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Thai Coup; On the street 

The military helicopters that buzzed over the Thai capital's skyscrapers for days should have been a warning that a coup was in the air. 

But the city's 10 million residents awoke yesterday stunned, and later elated, by the news that Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra had been ousted from office. 

Since the beginning of the year, people-power protests in Bangkok have failed to get Mr Thaksin to stand down from office, after an election in February won by his Thai Rak Thai party was annulled because of irregularities. 

He just wouldn't go away. 

Now, some are suggesting Mr Thaksin is lucky that his controversial reign - he was first elected prime minister in 2001 - was brought to an end through a coup and not his assassination. 

"The people in the thinking and urban public have tried their best to get Thaksin to leave through protests and eventually this is what happens," opposition senator Mechai Viravaidya told The Australian Financial Review. 

"This is probably a step better than people killing him." 

Bangkok residents rushed to take photos with their mobile phone cameras of the half-dozen army tanks and eight humvees with machine-gun mounts that had rolled in to block the entrance to Government House and King Bhumibol Adulyadej's residence. 

The military apologised for the inconvenience of the coup and requested that people stay off the streets, and at home, after declaring yesterday a national holiday. 

Many people - bus drivers, street sweepers, shop attendants - turned up for work unaware the coup had occurred. Work was quickly forgotten as people tuned in their televisions and radios and read newspapers to catch up on events. 

Others who had not witnessed Thailand's last military coup, 15 years ago, ignored pleas to stay at home and went to see the action amid pouring rain. 

They found almost 40 military officers with large yellow ribbons draped on their chests, arms and guns. Some even wore smiles. Yellow symbolises King Bhumibol, who is seen as a stabilising force. 

The military had also placed pink roses and carnations atop the tanks. 

Mr Thaksin's business dealings and mercurial nature had intensified angst in Thailand recently, and he had refused to declare whether he would contest an election scheduled for November. 

The anti-Thaksin campaign had grown and the media had resorted to name-calling, dubbing him "Thugsin" and likened his treatment of Thai politics to a soap opera. 

Mr Thaksin, who was in New York when the coup occurred, tried to declare a state of emergency via a telephone address, but it was cut off. 

"It was funny to watch his address being stopped," said Teerayut Teerapipattananpong, a 39-year-old shop attendant. 

"There has been so much fighting over Mr Thaksin. It's good now that it's over - it's been so bad for business." 

The coup has ended the uncertainty and Bangkok's residents are not worried about who will next govern. But it's unlikely the rest of Thailand will be so happy: Mr Thaksin had strong rural support. 

"I'm not scared of the future," said Ronnarit Boonthong, a 35-year-old taxi driver, who went to watch the tanks and humvees. He said he was tired of the alleged corruption of the Thaksin government. 

"This is good for the country and the King." 
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