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Thailand’s Secret War

This book is an absorbing account of secret operations and political
intrigue in wartime Thailand. During World War II, Free Thai organi-
zations cooperated with Allied intelligence agencies in an effort to rescue
their nation from the consequences of its 1941 alliance with Japan. They
largely succeeded despite internal differences and the conflicting inte-
rests and policies of their would-be allies, China, Great Britain, and the
United States. London’s determination to punish Thailand placed the
British Special Operations Executive (SOE) at a serious disadvantage in
its rivalry with the American Office of Strategic Services (0SS). The
US State Department, in contrast, strongly supported OSS operations
in Thailand, viewing them as a vehicle for promoting American political
and economic influence in mainland Southeast Asia. Declassification of
the records of the OSS and the SOE now permits full revelation of this
complex story of heroic action and political intrigue.

E. BRUCE REYNOLDS is Professor of History at San José¢ State Uni-
versity. His previous publications include Thailand and Japan ’s Southern
Advance, 1940-1945 (1994) and Fapan in the Fascist Era (2004).
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Preface

When the Japanese attacked Great Britain and the USA in December
1941, they planned to use independent Thailand as the main launch-
ing pad for their invasions of British Malaya and Burma. They expected
cooperation from the ambitious and increasingly dictatorial Thai Pre-
mier, Field Marshal Phibun Songkhram, whom they had helped gain
territory from French Indochina after a brief border war earlier in the
year. After brief initial Thai resistance, Phibun agreed to free passage
for the Japanese forces, then within days agreed to an alliance that made
Thailand Japan’s first true Asian ally. British and American residents
were interned and their properties confiscated. In January 1942, Phibun
declared war on Great Britain and the USA, in May he sent his troops
into the British Shan States, and in 1943 he accepted territory in the Shan
territories and four states in northern Malaya proffered by the Japanese
to ensure his continued support. Thailand had become a critical supply
base for Japanese operations in Burma.

When the tide of war turned against the Axis Powers, Thailand found
itselfin difficult straits. Unless a way could be found to escape the embrace
of Japan, Thailand would go down in flames, too; perhaps even lose
its treasured independence. Phibun’s chief civilian political rival, Pridi
Phanomyong, sought to salvage the nation’s position and gain the political
upper hand by secretly seeking Allied support for a government-in-exile
and an anti-Japanese underground. By this time, the Thai minister in
Washington, Seni Pramot (Pramoj), had initiated Free Thai movements
there and in London, and each of the Allied states had recruited Thai
volunteers it hoped to infiltrate into the country.

My previous book, Thailand and Fapan’s Southern Advance, focused on
the relationship between Thailand and Japan before and during World
War II; this volume examines Thailand’s secret war, this surreptitious
campaign to win the favor of the Allies. Factional and personal differ-
ences among the Thai, the divergent interests of the nations opposing
Japan, and often bitter rivalries between ambitious Allied intelligence
agencies complicated this effort, creating what British Special Operations
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Executive (SOE) Asian Chief Colin Mackenzie aptly described as a “very
tangled skein.”

American and British policies toward Thailand remained out of sync
throughout the war, sparking a particularly intense rivalry between the
American Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and the British SOE. With
strong backing from the State Department, the OSS sought by hook or
by crook to thwart perceived British schemes to “colonize” Thailand.

In the end, Thailand’s secret war proved to be a nearly bloodless affair
and Pridi, with American support, succeeded in saving Thailand from the
worst consequences of Phibun’s alliance with Japan. Problems left over
from the war and long-simmering political jealousies, however, would
ultimately destroy his effort to establish a stable and more democratic
postwar political order.

The declassification of reams of OSS and SOE documents have made
it possible for the first time to explore fully the complexities of Thailand’s
wartime relations with Allied intelligence agencies.






