








The Mayaguez Incident a Generation L ate r |

the fierce opposition
prevented him from
reuniting the three
fragments of his force.

there were so few choppers it appeared the landing force
might have to stay on the beach until the next day

rest, the operations went
on as normal. At first,
in the exuberance of the
moment, the word that

Meanwhile,
the Cambodians had
made a radio broadcast in their own language
at about the time of the initial landings.” They
had declared that they were going to release
the ship (with no mention of the crew). Not
long after, there were air reports of the fishing
boat proceeding toward the island with white
flags flying. The Coral Sea was still some
miles away but close enough to be launching
its first wave of attacks. The uncertainties
made President Ford put a temporary hold
on the mainland attacks, but by the time
he decided to go ahead, the Navy aircraft
were so low on fuel that they had to jettison
their bombs into the sea and return to their
ship. The second attack wave was launched
and hit targets as ordered, as did the third
wave—both after the Mayaguez crew had
been released.

Once President Ford had confirmed that
both ship and crew had been recovered safely,
he ordered the withdrawal. Only three flyable
helicopters had made it back to U-Tapao,
but two more had come out of maintenance
in the interim. They all loaded up Marines
and quickly turned around for Koh Tang.

En route, after President Ford ordered the
withdrawal, those five choppers were ordered
back to U-Tapao with their Marines. However,
when Colonel Austin discovered this, he
protested and asked that the second wave be
delivered as planned. He still did not know
the Mayaguez crew had been recovered and
believed that he had to sweep the island. By
the time the second wave arrived, the close air
support was working a bit better, and though
the opposition was still fierce, they were able
to get their Marines ashore without loss of
more aircraft or men. It was only at this time
that Austin discovered from the incoming
wave that his mission was canceled and that
the task now was to make a safe withdrawal.

The Withdrawal

Gradually, the Marines, now with some-
what better air support directed by forward
air controllers in OV-10s, were able to con-
solidate their forces on the western beach and
to set up some reasonable defenses. However,
the outbound trip was not promising. There
were so few choppers left for the work that
it appeared the landing force might have to
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stay on the beach until the next day—which
would mean that the 16" SOS would have to
supply an air umbrella of its AC-130s over
them through yet another complete night.
During the morning, Cricket had ordered one
of its gunships to tarry in the area and then

to go into U-Tapao for refueling and return to
Koh Tang. It did vital work supplying precise
close air support when the enemy was so

close to the Marines that bombs could not be
used. However, there were no fresh crews at
U-Tapao, and the delay in the return of the
airplane and crew so disrupted the flow that
we would have been hard pressed to keep up
constant air cover through the night of May
15. Happily, that was not necessary because of
the timely arrival of the USS Coral Sea.

The presence of the ship eliminated the
time-consuming round trip to U-Tapao for
the H-53s and even provided the maintenance
and refueling help to keep them in commis-
sion. One chopper had a fuel line shot out, and
the aircraft crew, assisted by ship’s personnel,
jury-rigged a repair out of rubber hose. On
another extraction, an Air Force junior officer
decided that the trip to the Coral Sea was
too far, so he decided to offload his Marines
through the front door while hovering, as the
USS Holt helipad was too small for an H-53
landing. In so doing, though, he was able to
shorten the turnaround to save more lives. On
the very last extraction, while his pilot was
hovering with the tail ramp over the beach,
an Air Force technical sergeant, Wayne Fisk,
decided on one last sweep on foot around the
western beach in search of any Marines who
might be still there. He found two, and the last
men seen on the island scampered back aboard
the last flight from Koh Tang. It was over.

Unhappily, a Marine machinegun
crew had been isolated to the south of the
lodgment and three of them were indeed left
behind—all three killed by the Khmers, and
their names are the last ones entered on the
Vietnam Memorial in Washington.®

The Aftermath

Some Thais, especially the political
leaders, were unhappy with the United States.’
There was no delaying the redeployment of
our older AC-130As. That we got them all
out on time was a minor miracle. For the

came down from on high

was that everyone who
flew in the episode would get an air medal,
and those who fired their weapons a distin-
guished flying cross. Still using typewriters,
that kept a bunch of folks out of trouble for 3
weeks; there were 14 members on each crew
and the total mounted up. But the chest-
thumping quickly disappeared. As soon as the
word came down that a General Accounting
Office team was to visit us and the other air
units in Thailand on an investigation of the
incident, all those medal recommendations
were junked and only air medals were to go to
the crews who fired their weapons.

