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It is hard to imagine a more detailed and authoritative book than Thailand’s Secret Wars.  From start to finish, E. Bruce Reynolds has painstakingly crafted an artful story about the machinations of Allied intelligence and Thai politics during World War II. Based on exhaustive primary and secondary research that utilises British, American, Thai, and Japanese sources, the book builds upon Reynolds’ earlier, and equally impressive work, Thailand and Japan’s Southern Advance (1994) and Japan in the Fascist Era (2004). 
Thailand has rarely commanded much attention from Western historians, and the dearth of scholarship on the Thai role in WWII is particularly glaring. As Reynolds notes in the epilogue, there is only one other major English language account of underground movements in Thailand: The Thai Resistance Movement During the Second World War, by John Hasemen. Originally published in 1978, Haseman’s book was at a decided disadvantage without access to any American or British intelligence documents. Thai writers focusing on the country as a whole during the war fared little better. Thamsook Numnonda’s 1977 book, Thailand and the Japanese Presence, also lacked access to government documents – as did Sorasak Ngamcachonkulkid’s The Free Thai Movement and Thailand’s Internal Political Conflicts, translated into English in 1991. Reynolds, therefore, is the first to use declassified documents from the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and the British Special Operations Executive (SOE). He augments this with oral histories gathered from pertinent American, British, and Thai players. The result is a magnificently well-rounded body of research that stands alone in examining Thailand’s fascinating war-time experience.    

In the preface, Reynolds maps out the general context of WWII for Thailand. The only country in Southeast Asia never to have been colonised, Thailand – better known as Siam until 1939 -  has always jealously guarded its independence. The acumen of ancient Thai diplomacy was, however, seriously undermined by manifest political changes in the 1930s. In 1932 the absolute monarchy was overthrown by a group of mostly Western-educated intellectuals calling themselves “Promoters” behind the banner of the “People’s Party” movement. As was true in many other Asian countries, the revolution spawned a range of interests and directions within the Thai political spectrum, and soon the Promoters were at odds with one-another. Left-leaning intellectuals gradually rallied around the French-educated lawyer, Pridi Phanomyong, while more conservative revolutionaries backed the military hero of the revolution, Phibun Songkhram. After several years of jockeying for power, Phibun emerged as Premier in 1938. Inspired by the rise of fascist dictators in Europe he immediately implemented an authoritarian government, clamping down on political rivals and, in effect, derailing any movement for democratisation. Moreover, Phibun was enamoured with the ultra-nationalist and anti-Western tide building in Japan. Considering Siam to be too “colonial” and Western, he changed the country’s name to Prathet Thai or Thailand – literally, “Land of the Free” – and then embarked on an ambitious foreign policy by bolstering the country’s armed forces and aggressively posturing against French and British colonial interests on its borders.
This led Thailand down a perilous path convergent with Japan’s territorial expansion. Bent on securing access to vital natural resources in Southeast Asia, the Japanese saw Thailand as a strategic crossroads and potentially valuable ally. With Japanese encouragement Thai nationalism radicalised as war broke out in Europe. Taking advantage of Western preoccupation with events there, in January 1941 Phibun attacked French Indochina in an attempt to reclaim for Thailand territory in Laos and Cambodia. Japan intervened diplomatically and brokered an agreement favourable to the Thais, earning Phibun’s gratitude. Yet despite his new-found friendship with Tokyo, Phibun, like many Thais, remained suspicious of Japanese intentions and was anxious to guard Thailand’s independence. In Chapter 1 Reynolds broaches the differing opinions historians have of Phibun on this point, and convincingly argues that the controversial leader was more the victim of his own ambitions than deeply committed to the Japanese. The end result, however, was the same. By the end of 1941 Thailand, however reluctantly, was in the Japanese orbit.  Phibun’s fate was sealed when Japanese forces demanded access to Thai rail links to facilitate attacks on British positions in Malaya. A few short hours before the assault on Pearl Harbour, and without a clear response from the Thai government, the Japanese began landing troops in peninsular Thailand. After confused, scattered resistance from Thai army and police units, Phibun finally acquiesced and gave the Japanese “permission” to use Thai territory while publicly claiming that the country’s independence remained intact. That pretence was finally dispensed with when on January 25, 1942 Phibun signed a formal alliance with Japan and declared war on the Western powers. 
However, as Reynolds lays out in Chapter 1, the declaration was not reciprocated. The Oxford-educated Thai minister in Washington, M.R. Seni Pramot, quickly indicated his opposition to Phibun’s decision. After a series of meetings with top U.S. officials, including Secretary of State Cordell Hull, Seni announced that he would lead a “Free Thai” movement in support of the Allies. Although reluctant to recognise a government-in-exile, Reynolds notes that the Roosevelt administration immediately recognized the value Thailand represented as a possible strategic foothold in Southeast Asia. Worried about the restoration of colonial power in the region by a vindictive Britain and France, and even concerned about the spectre of Chinese domination after the war, American officials took some interest in Thailand’s plight. 

