tanah Rata, Malaysia 

214 curves on the road up 

Still some terrific views 

Classic “CH” 
Cameron  
Highlands 
Land Rovers 

1960s view  

Some tacky 
resorts now 



Jim awoke, went to church and a picnic… 

Last  
known 
photo 

Jim’s bedroom – you can sleep there too 

Stayed at the Moonlight Bungalow 



…took a short afternoon walk… 

…and vanished forever 

The Moonlight Bungalow = 
the last known point (LKP) 

View 
to NW 

View to S 
View to W 



Theories re the Disappearance 



FBI, US DoS, CIA, Malay & Thai police turned up nothing 



Myriad possible suspects… 
 

Fine Arts  
   Dept.? 

Ex-lover and art  
associate 

Lisa Lyons?  
Communist terrorists? 

CIA, peeved over Jim’s  
supposed opposition to VN war? 

UN Amb. Chas. 
Yost? 

JT’s lover 
Irena Yost 



…in numerous      
possible conspiracies 

Business associates of 
deceased 

Field Marshall & PM? 

Sick ex-wife Pat Thraves 
= not a suspect  

Link to corrupt Aussie/CIA bank? 

Homosexual  
lover? 

Malay  
gangs? 

[“b7d” = redacted by FBI due to confidential informant] 



Did Ed Pollitz sight JT in 
Tahiti in June 1967? 
Unlikely but possible 

Wm. Bundy, 
Asst. SecState 

for E Asia 



Capt. Philip Rivers 
contends Jim was 
hit by a speeding 
truck, body buried, 
and bones found 
much later… 
 
 
 
…but no proven 
relation of the 
bones to JT, and 
bones possibly  
not human   



Four books have described Jim’s life, the case, and causes… 

Possible accident,  
or kidnapping? 

Possible murder by 
business rival? 

Voluntary  departure 
to help solve VN war? 

Left CH to start new 
life elsewhere, spotted 
in Tahiti later in 1967 

…none have analyzed the search itself   



Analysis of the Search 



Key new research  
questions: 

• What obstacles did the search 
encounter? 

• What was the quantity and quality 
of the search? 

• What was the probability of 
success (PoS) of the search? 

• What cited causes and witnesses 
can be eliminated?  

• What was JT like as a subject? 



I interviewed actual 1967 participants, including: 

Lt. Denis 
Horgan, 
US Army 
searcher 

Capt. Mohammad, Malay Army  
search leader 

Cikgo “The 
Teacher,” 
volunteer 
searcher 

Perak Aleyak,  Boy Scout searcher 

Taxi driver Ng Kiew Chay, 
aka “Jim Thompson,”  

searcher, refused interview! 

Madi, his house  
searched, writing book 

Me and Malaysian Police staff 



The search terrain 
is very rugged, high,  
thick jungle 

Moonlight  
Bungalow, 
LKP, 5118 ft.  

Cameron 
Highlands (CH) 



Moonlight Bungalow 

Numerous ravines, streams and drainages; 
in which Jim got lost the previous day… 

…and liked it! 



Key search locations  

“Kitchen trail” behind MB (#2) 

Jim got into car here? (#9) 

Two-headed ridge to the NW (#4) 



Witnesses after the LKP = mostly low credibility… 

…using GPS and Google Earth, I impeached two  
witnesses as too far (200 & 254 yds) to have recognized Jim 

Witness viewed “hornet’s nest” from 254 yards 
        (location #8 looking across to #5 on map) 

Fatimah claims saw JT from close up 

Servant stated saw JT sitting on this stone, smoking (#9) 

