











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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