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Feature New movie|The Last Executioner

THAILAND’S LAST EXECUTIONER

This man shot 
55 people.
It was his Karma

Image from the book, The Last Executioner, 
published by Maverick House
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A new movie being released this month tells the chilling story of Chavoret Jaruboon, 

who executed 55 people in a 19-year career at Bang Kwang Prison. 
DON LINDER, who wrote the screenplay, met Chavoret and remembers in this article a 

man of many surprisingly good qualities

KHUN Chavoret Jaruboon executed 55 
people, including one woman. And yet, I 
am very sorry we never got to be closer 
friends.
 Khun Chavoret is better known as “The 
Last Executioner,” which is also the title 
of his 2006 autobiography in English. He 
worked at Bang Kwang Prison (sensation-
alized as ‘The Bangkok Hilton’ in the movie 
with Nicole Kidman) for 33 years, and was 
the executioner from 1984 to 2003.
 So, 55 executions over 19 years – it 
wasn’t exactly like he arrived at work 
each day, punched the clock, and killed 
someone, although it certainly was an 
odd career.
 Chavoret is known as the last execu-
tioner because he was the last person in 
Thailand whose job it was to carry out 
court-ordered executions by gun before 
the switchover to lethal injection, which is 
the method still used.
 I wrote the screenplay of his life story 
– a story of life at its most beautiful and 
death at its most surreal – which will be 
released nationwide this month, pro-
duced by DeWarrenne Pictures.
 The experience of writing the film has 
been almost as bizarre as the story itself.
I first met Chavoret in April 2007 at the 
FCCT (Foreign Correspondents Club of 
Thailand), when he was part of a panel 
discussion on prison life. The others on 
the panel were Susan Aldous, known 
as ‘The Angel of Bangkok’ for her work 
with slum children and prisoners at Bang 
Kwang, and the Thai owner of a travel 
agency arrested for money laundering.
 During the evening, my overwhelm-
ing impression of Chavoret was that he 
was so normal. Watching him sitting 
there in a polo shirt and Dockers – no 
black hood and scythe – he looked like 
anyone I might sit next to on the BTS or 
in Starbucks.
 When it came to the Q and A, the 
questions were unusually softball for the 
FCCT crowd. I ended up asking the last 
questions, which went something like 
this: “You seem like a nice guy and all, 
but how did you reconcile your work with 
your Buddhism? What did you tell your 
family? Did you go out for beers with the 
guys after executions?” (It turns out he 
did).

 I now know that Chavoret had an-
swered variants of these questions a thou-
sand times before. His answers focused 
on karma. It was his karma to do this 
job, and he was compassionately helping 
the prisoners to achieve their karma. It 
was his duty, after all. At the time, this all 
smacked of a well devised construction of 
denial, or worse, an “I was just following 
orders” defense. I wanted to know more, 
so I introduced myself and asked for an 
interview, which his editor arranged.
 A week later, I was in Chavoret’s 
office at Bang Kwang’s Foreign Affairs 
Division which he now headed. Of 
course, I’d read the book by then, so I 
knew of his background. Nevertheless, 
it was still very weird when, without any 
explanation, this 59-year-old executioner 
sat across his desk from me and for 30 
minutes played air guitar and sang Beat-
les, Elvis, and Ventures songs. Then, we 
talked. And talked…for almost five hours.
 It turns out that in his late teens and 
early 20s, he was a wild rock and roller, 
who played guitar behind his back while 
his drummer hung from the ceiling, and 
sometimes smashed his guitars. He was 
really cool, dressed in the tightest 60s 
pants and skinny ties. He and his band, 
Mitra, played the bars in Udon, Ubon, and 
Bangkok where the American GIs partied 
on R&R from the Vietnam War. His favor-
ite bar was aptly named (for an execution-
er-to-be) “Sorry About That” in Udon.
 During this time, he met his 
sweetheart, Khun Tew, whom he 
married and stayed with for 43 
years until his death last year. When 
Khun Tew announced she was preg-
nant, Chavoret, whose father was a 
teacher, decided he needed to do the 
“respectable” thing and get a practical 
job so he could 