Witness location at Lutheran Bungalow, 200 yards from MB in distance 



 
DATE 

SEARCH 
DAY 

 
HIGHLIGHTS 

EST. 
PERSON 

DAYS 

Sun, 3/26/67 1 Hasty search in evening 8 

Mon, 3/27/67 2 Hasty search up to 300 160 

Tue,  3/28/67 3 300 searchers, orang asli 300 

Wed, 3/29/67 4 Helos, $10K USD reward  119 

Thu, 3/30/67 5 100 searchers + mystics 100 

Fri, 3/31/67 6 Gen. Black arrives 105 

Sat, 4/1/67 7 Black, Army, PD, mystics 130 

Sun, 4/2/67 8 Gen. Black leaves 125 

Mon, 4/3/67 9 Assume 100 x 6 hrs ea + 75 

Tue, 4/4/67 10 More reward, now $25K 75 

Wed, 4/5/67 11 50 Police searched 57 

Thu, 4/6/67+ 12+ Rich Noone search 4/23 194 

TOTAL 1448 

Est. 1448 SAR person-days delivered, probably largest 
search on land in SE Asia 

Type of “bloodhound” used  



About 17.7+ sq. mi. needed to be searched… 

Only known photo of search -- 
note close spacing and thick growth 3 mile radius (yellow line) = 17.7 sq mi; 

6 mile radius (lt green) = 70 sq mi!  



Area searched  
       (sq. mi.)  = 

   

Spacing (ft)  x  11,584 (hrs.) 
______________________________________________________ 
 

5280  (ft)  x  3.5 (hrs./mi.) 
 
 
 

11 sq. mi. =   reasonable est., 
based on  2/5 of searchers at 
120 ft. spacing but at 5.25 
hrs/mi; 1/5 at 8 ft. spacing at 
7 hrs/mi; and 2/5 of searchers 
ineffective   

…but only about 11 sq. mi. was searched  



Probability of Detection (PoD) is problematic  

See the cap, at 
distance of 6 ft.? 

PoD = only 63%, even if entire segment is fully searched once 

NASAR formula:  



Probability of 
 Success (PoS) 
 

= 
 Probability of 
 Detection (PoD) 
 

x 
Probability of 
  Area (PoA) 
 High Est.: 

 

Low Est.: 
 

0.63 
 

x 

x 

0.55 
 

47% 
 

0.75 
 

30% 
 

0.55 
 

= 

= 

“Probability of Area” is the probability 
that the subject is in that search segment 

Thus the chances are good (53-70%) that the remains of 
Jim Thompson are still in the Cameron Highlands  
Note: if Coverage is only 11/17.7 sq mi coverage, = 62%, then PoD = only 47%, and .47 x .55 =  only 26% for PoS low estimate 



The Int’l SAR Incident Database (ISRID) can provide 
insights 

JT = typical male: lost 

The JT search = atypically long 
But length of search is not  
related to distance from IPP 
(initial planning point) 

“no trace” = very atypical 
 

JT = likely within 4 mi of IPP 

JT could be lower OR higher 
than the IPP elevation 



There were many issues  
with the search 

• Low training and experience in SAR 

• No searching beyond 200 yards of trails, altho 
JT often hiked off-trail, cross-country 

• Apparently no attempt to “block” trails 

• One famous mystic, Peter Hurkos, shaped the 
investigation, and 118 others distracted it 

• Likely “scenario lock” on JT leaving the Cameron 
Highlands, due to 3 dogs not able to pick up 
scent trail leaving Moonlight Bungalow 

• Only 3% of manpower needed was delivered 

• Many disparate searchers: Malay, British, US 
Army, police, Scouts, volunteers, patients, orang 
asli, mystics, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

Peter Hurkos,  
“Leading Psychic of the Century” 



Disparate searchers create major problems… 

 

 

 

 

 …if the SAR effort is 10x bigger, it is 
about 150x more likely to have 
communication problems 

From Lew Toulmin et al.,  
Int’l Journal of Mass Emergencies, 
Aug. 1989 



Jim Thompson as a search subject is 
quite unusual 

• Left wallet, money, meds, passport,  
      cigarettes, driving license behind 
• Was “exhilarated” to be lost the day before 

the disappearance 
• Made 7 blunders in 2/3 days re departing BKK, 

not notifying friends, no gear, etc.  
• Poor health, not in good shape 
• Millionaire, no gambling, alcoholism, drugs 
• Some powerful enemies 
• Depressed 
• Avid risk taker?  Reckless? 
• Trying to recapture youthful adventures? 