Not surprisingly, this was easier said than done. Reynolds notes that Seni and his small staff in Washington - just two secretaries and a military attaché – had just $US 2000 in accounts with which to operate. There was also little knowledge about Thailand among American officials, and few people with whom Seni could effectively work. As Seni himself noted, most Americans saw the country as having only “Siamese twins and cats.” (p. 20) More importantly, the country’s image had been severely tarnished by the Franco-Thai War and Phibun’s alliance with Tokyo. The first priority, therefore, was to convince Americans that most Thais did not support the Japanese, and that the Free Thai were the peoples’ real voice. With the assistance of State Department expert Kenneth Langdon, Seni began his public relations campaign. Yet even if he succeeded in his effort to convince Americans, Seni faced an almost insurmountable problem with the British. With Japanese advances in Malaya and Burma, officials in London were not well disposed towards the Thais. In fact, throughout the book Reynolds notes the centrality of the differing positions Americans and British had in dealing with Thailand. Throughout the war and in the immediate post-war climate he presents this divide as the key determinant in Thailand’s future. Although hostile towards Bangkok, the British government was anxious to remain influential in the region, and accordingly began sponsorship of another resistance movement based in London, ostensibly led by Prince Suphasawatwongsanit Sawatdiwat, better known as Chin.  

With exacting detail Reynolds hammers out the origins of both Thai movements, careful to stress their small sizes and the myriad difficulties in their organization. In doing so, Reynolds also focuses on the divide within the Thai polity at home and abroad, most of which revolved around the question of Pridi as de facto leader of all Thai resistance given his opposition to Phibun’s leadership. More than just a question of personalities, the problem struck deep at the heart Thai culture. Although well-respected and popular with many Thais, Pridi’s anti-monarchical politics did not sit well with either Seni or Chin, both of whom were from royal families. Some even considered him to be a socialist or communist, which was of great concern in the devoutly Buddhist country.  
Chapters 1 and 2 also cover the extremely complicated wrangling of bureaucracies within the American and British governments. Reynolds details the difficulties in the United States just deciding which department would actually be assigned to work with any Free Thai movement. There was also the question of command in the field, particularly when it came to convincing the irascible General Joseph Stilwell, the American Chief of Staff to Chiang Kai-shek, that operations would be based in southern China. One of the great strengths of Reynolds’ books is the attention paid not just to problems stemming from personalities and egos at the top, but also to those actually responsible for day-to-day operations of the Free Thai. He discusses in detail the rivalry between Seni, who was “like listening to a proverb” (p. 33)  and the alcoholic womanizer Khap Kunchon, the military attaché given field command of the first small Free Thai contingent in China. Similarly, throughout the book Reynolds also covers a variety of fascinating characters on the American side, such as OSS Colonel Francis Devlin, U.S. Navy Captain Milton “Mary” Miles, OSS Major Richard Heppner, and OSS Captain John Wester. Reynolds also makes abundantly clear the intricacies of simply keeping the Free Thai and their trainers alive through harrowing months of travel, sunken ships, and outbreaks of malaria (p. 41-45).  
The “China Tangle” as Reynolds calls it brings to the forefront of the book a very strong thesis. Behind dynamics particular to Thai resistance movements looms the essential calculation: the emergence of the United States as a great power in Asia-Pacific. Citing Christopher Thorne, Reynolds draws out the fact that the Americans, British, and Chinese were “allies of a kind,” not always agreeing on matters. At the heart of this contention was U.S. support for the dismantling of European empires. Effectively, Reynolds quotes British Minister of State Richard Law, who noted in 1942 “that the United States stands for something in the world – something of which the world has need, something which the world is going to like, something in the final analysis, which the world is going to take whether it likes it or not” (p. 49). Behind this over-arching theme Reynolds lays out differences of opinion in London and Washington towards Chiang Kai-shek, and fears in both capitals about the extension of Chinese power in Southeast Asia. By extension, Reynolds presents not only the beginning of the end of European colonialism, but also the nascent order in the region that would develop with the Cold War. 