support a family.
 After leaving his first love (rock and 
roll) behind for his next love, he tried a 
succession of jobs – teacher, translator on 
an oil rig, paramedic – but none felt right.  
Then, a cousin told him of a civil service 
exam for prison guards.
 Chavoret liked the guaranteed work, 
pension, and education benefits for his 
kids, so he took the exam. He didn’t plan 
to be an executioner. It just happened. It 
was his karma.
 Throughout history, executions in 
Thailand have always been very choreo-
graphed, and often very cruel. If you go 
to the Correction Museum on Mahachai 
Road in Bangkok, you can see paintings 
and dioramas of Thai torture and execu-
tion methods from the Ayutthaya Period 
(1350-1767) to the present.
 Among the 50 or so Ayutthaya Period 
tortures illustrated, my favourite (a 
strange word in this context) is when 
they cut off the flesh of a live prisoner, 
grilled it, and force fed it to him. Behead-
ings were the legal execution method 
from 1903-1934, and these were pretty 
grisly events involving a second person 
whose job it was to dance in front of the 
prisoner and try to distract him while his 
head was hacked off and then placed on a 
stick for all to see.
 Up through the 1930s there was even 
a practice of locking 
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 I’ve had access to his artifacts – amu-
lets, shrines, mobile phone. I’ve even held 
a few of the used targets, complete with 
bullet holes and Chavoret’s handwritten 
notes on the back. Mostly, I’ve gained 
insight into how strongly karma and the 
spirit world are very real dimensions of 
daily Thai life, including Chavoret’s.
 From my meetings with him and 
those around him, it is clear that Cha-
voret was a gentle, funny, caring, and 
very family oriented man. Khun Tew was 
truly the love of his life, and he would 
sacrifice anything in order to provide a 
better life for his daughter and two sons, 
and the granddaughter he loved so much. 
His family, whom I’ve met many times, 
are among the nicest and most well-ad-
justed people I have ever known.
 Chavoret was also a very calm guy. 
His typical pose, in any type of situation 
be it at his desk, on a television interview, 
or lecturing a group of students, was with 
his hands clasped in front of his belly 
– that is, when he wasn’t knocking out 
some rock and roll riffs. He loved to eat, 
especially German food – his favourite 
was pigs’ knuckle – and he loved to drink, 
but he was by no means a drunk.
 He played guitar throughout his life, 
and he loved karaoke, but was terrible at 
singing Thai songs. His favourite karaoke 
song was Sinatra’s ‘My Way.’ He also 
loved American folk music, and American 
country and western (he sang a lot of 
Hank Williams). If he had ever gone to 
a shrink, he would have been diagnosed 
with OCD – he was extremely detailed 

and ordered (before an execution, he 
would come home, take a bath, nap, and 
put on a clean, freshly pressed uniform).
 I’ve discussed the moral and ethical 
dimensions of his work with him and 
those around him, including Phra Ajarn 
Boonnam, his confidante. Basically, it 
boils down to karma and duty.
 When specifically asked if he feared 
he’d built up bad karma, he explained to 
me that karma depends on intent, and Cha-
voret had no murderous intent. “He was an 
executioner, not a killer,” he told me.
 Chavoret also had an incredible sense 
of duty, primarily to his family, but also to 
his superiors. When I asked if he could have 
refused the offer to become executioner, he 
said “absolutely not.” Besides, he received 
an extra 2,000 baht for each execution, and 
that money could help his family.
 There is a kind of karmic irony to the 
story. When Chavoret retired about four 
years ago, he and Tew envisioned an easy 
life ahead. Shortly after, he developed 
cancer – first of the intestine and then 
of the brain – and much of his last years 
were very painful. He never gave up, 
though. Together, he and Phra Boon-
nam lectured on the dangers of drugs 
and criminal life, Chavoret appeared on 
endless television interviews, including 
a bizarre appearance on a game show 
modeled after the American show ‘To Tell 
the Truth,’ and he wrote two books in 
English and four in Thai.
 The final dimension of this story is 
the spirit world, which as a Westerner, 
I’ve come to realize is as real to some 

Thais as the silverware. Although 
Chavoret was not a religious man (he 
considered himself very spiritual), he did 
take measures to protect himself from the 
spirits of the executed and from Yama, 
the Spirit of Death, who plagued him his 
whole life.
 I understood that in order to write 
the story, I had to practice a lot of willing 
suspension of disbelief and make karma 
and spirits a natural and seamless part 
of the narrative. Maybe it isn’t such a 
stretch considering that Chavoret told 
me a story of his 15th birthday when his 
father gave him his first guitar and took 
him to a monk fortune teller. “Your fate is 
to work with death,” he was told.
 In the film, the actor Vithaya Pansri-
ngarm, who recently appeared in ‘Only 
God Forgives’ and in the DeWarrenne 
Pictures’ ‘Mindfulness and Murder,’ 
delivers an incredible performance in 
which he virtually transforms himself into 
Chavoret Jaruboon.
 David Asavanond gives a stunning 
performance as The Spirit, moving seam-
lessly through various manifestations of 
Death, always keeping it real even in the 
most surreal situations. And, look for 
Duangjai Hirunsri’s performance as the 
only woman Chavoret executed, ironical-
ly also named Duangjai.
 The last thing I remember Chavoret 
telling me is, “We Thais believe in destiny 
and fate. I believe in karma.”
  
