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Preface

This book deals with the political and military relationship between
the United States and the Kingdom of Thailand. While examining the entire
post-World War II period, it focuses in particular on the years 1965 through
1976-what is being termed here the "Vietnam Era"-and the years imme
diately before and after. That era saw both Thailand and the United States
intensively engaged as allies in all phases of the Indochina conflict. From
relatively modest beginnings, Thai-American security cooperation expanded
to the point where, at its height, Thailand harbored more than 750 U. S. air
craft actively involved in operations over Indochina and served as temporary
home to some 50,000 American servicemen. The construction on Thai soil
of major American intelligence installations and the launching from Thai
territory of a wide range of covert operations led that country to become
America's major theatre intelligence base in Southeast Asia; Thai coopera
tion was also indispensable to the American program of military and political
support for the governments of neighboring Laos and Cambodia. Simulta
neously, Thailand served as the focus of a massive American economic aid
program designed primarily to attack the roots of a festering domestic in
surgency. Through these and other forms of cooperation, Thai-American
relations developed into an arrangement of extraordinary intimacy.

This study will examine the underlying bases of that unique relation
ship. Its major questions are: What led Thailand, as a small power, to iden
tify itself and its interests so closely with the United States; and what led
the United States, as a great power, to develop in Thailand the types and
scale of programs that it did? How could a small power, embroiled in the
political and military maelstrom of great-power conflict, defend and assert
its own interests? What are the levers that a small power has at its disposal
to influence the actions of a greater one? And how does the inequality of
power between two such states influence the quality and patterns of their
relationship?

Underlying these questions is the theme of nationalinterest and how it
was perceived and pursued by each nation. During this period, as today, se
curity considerations dominated the Thai-American relationship. The con
vergence and divergence of Thai and American security interests, resulting
from changes in the international as well as domestic political environments
in both nations, will be traced through the politico-military history of the
period.

Viewed in its entirety, the story of this extraordinary period inter
weaves themes of idealism and self-interest, personal and institutional as well



as national. Both nations have been affected by the experience. Though
operating today within a different regional and global environment, the leg
acy of this era remains for both nations. It is a tribute to the enduring nature
of this relationship that, despite the upheavals and changes that have oc
curred, Thai-American friendship today remains strong and vital. By seeing
in this study more clearly where we have been, it will perhaps be easier to
see where, in this troubled world, we are going.



Part I

Origins of Thai-American
Security Cooperation

Being as we are now, surrounded on two orthree sides by powerful
nations, what can a small nation like us do? Supposing we were to discover
a gold mine in our country, from which we could obtain many million
catties weight ofgold, enough to pay for the cost ofa hundred warships and
all the armaments from their countries; even with this we would still be
unable to fight against them, because we would have to buy those very same
warships and all the armaments from their countries. We are as yet unable
to manufacture these things, and even if we have enough money to buy
them, they can always stop the sale of them whenever they feel we are
arming ourselves beyond our station. The only weapons that will be ofreal
use to us in the future will beourmouths and our hearts, constituted so as
to be full of sense and wisdom for the betterprotection of ourselves.

Mongkut, King ofSlam (1867)





Chapter 1
The Early Years, 1818-1950

American relations with Thailand (then known asSiam) were generally
superficial in the hundred-or-so years prior to 1945. Contact was minimal, as
the two nations were distant not only in miles and culture butalso in shared
interests. In the early 1800s, the United States was an expanding trading
power, and Thailand was making her first encounter with the mercantile
nation's of the West. The earliest Thai contact with Americans was thus
commercial, as Yankee traders based in South China and Singapore pene
trated the hitherto remote Kingdom of Siam. Following an early spurt
around 1820, trade was hindered for a number of years until 1851, when
King Mongkut assumed the throne and reopened the country to extensive
trade with the West. In the years prior to the American Civil War, Thai-
American trade expanded rapidly; and by 1858, U. S. commerce in Thailand
was greater than that of any other country except Great Britain. WiA the
Civil War, however, Britain and Germany eclipsed U. S. trade, which did not
become significant again until after World War II.

Close behind the traders came the missionaries, and it was the mission
aries who, in their own private capacities, were able to exert a very signifi
cant and often constructive influence on Slam's course in this transitional
period. Though their religious efforts to convert the Thai people and court
bore little fruit, they met with greater success in the field of technological
and social advancement. The Rev. Dan B. Bradley is credited with opening
the first medical dispensary in the country (1835), with efforts to control
smallpox and cholera, with the introduction of the first printing press in
Siam, and with the publication in 1844 ofSiam's first newspaper. Americans
also made substantial contributions in the field of education. Because of the
constructive role played by the missionaries in the Kingdom's affairs, they
attracted the respect of the royal court, and several Americans subsequently
served as confidants and advisers to reigning or soon-to-be reigning mon-
archs. A prime example is the case of Mongkut, who before attaining the
throne was tutored in science and English by Rev. Jesse Caswell, and by
other missionaries in the fields of mathematics andastronomy. A perceptive
and intelligent man already, Mongkut was influenced by these contacts in
the development of his policy of modernization and his decision to open
Siam to the West.

