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The Mayaguez Affair

rhe Mayaquez affair, he [Cambodian Deputy Premier
Jeng Sary] implied, was all a horrible mistake.

« « . He contended that a “local commander®” had
taken it upon himself to seize the ship. "I did
not know of the capture until I heard the news on
the U.S. radio,” he said. The commander was sum
moned to Phnom Penh but did not arrive until the
next day. It took Sary and his colleagues three -
hours to decide to release the ship, and then they
made a critical error. "We did not broadcast our
decision until the following morning,” said Sary.
By then, the U.S. attack was under way.

. (U) Whatever the truth to this contention, it
proved to be costly to both Cambodia and the United
States. In two days of action, the month-ocld Communist
country lost nine naval patrol boats. It also suffered
air strikes on the Ream naval base and airfield, and on
the Kompong Som port, railroad yard, and petroleum
refinery, as well as air strikes and naval gunfire on
Koh Tang, taking many casualties. The United States
listed 15 known dead, three missing and presumed dead,
and 49 wounded in direct combat action at Koh Tang, plus
23 dead in a related accident. Three Air Force heli-
copters were shot down on the island, and a number of
other aircraft were damaged.

(U) The Mayaguez incident was ", . . a daring show
of nerve and steel by a nation whose will, after Vietnam

{and Cambodia]l, hag come under question around the globe,"

observed Newsweek. Ironically, Cambodia itself". . .
furnished the provocation, seizing the unarmed ship in
disputed waters. . . » [President] Ford's answer was a
classic show of gunboat diplomacy. . . . It was swift

.
L

1. James Pringle, interview of Ieng Sary at the conference
-of nonaligned nations in Lima, Peru, in Sep 75, Newsweek, 22 Sep 75,
p 39.
2. Newsweek, 26 May 75, p 16.
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and tough--and it worked,"” "It might also be said,"
opined another observer,1 "it was nice of the Cambodians
to provide Ford with such a heaven-sent opportunity to
display American decisiveness. Only the nitpickers
would point out that it cost 41 American lives to rescue
40 Mayaquez crewmen, including the captain.®

The Selzure

(U) The Mayaguez, an old 10,485-ton cargo ship, was
enroute from Hong Xong to Sattahip, Thailand, with a mixed
load of containers. The vessel, under American registry

.and owned by Sea-Land Service, Inc. of Menlo Park, New

Jersey, was carrying 274 containers (107 routine commercial
cargo, 77 military cargo, and 90 empty:; the 77 containers
of military cargo consisted of 2 of mail, 26 of machine
parts, supplies, and replacement equipment, 3 of sub=-

- sistence supplies, 8 of commissary supplies, and 38 of.

post exchange items). At about 1207202 May 1975,% a
Cambodian gunboat fired warning shots across the bow of
the Mayacuez, and then a rocket over the deck containers.
The sKkipper, Captain Charles T, Miller, ordered the ship
to slow to maneuvering speed, because, as he later related
to newsmen, "Once a man fires across your bow, international
law says he can sink you if you don't obey." He was also
aware that the gunboat's rockets could rip big holes in
the ship's hull. The Mavaquez was stopped and boarded by
the gunboat crew, in naval uniform, at a point some 60
nautical miles from the mainland, and about 7 nautical

*For consistency, times have been adjusted to "Zulu” or GMT;
add 7 hours for Cambodia and Thailand local time, or subtract 4 hours
for EDT (wWashington time).

1. Keyes Beech of the Chicago Dailu News, in reviewing The Four
Days of Mayaguez by Roy Rowan, W.W. FNorton & Co., New York, 1975, in
the Honolulu Sunday Star-Bulletin & Advertiser, 5 oOct 75, p ¢c-12, -
This book, based on personal interviews of the Mavaguez captain and
crew, naval commanders, and President Ford, provides an excellent
account of the incident, especially from the viewpoint of the
captives, Cited hereafter as: Rowan, The Four Days of Mavaguez.
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- miles south~southwest.of the disputed* Poulo Wai islands
(see map, Fig._ ) ). (Map and photos in Command Data, Vol. II.)

(U) A mayday distress signal was picked up by
several other ships in the area and relayed to Jakarta,
Indonesia,t Repeated. attempts to raise the ship's radio
from about 1209002 were unsuccessful, and were terminated
at about 1210002. The emergency message was passed on
to the U.S. Embassy in Jakarta, and the Defense Attaché2
immediately notified Washington of the fact at 120903Z.

(U} It was shortly before dawn in Washington when
the first "flash" of the ship's seizure was received in
the State Department Operations Center. It wasn't until
an hour later, at 1210152, that Secretary of State Henry
A. Kissinger was awakened with the news. ILt. Gen. Brent
Skowcroft, USAF, the President's deputy national security
adviser, learned of the seizure when he arrived at the
White House at 121100Z. President Ford was told about
it at 121140z (7:40 AM EDT), when he came down from his
residential quarters. At that point, about all the
Pentagon could do was to order Air Force and Navy planes
from Thailand and the Philippines to attempt to locate
the ship--and maintain surveillance.-> .

*Ownership of the Wai islands had been in dispute between
Vietnam and Cambodia for many years. They were seized by the
Provisional Revolutionary Government of South Vietnam in Jun 75,
after a week of heavy fighting. However, in Aug 75, the islands
were returned to Cambodia. -

+The radio operator said later that he broadcast signals for
10 hours after the Cambodians selzed the ship, because the radio
Iroom was not entered.

1. New York Times, 16 May 75, p 1; Newsweek, 26 May 75, p l16;
Rowar, The Four paus of Mayaguez, p 33.

2. Msg (U}, USDAO Jakarta to DIRKSA, subj: Lateral CRITIC,
1210552 May 75, Doc 249 .

3. Newsweek, 26 May 75, pp 16-27.
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