Thailand’s Secret Wars does not, however, stray far from the point. Reynolds constantly brings the reader back to American and British intelligence operations with Thai resistance movements, stressing the existence of a fairly open rivalry between the OSS and SOE. He adds to this the dynamics of the Nationalist Chinese, who were plagued with their own internal bureaucratic rivalries and competing intelligence agencies. So thick were problems between the three allies that the head of the OSS, William “Wild Bill” Donovan, personally intervened – by July 1943 securing an informal working relationship with the British on operations run out of China and India. Chapter 3 is devoted to Chamkat Phalangjun, the personal envoy for Pridi sent to China in 1944 in the hopes of connecting resistance groups abroad with opposition within Thailand. What Reynolds characterises as “Byzantine political relations among the Allies” (p. 91) is best illustrated here, as are the obstacles confronting both the OSS Free Thai and the SOE Force 136 in actually starting any operations. Chapter 4, “Showdown in Friendship Valley”, continues the sagas against the backdrop of major Allied decisions taken at the Quebec Agreement to establish a Southeast Asian command theatre under the British without consulting the Chinese, and presidential sanction for independent OSS operations in based in both China and Ceylon. In Chapter 5 Reynolds highlights the “frustrated hopes” of OSS Free Thai operations in China trying to work their way through Indochina to Thailand. For example, he tells the tale of five men, dressed as merchants, heading out in February 1944 with Yunnanese traders from Ssumao in southern China through Laos. The threat of tigers, wild elephants, and disease stand in their way, but none are as imposing as the bandits, warlords, and French patrols they face. Add to that the reality of early rains, a lack of facility in local dialects, and suspicions about the Chinese sabotaging the Americans to better their own Thai operations. All told, it is not hard to see why by the end of 1944 of the eleven Free Thai set out, two were dead, three were in police custody, and the fates of the rest were unknown. 
In Chapter 6 Reynolds turns to the British Force 136, and the similar problems they endured getting operations into Thailand. He also returns to the question of Thai politics by dealing with Phibun’s handling of resistance movements inside and outside the country. Reynolds argues that Phibun was afraid of reprisals for his alliance with Japan from the British in particular, and thus initiated attempts to win favour with the Allies. Accordingly, he and his Police Chief Adun Adundetcharat secretly worked to keep captured Thai operatives out of Japanese hands. They may have even aided and abetted more successful OSS infiltrations of the country later in 1944 through the Shan and Lao states. By August, after many abortive attempts the OSS finally managed to establish radio and eventually secret personal contact with Pridi, bringing the Americans directly into the fray of Thai politics. Reynolds notes Washington’s conviction that Thailand was, in the words of a top OSS official, “politically the most important post-war consideration in Southeast Asia” (p. 222) – an especially important assertion given the sudden resignation of Phibun that July. Chapters 7, 8, and 9 follow that thread, detailing Washington’s gradual commitment to Pridi as the next Thai leader, and the clandestine establishment of an OSS detachment in Bangkok by April 1945. In dealing with the closing months of the war Reynolds discusses American and British concerns about an outright Japanese occupation of Thailand, the spectre of a civil war, and, in Washington, endless bureaucratic in-fighting over supply and support for the Free Thai.   
Appropriately titled “The End Game”, chapter 10 reiterates the dichotomy between British and American views over Thailand in the immediate post-war. Adamant that the Thais had willingly chosen an alliance with Japan, many British officials saw Thailand as a “stepchild of the Empire” (p. 369) which should be punished. American officials, on the other hand, saw Thailand as “one of the spots in the Orient most favourable to the development of capitalist democracy”, with some noting that Thai leaders were so friendly they would “allow the setting up of almost any type of secret activity” (p. 371) – one of the major premises on which the U.S.-Thai relationship evolved in the 1950s and 1960s. Reynolds argues that because of their hostility to the Thais the British lacked a real policy, and were “totally unprepared” for the post-war reality in Southeast Asia (p. 380). Their main failure lied in their inability to deal with Pridi, and their refusal to moderate claims against Thailand for its role in the war.  Conversely, American success was borne of an early recognition that Thailand could be integral to any projection of U.S. power in the region, and a distinct flexibility in dealing with the labyrinthine world of Thai politics. The latter contention is made abundantly clear with Reynolds’ discussion of Pridi’s decline shortly after he assumed power. Not only did the Americans quickly abandon him when Thai royalists resurged in 1946, but they eventually welcomed the return of his arch-rival, Phibun, as an anti-communist strongman in the emerging Cold War.  
The only reasonable criticism one could make of Thailand’s Secret Wars is that it is too meticulous. The details Reynolds provides about OSS and SOE operations are so extensive that a casual reader could be easily overwhelmed. Equally confusing would be the almost endless bureaucratic wrangling within and among the American, British, and Chinese governments, or information on the numerous personalities on all sides who come and go in the book. It seems nothing is left out, and of course this is also the book’s greatest strength. For serious students of Thailand, intelligence operations, and WWII in Southeast Asia, Reynolds is mandatory reading. In fact, it is doubtful that on its subject matter Thailand’s Secret Wars will ever be eclipsed.  
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