Diplomacy was the most critical arena for Mongkut and for other pro
gressive Siamese monarchs in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.



for the independent existence of the Kingdom of Siam was continually
threatened during this period by the colonial encroachments of France
to the east and Britain to the west. By a slow and insidious process, both
nations expanded their influence to the point of total control in Indochina
and India-Burma, respectively. The Malay states to the south were eventually
also acquired by the British. All that remained in the region was Siam-
alluring, weak, and seemingly ripe for the plucking. If Siam was successful
in maintaining her independence during this period, it was only because of
her strategic position as a buffer between the burgeoning British and French
colonial empires, and the consumate skill ofher monarchs insimultaneously
modernizing the nation and maintaining a delicate diplomatic balance on
which Siam's political survival depended.

The first Siamese diplomatic contacts with the United States occurred
in 1833, when Edmund Roberts concluded a commercial treaty with the
King (the British had negotiated a similar treaty in 1826). Formal diplo
matic relations were established in 1856 through the efforts of U.S. envoy
Townsend Harris. Siamese-American relations were further advanced by a
brief visit to Bangkok in 1879 of former U. S. President Ulysses S. Grant. He
was received with great honor by King Chulalongkom and the Siamese
court, and the good feeling engendered on both sides led to an ensuing
period of highly cordial relations, and ultimately to the upgrading of the
U.S. diplomatic delegation from a Consulate to a Legation in 1882. The
United States thus became the first power with a representative holding the
rank of Minister at the Bangkok court. The Siamese reciprocated with a
diplomatic mission to the United States in 1884.

Despite this growing closeness of relations, friction remained over the
issues of extraterritoriality and fixed tariffs. Following World War I (in
which Siam supported the Allies), negotiations were undertaken in Paris and
later inWashington; and on December 16, 1920, a new Treaty ofFriendship,
Commerce, and Navigation was signed by the two countries. Under its pro
visions, the United States surrendered all rights of extraterritoriality and
granted complete fiscal autonomy to Siam. Complete equality of treatment
was given the citizens of both countries. Under a further provision, it was
stipulated that the treaty would become valid and tariffs could be raised
only on the condition that "all other nations entitled to claim special tariff
treatment in Siam assent to such increases freely and without the require
ment of any compensatory benefit or privileges." This put considerable
pressure on the other Western nations to follow the American lead, and the
American treaty subsequently served as a model in negotiations with the
European powers. The United States further contributed to the Siamese
drive for judicial autonomy and international recognition by signing a treaty
of extradition with Siam in December 1922. By these openhanded conces
sions, the United States took the lead among Western nations in demon
strating its goodwill toward Siam. In subsequent years, relations between the



two countries continued to be close, as increasing numbers of Thai students
and officials came to the United States for study. The most illustrious of
these was Prince Mahidol, father of the present King, who in 1927 began his
medical training at Harvard Medical School. His coming was shortly followed
in 1931 bya visit of thereigning King formedical treatment and observation
of America's political system.

During these years, the United States played a unique role for the
Siamese. American international assistance and American domestic advisers
were sought out because of the United States's supporting role as a friendly,
powerful Western nation perceived as having no major ambitions in the area
and specifically no designs on Siamese territory. Even as early as 1856, it
had been suggested to Townsend Harris on more than one occasion that the
United States agree to serve as arbiter in the event of a dispute arising with
other Western nations.' Americans were ideally suited to serve in advisory
and other supporting capacities, as their respected and yet impartial status
protected the Siamese from the suspicions of the contending European
powers. The volume of American-Siamese trade at this time was small,
which no doubt allowed the United States to act more altruistically and with
more detachment than she otherwise might have. Siamese-American co
operation was likewise furthered by the general sympathy with Siamese
aspirations felt among Americans residing in the country and by America's
well-known anti-colonial sentiments. It was for these reasons that from 1903
to 1940 a post of foreign affairs adviser to the throne was created for and
successfully filled by Americans. In 1925, the best-known of these advisers,
Francis B. Sayre, was employed to carry out important and ultimately suc
cessful treaty negotiations with the European powers for the restoration of
full Thai fiscal and judicial autonomy.