 Chavoret Jaruboon died on 30 April 
2012 at the age of 64.
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the prisoner into a giant hackeysack 
ball with spikes inside and getting an 
elephant to roll it around.
 From 1934-2003, executions were done 
by gun, until the switch to lethal injection.
 During Chavoret’s tenure at Bang 
Kwang, the process was – and still is – 
the epitome of division of labor. Chavoret 
started at the lowest job, and because he 
was such a responsible and precision-ori-
ented worker, he rose through the ranks 
to when he was offered the executioner’s 
job. It’s worth going through all the jobs 
to know the context in which he worked.
 First is the pi liang, whose job it is to 
get the prisoner from death row. Prison-
ers on death row are still shackled by foot 
23 hours a day. There was no advanced 
notice about executions, so when a pi 
liang came, they all knew someone would 
be dead within a few hours. Next, an es-
cort walked the prisoner, still in shackles, 
across the prison yard, which was full of 
prison personnel, doctors, government 
officials, and witnesses.
 Next stop was the octagonal “cool 
pavilion,” where the prisoner met with 
a monk and was photographed and 

fingerprinted for identification. A guard 
was assigned to give the prisoner a pencil 
and paper to write anything he wanted – a 
letter to his family, to the King, or to Lord 
Buddha, or his last will and testament.  
 The next job was to blindfold the 
prisoner, give him a lotus and some joss 
sticks, and walk him into the execution 
room under a sign which read ‘The End of 
All Suffering.’ (Chavoret later in life said 
it more correctly should have read ‘Death 
Chamber’).
 The next job was to tie the prisoner to 
a standing wooden cross, so he would be 
facing a wall of sand bags with his back 
to the executioner. The prisoner was tied 
to this crucifix with his hands holding 
the lotus in front of him. The next guard 
positioned a standing wooden frame with 
a cloth screen between the prisoner and 
the executioner, and attached a small 
cardboard bulls eye target on the screen 
corresponding to where the prisoner’s 
heart would be if shot from behind.
 Another would wheel in the gun, check 
the mechanism, load the cartridges, and 
aim it. Finally, the execu-
tioner would enter, wai, 

and ask forgiveness of the soon-to-be-ex-
ecuted and Mother Earth (because blood 
would spill on the earth), and at the drop of 
a red flag, he would pull the trigger.
 The gun used was a machine gun. 
Yes. A machine gun! Chavoret told me 
they loaded 15 rounds, and he typically 
got off 9-12 rounds in bursts of three. So, 
the prisoner was pretty well sliced-and-
diced at the end of this long dance.
 About two years ago, I met Tom 
Waller, the film’s producer/director and 
owner of DeWarrenne Pictures, at a 
mutual friend’s birthday dinner. I don’t 
remember how or why the conversation 
got around to executions, but it turned 
out that Tom had for some time wanted to 
do a film of the story, and I had hours of 
personal interaction with Chavoret, so it 
was a good match.
 To me the core of the story has always 
been the archetypal struggle of the artist 
against his or her need for a practical 
self. As I wrote the film that core belief 
remained, fleshed out by the incredible 
access I’ve had to Chavoret’s family, child-
hood friends, monk confidante, former 
band mates, and prison colleagues.
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GUNS AND KARMA
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In The Last Executioner, Vithaya Pansringarm plays Chavoret Jaruboon, a  

death-row prison guard who remains a devoted family man. BY JOE CUMMINGS

C havoret Jaruboon, the last employee of Thailand’s 
corrections system to carry out the death sentence 
by gun, enjoyed an unlikely pre-prison career as 

a wayward rock and roller who played guitar in bands 
entertaining American GIs on R&R in Thailand during the 
Vietnam War.

When the young Chavoret fell in love and started a 
family, he traded in his troubadour lifestyle for that of  
a uniformed guard at Bangkok’s harshest prison, Bang 
Kwang. All prisoners at the infamously nicknamed 
o%DQJNRN�+LOWRQp�ZHDU�OHJ�LURQV�IRU�WKH�ÛUVW�WKUHH�PRQWKV�
of their sentences, while death row inmates wear irons 
permanently welded around their ankles

When a state executioner retired in the 1980s, Chavoret 
IRXQG�KLPVHOI�FUDGOLQJ�D�GHDGO\��PP�DXWRPDWLF�ULÜH�
instead of a guitar. Peering down the barrel of the gun, 

ZKLFK�ZDV�ÛWWHG�ZLWK�D�VLOHQFHU�DQG�PRXQWHG�RQ�D�VWDQG��
the devoted family man eventually executed 55 people, 
LQFOXGLQJ�WKUHH�ZRPHQ��ÛULQJ�XS�WR����EXOOHWV�WKURXJK�WKHLU�
backs and into their hearts. 

Although not a religious man – Chavoret was born 
to a Muslim mother and Buddhist father who had three 
wives – he nevertheless struggled with the ethics of 
carrying out his duty, and made heroic efforts to keep his 
family sheltered from the everyday stress, which included 
incidents where executions went wrong, and death came 
slowly and painfully.

When the state changed the execution method to lethal 
injection, Chavoret retired, and became something of 
a celebrity in Thailand as a talk-show guest and author 
of several books on his time at Bang Kwang, including 
a comprehensive biography in English called The Last 

M AY 2 0 14 |  1 9 bangkok101.com

Executioner. Sadly, the ex-executioner didn’t enjoy his 
retirement and fame for very long. He ordained as a 
Buddhist monk to atone for his grisly career, but died  
soon after being diagnosed with stomach cancer.