What caused the Khmers to release the
crew? That is still unresolved. It could have
been their intention all along, as with the
crews of other ships that they had detained
in the preceding days. It might have been
because the local commander at sea acted
without orders, and he was countermanded
as soon as the senior leadership in Cambodia
learned what he had done. It might have been
that the Khmer leaders were properly dis-
suaded by the sinking of the gunboats and the
display of airpower prior to the Marine land-
ings. Because the Cambodians announced
their intention to release at the time of the
landings, which was done within the next 20
minutes, they could not yet have known of
the assault. Thus, they were not coerced by
the landings. As the crew was released long
before the first bomb fell on Kompong Som,
the attacks on the mainland could not have
persuaded them. It is highly unlikely that
they knew of the B-52s on alert at Guam, so
it is equally unlikely that they were the cause
of the release. Moreover, the decisionmakers
probably did not know of the inbound USS
Hancock with its impressive load of Marines,
rotary-wing gunships, and additional troop-
carrying choppers. However, maybe they did
realize that they had stung a giant and that
dire things would be possible if they did not
act quickly.

Did U.S. action properly impress the
rest of the world as to the Nation’s capabil-
ity and will? There were many declarations
in the media that said so, but most of them
were in America. Even at the time, many
overseas reporters scoffed. As always, there
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were arguments on both sides among foreign
nations. That the United States was able to
marshal such forces on such short notice may
have impressed some as to the dangers of
being an adversary and the benefits of friend-
ship. Others also argued that the United States
is irrationally quick on the trigger, and that
may have induced caution in potential adver-
saries.” Some sympathized with Cambodia
on the territorial waters claims."

Since President Ford was not elected,
there was a good deal of domestic discontent
at the time, and some were arguing that he
was insufficiently “Presidential” to manage
the affairs of a great country.'> After the initial
euphoria, the opposition soon began to find
fault. They argued that the whole thing was an
overreaction for the purpose of political cam-
paigning. Also, when the victims in the heli-
copter crash were added to the 18 who died on
Koh Tang, the total came to 41—more than
the number of people who had been rescued.
Henry Kissinger had been criticized as saying
that the lives of the Mayaguez crewmembers
were secondary considerations, which raised a
storm of protest.”® The argument went that he
was so power hungry that impressing foreign
adversaries was more important than life
itself. It was soon known that General Jones
and the Joint Chiefs of Staff had been arguing
for a delay until Friday. That added force to
the argument that haste makes waste and that
lives would not have been lost at all on Koh
Tang had that advice been accepted. To claim
that President Ford lost the election of 1976
because of the incident would certainly be an
oversimplification, as there were many other
factors involved.

At that stage of the game, strategic
communications had advanced to the point
where micromanagement was a real problem.
Cricket could communicate directly with the
Pentagon and USPACOM, passing informa-
tion to them from old 573, but there was a
breakdown in local communications in that
Marine Corps commanders on scene were
often out of touch with higher headquarters,
even those at U-Tapao.

The command and control relation-
ships were not well defined in advance, and
decisions were often made at the higher levels
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between Nakhom Phanom and Washington
without the knowledge of the ground com-
manders at the scene.

The AC-130s had frequently trained
with the HH-53s and A-7s in simulated
rescue exercises, practicing on-scene
command and control and close air support.
However, there had been no training at all
in conjunction with the Marines, nor any
practice of assault landing operations. Nor
had there been any training with the Navy.
Because all the personnel in the air units
in Thailand had been on 1-year tours, such
experience and training were highly perish-
able. This was also the case with the Marines
on Okinawa, who were on tours of limited
duration.

As the Bay of Pigs, the Son Tay Raids,
and the Pueblo crisis before the Mayaguez
suggested, if something can go wrong, it will—
even when there is time for detailed planning
and rehearsal. Five years after the Mayaguez
incident, Desert One went down in the attempt
to rescue the Iranian hostages. It did not do
any more than the Mayaguez case to recom-
mend the efficiency of U.S. joint operations.
It was not really in the same category because
it was a preplanned event, but like President
Ford, President Jimmy Carter was to pay the
political price for the shortfalls. Both events
were factors in the genesis of the Goldwater-
Nichols legislation, and subsequent joint
operations do seem to have improved. JFQ
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