In sum, the United States played a unique and constructive role in the
development of Siam throughout the latter nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. It was, in fact, not a decisive role; yet the United States didmake
very real and substantial contributions to the advancement of technology,
education, and social thought (through the communication of American
egalitarian ideals) in Siam, and most particularly to the advancement of
Siamese national aspirations.

Siam underwent a decisive political changein 1932. On June 24 of that
year, a group of young army officers and civilians overthrew the absolute
rule of the Chakkri dynasty in a bloodless coup. Under a compromise
worked out with the coup leaders, the King agreed to retain the throne as a
constitutional monarch. A parliament was established, which, however, was
distinctly limited in its power. Authority purportedly rested with thecabinet,

' Townsend Harris, The Complete Journal of Townsend Harris (Rutland, Vt.: Charles E.
Turtle, 1959), pp. 111-12. See also p. 121.



but that body was essentially a creature of the coup "promoters." This set
the precedent for a fact of Thai politics which persists—though in muted
form-even to the present day: the military faction that controls the army,
and most importantly the Bangkok garrison, largely dictates the composition
of governments, the role of parliament, and the constitution itself.

The ultimate locus of power was not immediately clear, however. The
rising star of the 1930s was that of Lt. Col. (later Field Marshal) Phibun-
songkhram, a young army officer and one of the original coup promoters.
As his power and influence increased, so did that of the military faction in
the ruling clique. Through the 1930s, civilian elements of the original coup
group, led by the brilliant lawyer Pridi Phanomyong, continued to partici
pate in the cabinet; by 1938, the military, represented by Phibun and the
army, emerged triumphant.

Upon his assumption of the Prime Ministership in 1938, Phibun estab
lished a policy of militant nationalism patterned after the dictatorships of
Japan, Germany, and Italy. Therole of the military in national life was forti
fied and numerous programs of cultural and economic nationalism were
instituted. As part of that program, the name ofSiam was officially changed
to "Thailand" ("Muang Thai" or "Land of the Free") in 1939.

The United States had little role or influence in Thailand during these
inter-war years. Owing to the Depression, the number of Christian mission
aries in the country declined, while the growing spirit of Thai nationalism
and the increase in government educational facilities reduced the demand
for mission-supported schools. As the political climate changed following the
1932 coup, the role of American advisers also declined; with the retirement
of Dr. Frederick Dolbeare in 1940, the tradition of appointing an American
as principal foreign affairs adviser to the government ended. Political rela
tions openly deteriorated as American business in Thailand suffered under
the government's program of economic nationalism.

The adventof World War II dramatically changed the characterof Thai-
American relations and presaged the development of a new working relation
ship. In the years between 1937 and 1941, the Phibun government had
appropriated to itselfmany of the nationalistic trappings of fascism, while at
the same time pursuing a closer relationship with Japan. On December 8,
1941, Japanese forces invaded the coast ofThailand and demanded the right
to traverse the country en route to Burma and Malaya. Realizing that resis
tance was hopeless, and having failed to obtain a guarantee of American
support (the United States did not consider an invasionof Thailand a causus
belli), Phibun, not altogether unwillingly, chose to comply with the Japanese
demands. Some weeks later, a military alliance was signed with Japan; and
on January 25, 1942, the Phibun government declared war on Britain and
the United States, a move no doubt designed to placate Thailand's Japanese
ally. In Washington, the response of the Thai legation was opportune. MR
Seni Pramoj, then presiding over the Thai legation in Washington, chose not
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to deliver the government's declaration of war, but rather announced that
the true sympathies of the Thai people lay with the Allies and that hislega
tion would henceforth be the center of a "Free Thai" resistance movement.
In response, the United States agreed to ignore the declaration of war and to
treat Thailand as "an enemy-occupied state."^

In the meantime, an underground Free Thai movement had been orga
nized by Pridi Phanomyong (who was then regent to the throne) within
Thailand itself. In 1942, the United States government offered to assist the
Free Thai organization; and throughout the subsequent years of the war, the
Free Thai cooperated closely with the United States through assistance to
OSS agents operating in Thailand and by the provision of valuable intelli
gence on Japanese movements in Southeast Asia. By 1945, a pattern of co
operation had thus developed between theUnited States and Thailand which
would carry forward into the post-war years.

In the closing days of the war, Phibun, under growing internal pressure
and no doubt seeing the end of Japanese power in sight, resigned the pre
miership. With his resignation, the influence of the military faction in the
government was temporarily eclipsed. Pridi, then the leader of the liberal
civilian faction, immediately took steps to restore good relations with the
Allies. Quickly he announced the return to Britain of territory in British
Malaya which Thailand had annexed with Japanese encouragement, and
moved to disavow the Japanese alliance. While Thailand's international stock
was at a low ebb thanks to Phibun's cooperation with the Japanese, Pridi's
efforts, coupled with sympathies developed through wartime cooperation,
elicited a positive response from the United States.