Such a unique life makes perfect movie material, 
DQG�DIWHU�SURGXFHU�GLUHFWRU�7RP�:DOOHU�ÛQLVKHG�UHDGLQJ�
the straightforward and, at times, chilling account of 
Chavoret’s transformation from rocker to state-sanctioned 
NLOOHU��KH�PRYHG�TXLFNO\�WR�UHTXHVW�ÛOP�ULJKWV�IURP�
Chavoret’s family. 

“How does a man given the task of taking so many 
lives reconcile with his karma?” Waller muses when asked 
ZK\�KH�GHFLGHG�WR�GLUHFW�WKH�ÛOP��q7KDWpV�ZKDW�LQLWLDOO\�
LQWHUHVWHG�PH�PRVW�LQ�PDNLQJ�D�ÛOP�LQVSLUHG�E\�KLV�VWRU\�

“After speaking to his widow and family, I realised there 
were different layers to this man. 

“Not only was he a dutiful servant of the state, but he 
was also a wonderful husband and a loving family man. 
Raising his family was the reason he entered the prison 
VHUYLFH�LQ�WKH�ÛUVW�SODFH��,W�SDLG�PRUH�ELOOV�WKDQ�SOD\LQJ�WKH�
guitar would but working at Bang Kwang prison ultimately 

led to living with demons inside his head.”
Waller commissioned New York-born, Chiang Mai-

based writer and editor Don Linder for the screenplay.
Before he met Waller, Linder had attended one of 
Chavoret’s a public appearances, where he asked him  
a series of tough questions on karma and Buddhism.

“I spent months interviewing a wide range of people 
associated with Chavoret,” says Linder about how he 
prepared for writing the script. “His family – his widow 
Khun Tew, his daughter Chulee, and his sons – were 
incredibly generous with their time and gave me access 
to all kinds of photos and artefacts, including some of the 
actual cardboard bullseye targets, complete with bullet 
holes and Chavoret’s notes on the back. 
q,�DOVR�LQWHUYLHZHG�WKH�GUXPPHU�LQ�KLV�ÛUVW�EDQG��KLV�

FKLOGKRRG�IULHQGV�DQG�D�PRQN�ZKR�ZDV�KLV�FRQÛGDQW��
Besides reading all his books in English and articles 
about him, I viewed about 50 hours of video covering TV 
interviews, news programmes, morning talk shows, home 
videos and even a game show.”

Actor Vithaya Pansringarm – who in the highly stylised 

Tom Waller, right, on set
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Ryan Gosling vehicle Only God Forgives portrayed a 
sword-wielding policeman who slices evil characters 
according to their misdeeds – was an obvious choice to 
take on the Chavoret role. 

Now in his 50s, Pansringarm had worked with Waller 
before as the lead in Mindfulness and Murder, playing 
an ex-cop Buddhist abbot who investigates corruption 
and murder in his Bangkok monastery. Based on an 
English-language novel by author Nick Wilgus, Waller 
WUDQVIRUPHG�WKH�VWRU\�LQWR�D�7KDL�ODQJXDJH�ÛOP�ZKLFK�ZRQ�
Best Director for Waller, Best Actor for Pansringarm and 
Best Supporting Actor for Wannasak Sirilar at the ThrillSpy 
International Film Festival in Washington, DC in 2010.
,Q�IDFW�LW�ZDV�ZKLOH�WUDYHOOLQJ�WRJHWKHU�WR�D�6LEHULDQ�ÛOP�

festival in support of Mindfulness and Murder that Waller 
DQG�3DQVULQJDUP�ÛUVW�WDONHG�DERXW�PDNLQJ�D�ÛOP�EDVHG�
on Chavoret’s life. This was well before Danish director 
Nicolas Winding Refn cast Pansringarm in Only God 
Forgives.

Asked about the similarities between Chang, the 
character he played in Only God Forgives, and Chavoret 
in The Last Executioner, Pansringarm says: “Neither 
character kills out of hate or anger, but rather out of a 
sense of responsibility. They are trained killers, but they 
remain humble and duty-bound.”
7KH�VRIW�VSRNHQ�3DQVULQJDUP��ZKR�KROGV�D�ÛIWK�GHJUHH�

black belt in kendo and trains regularly with Thailand’s 
kendo association, could be talking about himself.

Music also links both characters with the actor. Chang, 
the angel of death in Only God Forgives, hits the karaoke 
stage during his down time and in The Last Executioner 
Chavoret is not only seen playing in bands as a young man 

but continues to sing at prison events and karaoke clubs.  
IndieWire’s The Playlist cited Pansringarm’s karaoke 
scenes in Only God Forgives as one of the top movie 
music moments of 2013.

“I played guitar when I was younger, and I like to sing, 
so I was comfortable handling the musical parts for both 
ÛOPV�r�3DQVULQJDUP�VD\V�

Penpak Sirikul, notorious in the 1980s for her sultry, 
erotic glamour photos, and more recently acclaimed as 
DQ�H[HPSODU\�DFWUHVV�LQ�VXFK�7KDL�ÛOPV�DV�It Gets Better 
(2012), plays Chavoret’s wife.