 
 



Many cited causes can be reasonably eliminated… 

• “Close associates in CH” – possible but unlikely 

• “Widow-maker limbs” – possible, feared by SAS 

 

 

 

…but some should be added 

• “Leopard attack”  -- no leopards in the CH 

• “Caves,” “quicksand,” “snapping traps” – none 

• “Orang asli pit trap” or “orang asli murder” – no 
such traps reported in search, OA questioned  

• “Bore holes” – none 

• “Suicide” – no evidence; JT doc says no 

• “Murder by main beneficiary of estate” or “ex-
wife” – not feasible 

• “Tiger attack” -- none since perhaps 1920 

 

 

 



And various possible causes remain 

• “Snake bite” -- possible but statistically 
unlikely 

• “Kidnapping by local gangs” or by 
“Communist  terrorists”  – possible but 
not the right M.O., & no note 

• “Kidnapping or assassination by CIA or 
business rivals” – no evidence, unlikely 
to be done in CH 

• “Meeting & departure” – unlikely, no 
evidence 

• “Intentional disappearance” – very 
unlikely, no money trail 

• “Accident in jungle and body missed in 
SAR” – possible, moderately likely 

• “Gall bladder attack” – possible, 
moderately likely 
 

 
 



Murder of Jim’s Sister in PA 



Jim’s older sister was 
brutally murdered  
in PA in August 1967… 

…case still 
unsolved 



Sadly, Katharine’s 
son is a suspect… 

…especially since he killed 
himself four years later  

• Maid 
• Handyman 
• Local lawyer 
• Drifter 
• Communist terrorists 
• Jim Thompson! 

Other 
possible  

but unlikely 
suspects: 

But no 
proof 

against 
anyone 



Conclusions and Implications 



Conclusions    --  and   --  implications: 

• Search was large but 
insufficient and flawed 

• 53-70%+ chance that JT’s 
remains are in CH 

• Conspiracy = possible but 
less likely 

• JT remains might be 
findable 

• Murder in PA likely not 
connected to JT’s 
disappearance 
 
 

• Search now using scenarios, 
Mattson voting, probability heat 
mapping, cadaver dogs and DNA 
has some chance  

• SAR is often not done well, in US 
and in LDCs, due to under-
funding and lack of training 

• Understanding of SAR is poor 
• Explorers Club needs policy on 

Flags to search for  
     missing Members 



Heavy math will be 
done after any future 
scenario analysis and 
Mattson voting 

Heat map of 
probability of location 

for missing 2007 
aircraft wreckage 

(N222TB) off Oregon, 
using SAROPS software  

(credit: METRON Corp., 2015) 

“Heat map” and GE view of probability of 
location for Steve Fossett aircraft missing on 

land in NV/CA 
(credit: Colleen Keller & Larry Stone, “Applying Optimal Search 

Theory to Inland SAR: Steve Fossett Case Study,” May 2009) 

Heat map view of probability of location for 
MH370 aircraft missing in Indian Ocean  

(credit: METRON, “Likelihood Function for MH370 Debris,” August 
2015; legends added by Toulmin) 

Approx.  
current  
search area 

Examples of probability analyses 



For a free copy of this briefing 
or a detailed report on the 
Thompson case, see: 

 

www.themosttraveled.com/
new/new_land.html     
 

  or  

Google:  “Jim Thompson 
Toulmin new adventures” 

 

http://www.themosttraveled.com/new/new_land.html
http://www.themosttraveled.com/new/new_land.html


THANKS! 
and 

GOOD HUNTING!!!! 