Talking about Sirikul’s contributions to The Last 
Executioner, accomplished amateur chef Pansringarm 
makes a culinary comparison.

“You know how the addition of saffron to certain 
dishes takes them to a whole new level? Just a little bit 
FRPSOHWHO\�WUDQVIRUPV�WKH�RYHUDOO�ÜDYRXU��DGGLQJ�FRORXU�
DQG�FODVV��7KDWpV�ZKDW�3HQSDN�GLG�IRU�RXU�ÛOP��6KHpV�D�
veteran actor and was very professional.”
$�FKDUDFWHU�WKDW�VKDGRZV�&KDYRUHW�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�ÛOP��

appearing in various guises, visible only to the executioner 
and muttering morally pointed, sarcastic one-liners over 
his shoulder, is played with relish by Thai-French actor 
David Asavanond. Asavanond wowed audiences in 2012 
with his screen-chewing portrayal of a sadistic, drug-
dealing hipster named Jesus in the New York-set horror-
thriller Countdown. The role earned him the Best Actor 
award at the 2012 Thai National Film Awards. 

Moving towards international recognition and 
GLVWULEXWLRQ��'H�:DUUHQQH�3LFWXUHV�LV�VHQGLQJ�WKH�ÛOP�WR�
compete in several prominent international festivals. The 
Last Executioner will premiere in Thailand June 19, 2014.

'LEZSVIX�[MXL�LMW�[MJI�MR�XLI�½PQ
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SOD\V�7KH�6SLULW

3KRWRV�E\�3DXO�+XWWRQ

,QVSLUHG�E\�WUXH�HYHQWV��7KH�/DVW�([HFXWLRQHU�LV�WKH�VWRU\�RI�RQH
RUGLQDU\�PDQ¶V�MRXUQH\�WKURXJK�OLIH��GHDWK��GXW\�DQG�NDUPD�

&KDYRUHW�-DUXERRQ�ZDV�WKH�ODVW�SHUVRQ�LQ�7KDLODQG�ZKRVH�MRE�LW�ZDV
WR�H[HFXWH�E\�JXQ�

$�ZLOG�URFN�DQG�UROOHU�LQ�KLV�\RXWK�ZKR�SOD\HG�WKH�*,�EDUV�GXULQJ�WKH
9LHWQDP�:DU��KH�WRRN�D�MRE�DV�D�SULVRQ�JXDUG�WR�VXSSRUW�WKH�IDPLO\�KH
ZDV�GHYRWHG�WR�

+H�VSHQW�WKH�UHVW�RI�KLV�OLIH�VWUXJJOLQJ�WR�UHFRQFLOH�WKH�JRRG�DQG�EDG
NDUPD�WKDW�FDPH�IURP�WKDW�GHFLVLRQ�DQG�WKH����OLYHV�KH�WRRN�LQ���
\HDUV�DV�DQ�H[HFXWLRQHU�DW�WKH�LQIDPRXV�%DQJ�.ZDQJ�&HQWUDO�3ULVRQ�
�³7KH�%DQJNRN�+LOWRQ�´

2Q�&KDYRUHW¶V���WK�ELUWKGD\��FRLQFLGLQJ�ZLWK�-).¶V�DVVDVVLQDWLRQ�
KLV�IDWKHU��D�WHDFKHU��ERXJKW�KLP�KLV�ILUVW�JXLWDU�DQG�KH�LPPHGLDWHO\
VWDUWHG�SOD\LQJ�(OYLV�ULIIV�

/DWHU�LQ�WKH�GD\��WKH\�ZHQW�WR�VHH�D�IRUWXQH�WHOOHU�ZKR�PDGH�WKH
SUHGLFWLRQ�RI�NDUPD�WKDW�VKDSHV�WKH�UHVW�RI�KLV�OLIH�DQG�WKH�OLYHV�RI�DOO
WKRVH�DURXQG�KLP��³<RXU�IDWH�LV�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�GHDWK�´

,Q�WKH�����V��ZKLOH�SOD\LQJ�PDQLF�URFN�DQG�UROO�DW�D�EDU��KH�PHHWV
7HZ��D�ORFDO�JLUO��ZLWK�ZKRP�KH�IDOOV�LQ�ORYH�DQG�ZLOO�VKDUH�WKH�UHVW�RI
KLV�OLIH���)DFLQJ�WKH�DUFKHW\SDO�GLOHPPD�RI�WKH�DUWLVW�ZKR�IHHOV�WKH
QHHG�WR�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�UHVSHFWDEOH��&KDYRUHW�WUDGHV�KLV�JXLWDU�IRU�D
SULVRQ�JXDUG¶V�EDWRQ��DOWKRXJK�URFN�DQG�UROO�UHPDLQV�QHDU�DQG�GHDU�WR
KLP�XQWLO�WKH�GD\�KH�GLHV�

$IWHU�IRXUWHHQ�\HDUV�RI�ZRUNLQJ�KLV�ZD\�XS�WKURXJK�WKH�SULVRQ�UDQNV
DQG�LPSUHVVLQJ�WKH�DXWKRULWLHV�ZLWK�KLV�VROLG�ZRUN�HWKLF��VHQVH�RI�GXW\�
DQG�µMDL�\HQ¶��FRROQHVV���&KDYRUHW�LV�RIIHUHG�WKH�MRE�RI�KHDG
H[HFXWLRQHU�ZKHQ�WKH�ROG�H[HFXWLRQHU�VXGGHQO\�UHWLUHV�

$OWKRXJK�KDXQWHG�E\�WKH�SURSKHV\�IURP�KLV�\RXWK��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH
IRUP�RI�WKH�6SLULW��D�JRRG�ORRNLQJ��ZHOO�GUHVVHG�JX\�ZKR�VHHPV�WR

'LUHFWRU�7RP�:DOOHU

:ULWHU�'RQ�/LQGHU

VKRZ�XS�HYHU\ZKHUH�LQ�&KDYRUHW¶V�OLIH��KH�DFFHSWV�WKH�MRE�±�DIWHU
DOO��LW�SD\V�DQ�H[WUD�������EDKW�SHU�H[HFXWLRQ��&KDYRUHW�LV
H[WUHPHO\�SURIHVVLRQDO�±�DOPRVW�QRQFKDODQW�±�DW�KLV�ILUVW�H[HFXWLRQ�
&KDYRUHW�FRQWLQXHV�WR�OLYH�D�GLYLGHG�OLIH��2QH�DV�D�NLOOHU�DQG�WKH
RWKHU�DV�D�GHYRWHG�IDPLO\�PDQ�ZKRVH�PXVLF�LV�DOZD\V�KLV�VDYLQJ
JUDFH�

+LV�EOLQG�IDLWK�LQ�WKH�MXGLFLDO�SURFHVV��KLV�GXW\��DQG�PRVW�RI�DOO�KLV
NDUPD�VHHPV�WR�DOORZ�KLP�WR�NHHS�WKH�WZR�OLYHV�VHSDUDWHG��ZLWK
WKH�KHOS�RI�YHU\�SUHVFULEHG�SHUVRQDO�ULWXDOV�EHIRUH��GXULQJ��DQG
DIWHU�HDFK�H[HFXWLRQ�

%XW�VRPHWLPHV�WKH�ZDOO�EHWZHHQ�WKHP�EHJLQV�WR�FUDFN��+H�LV
XQFKDUDFWHULVWLFDOO\�VKDNHQ�XS�E\�KLV�ILUVW�DQG�RQO\�H[HFXWLRQ�RI
D�ZRPDQ��ZKR�LQ�D�VXUUHDO�DQG�SHUKDSV�SURSKHWLF�VFHQH��GLHV
WZLFH�

+LV�OLIH�FRQWLQXHV�DV�D�ZHLUG�VHH�VDZ�EHWZHHQ�NDUPD�NLOOLQJ�RQ
WKH�RQH�KDQG��DQG�NDUPD�IDPLO\�OLIH�RQ�WKH�RWKHU��+H�FRQWLQXHV�WR
H[HFXWH�ZLWK�SUHFLVLRQ�DQG�SXUSRVH��\HW�KH�DOVR�HQMR\V�QLJKWV�RXW
RI�NDUDRNH�DQG�*HUPDQ�IRRG�ZLWK�KLV�ZLIH�

+H�FDQ�FRROO\�SXOO�WKH�WULJJHU�RQ�WKH�VDPH�GD\�KH�SOD\V�ZLWK�KLV
JUDQGGDXJKWHU��ZKRP�KH�DEVROXWHO\�DGRUHV���7KURXJK�LW�DOO��7KH
6SLULW�FRQWLQXHV�WR�GRJ�KLP��DSSHDULQJ�LQ�SHUIHFWO\�QRUPDO�VHWWLQJV�
PRUH�DQG�PRUH�ZLWK�WZR�RWKHU�VHHPLQJO\�FRPPRQ�JX\V�

&KDYRUHW�HYHQWXDOO\�EHFRPHV�D�PLQRU�FHOHEULW\�±�ZULWLQJ�ERRNV�
DWWHQGLQJ�HPEDVV\�SDUWLHV��GRLQJ�HQGOHVV�SULQW�DQG�79�LQWHUYLHZV�
HGXFDWLQJ�VWXGHQWV��DQG�HYHQ�DSSHDULQJ�RQ�D�79�JDPH�VKRZ��D
7KDL�YHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�ROG�$PHULFDQ�VKRZ��³7R�7HOO�WKH�7UXWK�´

:KHQ�7RP�0HW�'RQ

6FULSWZULWHU�'RQ�/LQGHU�LQWHUYLHZHG�&KDYRUHW�H[WHQVLYHO\�DIWHU
ILUVW�PHHWLQJ�KLP�LQ��������6HYHUDO�\HDUV�ODWHU��7RP�:DOOHU
�GLUHFWRU�SURGXFHU��DQG�'RQ��ZKR�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�HDFK�RWKHU��ZHUH
VHDWHG�DFURVV�IURP�HDFK�RWKHU�DW�D�PXWXDO�IULHQG¶V���WK�ELUWKGD\
SDUW\�

+RZ�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�JRW�DURXQG�WR�H[HFXWLRQV�LV�DQ\ERG\¶V
JXHVV�±�SHUKDSV�LW�ZDV�NDUPD����EXW�RQ�WKDW�QLJKW�WKH�ILOP�ZDV
ERUQ�

$IWHU�PDQ\�PRQWKV�RI�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�&KDYRUHW¶V�IDPLO\�
FKLOGKRRG�IULHQGV��%XGGKLVW�PRQN�FRQILGDQWHV��DQG�HYHQ�WKH
GUXPPHU�DQG�KLV����\HDU�ROG�PRWKHU�ZKR�IRUPHG�&KDYRUHW¶V
ILUVW�EDQG��WKH�VFULSW�ZDV�UHDG\�DQG�ILOPLQJ�FRPPHQFHG�
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TOM  WALLER HAS two of everything, it seems. Two 
passports, two parallel careers, two production 
companies, two religions, two languages... (He 
even has two kids, as it happens.)

Meeting Tom for the first time at his house-
based office tucked away in one of the back mazes 
of Sukhumvit, I had wondered what sort of accent 
to expect. Though Tom was born in Thailand to 
a Thai mother and an Irish father, his formative 
education was handled by Benedictine monks at a 
monastery school in Yorkshire in the UK.   

In fact, his accent is relatively international, 
though sporting some soft Queen’s English ‘Rs’, 
with very pronounced diction. 

 Like most luk krung, Tom is the product of two 
cultures handed down from his parents, plus the 
inescapable influence of embracing the differing 
mentalities of speaking two languages from early 
life. But what does he consider himself to be? 

“Since I was educated in the UK, I guess you’d 
say I’m 90 percent Westerner and 10 percent 
Thai – well, unless it suits me to be otherwise. I 
understand the Thai mentality and can adapt to 
it readily.”  

His talent for doing so is a large part of his 
job, since he owns and runs two production 
companies – DeWarrenne Pictures and Tiger 
Entertainment – the former providing full movie 
production services in Thailand to Western 
filmmakers and the latter doing similar work 
domestically, as well as developing new film 
projects, with several currently in the works.   

Most recently, Tom has been acting as the 
line producer (running the logistics of day-to-
day movie production) for the Hollywood film 
Mechanic: Resurrection, the sequel to the 2011 
hit, The Mechanic. The film stars Jason Statham, 

Jessica Alba, Tommy Lee Jones and Michelle 
Yeoh, so he is breathing the rarefied Hollywood 
air on this project.

Tom is matter of fact about his primary 
occupation. “It is cool to walk down the street 
with Jessica Alba,” he says, “but producing is my 
‘day job’ that pays the bills and enables me to do 
my directing projects.”      

Directing, Tom’s true passion, began at the 
monastery, where his entrepreneurial spirit also 
first showed itself. 

“I started filming sporting and other events 
around the school. I discovered that parents 
wanted copies of those their kids had participated 
in, so we started selling them. We used the money 
to buy more advanced equipment – like Super 
VHS,” he laughs.     

He also took part in a school film society that 
held screenings of major films on the school’s 
ancient 35mm projector, which is where his love 
of cinema really began. 

Later, through his Irish grandfather (“even in 
the West, nepotism goes a long way”), he landed 
an internship with Irish television, travelling 
around the Emerald Isle filming sporting events 
and learning the craft. 

“Unlike a friend at school who had a vocation 
to be a monk, I had a vocation to become a 
filmmaker, which is similarly tough, because 
you are stuck with this ‘illness’ for life. But it is 
almost impossible to monetize this passion. So, 
like a monk, you have to give up all your worldly 
possessions, because as a filmmaker you are 
always broke.”

At the tender age of 23, Tom managed to raise 
the funding and crew to make his first feature 
debut, Monk Dawson, a tale of moral conflict set 
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Producer, director, 
Buddhist, Catholic, 

Irishman, Thai. 
Tom Waller is all of 

these things (and 
more), and has 

figured out how 
to make it work 

to his advantage. 
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in the 70s about a Catholic priest’s 
fall from grace. The theme drew 
a line nicely under his past, and 
saw airplay on BBC UK and other 
countries.

The film “managed to claw 
back enough to not embarrass the 
investors… but I learned a lot – that 
was my film school,” he says. 

After years of frustration trying 
to secure backing for his next 
project, Tom returned to Thailand 
in 2002, and began producing 
independent feature films such as 
Butterfly Man and the ever-popular 
Ghost of Mae Nak. 

“I saw a niche here, and preferred 

to be a bigger fish in a smaller pond. In the West, 
it is tougher to prevail.”  

In the 13 years since his return, Tom has made 
his mark in the producing game, with numerous 
projects, even including the Tata Young music 
video El Niño.  

Though it may be on the sidelines of his ‘true 
vocation’, Tom speaks with enthusiasm, and a 
little frustration, about producing. 

“Basically, I help filmmakers execute their 
vision, so my day job is to facilitate people doing 
what I dream of doing – to be a filmmaker myself.” 

There can be a mountain of bureaucracy and 
official permissions to wade through (“They 
love their paperwork here”). Sometimes the 
bureaucrats meddle as well, like pushing for 
Jason Statham to use OTOP products during the 

film. “I can’t make Jason Statham 
drink rambutan juice onscreen, it 
just doesn’t work,” Tom laughs.

Tom and his staff – almost 
all fellow luk krung – facilitate 
communication between the foreign 
and local talent – both cultural and 
linguistic. He walks the line between 
the two worlds – as he always has.

“We understand the situation from 
both directions… that Westerners 
want it now, while Thais might be a 
bit more elastic with deadlines.   

“It can get heated. Some clients 
[particularly from a country that 
shall remain nameless here] want 
to start WWIII because they believe 
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they were cheated out of 20 Baht. 
And if you shout at the speedboat 
guy because he is 15 minutes late, 
you end up with no speedboat for 
the day. The driver’s been insulted 
and won’t work for love nor money.” 

“You know, most foreign film 
companies come to Thailand 
thinking it is cheap and their 
budget will go further, but it doesn’t 
necessarily work out that way. 
Many things must be brought in 
from abroad, and there is a lack of 
expertise in certain areas – say, like 
armoury and explosions. 

“But almost every foreign 
filmmaker goes home feeling 
positive about their experience. 
Thailand is a pleasant place to work. 
The Thai crews work hard and are 
eager to please, so in the end, 
production can go very smoothly 
and the companies are happy.” 

So that’s the ‘day job’. But in the 
past couple of years, Tom has made 
a return to his first love of directing 
after more than a decade’s absence, 
with two Thai films – both of which 
he also produced. 

Mindfulness and Murder (2011), 
based on the book by Nick Wilgus, 
is the story of a former policeman 
turned monk who is compelled to 
investigate a grisly murder on the 
temple grounds. 

The other, The Last Executioner 
(2014) is based on the life of 
Chavoret Jaruboon, the last of 
Thailand’s executioners who 
executed condemned prisoners by 
machine gun.     

Stylistically, both films reflect 
the slower pace of traditional 
Thai life compared to the West, 
though ironically, in film form this 
meditative pace is usually more 
admired and enjoyed by Western 
filmgoers. 

The films have a central theme 

of a conflicted protagonist (in both, very well-
acted by Vithaya Pansringarm) who finds himself 
having to follow a path he would prefer not to, but 
does so out of a strong sense of duty.  

In The Last Executioner, for example, Chavoret 
gives up his profession – and his passion – as a 
rock ‘n roll musician, taking a job at the infamous 
Bang Kwang prison when his girlfriend becomes 
pregnant. Proving himself to be of solid and 
reliable character, he is eventually promoted to 
head executioner, a role from which he derives 

no pleasure whatsoever, and indeed 
is traumatised by it. It is a duty, 
something he must do to earn a 
living for his family.     

Its release sandwiched between a 
Transformers film and Planet of the 
Apes, The Last Executioner spent 
just one week in local cinemas, 
so took in little money. “But that 
doesn’t really matter that much,” 
Tom shrugs.

It deserved better. But Tom is 
happy with the result. “I think we 
stayed true to the spirit of the man. 
He became more famous as an 
executioner than he ever did as 
a rock ‘n’ roller – which was what 
he had really wanted.” It is a rather 
tragic story; doing what one must 
do rather than what one wants to 
do.”  

However, the film will have its 
European debut in April at the 
Udine Far East Film Festival in Italy 
and CinemAsia in Amsterdam, 
where it seems likely Tom will win 
some well-deserved recognition as 
a director rather than as a producer 
– hopefully averting a career fate 
similar to the executioner’s.

Tom’s long-term hopes for 
the future reflect such a desire – 
and the duality of his roots. “I’d 
like to see Thai films on a world 
stage. Perhaps at the Oscars, or a 
BAFTA,” he says. “If I can be a part 
of that success, I’d be proud of my 
contribution. It’s been a career-long 
dream to make a film about Siam in 
the 17th century, when the Kingdom 
resisted European colonisation; an 
East meets West adventure in the 
grand tradition. I’m hoping that will 
be the movie to put us firmly on the 
Hollywood map.”

And if he does achieve this 
goal, perhaps Tom, like the lead 
characters in classic film form, can 
finally live happily ever after.  
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“It’s been a career-long dream to make a film about 
Siam in the 17th century, when the Kingdom resisted 

European colonisation; an East-meets-West 
adventure in the grand tradition. I’m hoping that will 
be the movie to put us firmly on the Hollywood map”