The British in particular had suffered both militarily and economically
from Thailand's cooperation with the Japanese. For this, Britain demanded
compensation: the right to reorganize the Thai armed forces, the right to
station military forces in Thailand, full compensation for property losses,
and a monopoly of foreign trade. When the Americans learned of these
terms, they immediately intervened and induced the British to reduce their
demands. It was further felt, among other things, that a free and indepen
dent Thailand would serve as a model for other emerging states in Asia, and
that the British demands would amount to a reassertion of a colonial-style
dominance. The United States was already parting from Great Britain over
the fate of the latter's colonies in Asia. In the end, American intervention
and clever Thai diplomacy resulted in a peace treaty according to which
Thailand retained its full sovereignty and Britain received compensation for
propertylosses and a numberof relatively minoreconomic benefits.

The United States continued to play a highly constructive role in Thai
land in the immediate post-waryears. On January 1, 1946, the United States

^ State Department Document, "Postwar Status ofThailand," January 10,1945 (mimeo),
p. 5.



reestablished diplomatic relations with Thailand and supported its applica
tion for membership in the United Nations. A loan of $10,000,000 was pro
vided for the purchase of railroad equipment and for the rehabilitation of
the nation's transport system. The U. S. also joined Great Britain in a num
ber of commodity purchase agreements designed to increase Thai foreign
exchange reserves. Crucial diplomatic support was provided by the United
States for Thai efforts to restore good relations with the othermajor powers.
American efforts were central in achieving Thailand's reconciliation with
France, and in the negotiation of a first-ever treaty between Thailand and
China. Modest amounts of financial and economic aid were also provided
to the new liberal government.

By the end of 1947, the military felt strong enough to reassert itself
on the political scene. On November 6, disaffected army officers joined
with out-of-power civilian politicians to overthrow the government of Pridi
and Admiral Thamrong Navasawat. The United States and other Allied
powers exerted pressure to keep Phibun, "the man who declared war on the
Allies," out of the government, thus enabling the civilian moderates of the
Democrat Party to form a new cabinet. In April, however, the army chose to
disregard any potential negative reaction and seized power outright. With
the appointment of Phibun as the new Premier, the "golden age" of post
war civihan government was ended andThailand entered an extended period
of military rule which was to last, in variousguises, until October 1973.

In May 1948, the United States extended recognition to the Phibun
government. The relative rapidity of this move bespeaks a change in Ameri
can policy and in the international climate which was profoundly to alter
the tenor of American relations with Thailand. In the years following the
end of the Second World War, the United States and the Soviet Union had
passed from cooperation to conflict;and by the spring of 1948, international
communism was looming everlarger as a menace in the thinking of American
policymakers. At the time of the Army's coup in April, the United States
was shoring up Greece and Turkey against communist advances, and was
attempting the military and economic reconstruction of a Soviet-threatened
Western Europe. In the East, momentum was swinging toward the commu
nists in the Chinese civil war, and communist-inspired insurrections were
beginning to infect many of the newly emerging nations of Southeast Asia
In this precarious environment, Thailand was an island of relative calm; and
unlike her neighbors, just then emerging from colonialism, Thailand did not
take a neutralist or anti-Western international position. Phibun, in fact,
projected himself to the West as a staunch anti-communist (which he was),
and this went far toward winning American and British support for his
government. In this new climate, the means by which the Phibun govern
ment came to power and the former association of its leaderwith the Japa
nese were less important than its professed friendship toward the United
States and its conservative andunequivocally anti-communist posture.
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As the United States and Thailand entered the 1950s, both could rely
in their relationship on an extraordinarily strong foundation of goodwill
which had been built up by over a hundred years of constructive and positive
American policy in Thailand. The United States had conducted itself in a
genuinely benign and disinterested manner, thus encouraging many Thais to
look to the United States for support and protection. The shift in American
policy goals which occurred in 1948 set a new tone in Thai-American rela
tions, and utilized that heritage of goodwill in the construction of a new
formula that would underlie the succeedingera of expanding mutual security
cooperation.^

' For further detail on Thai-American relations in the pre-1950 period, see Frank C.
Darling, Thailand and the United States (Washington, D.C.: Public Affairs Press, 1965).



Chapter 2
A Deepening Commitment,
1950-1964

The new Thai-American relationship that developed in the years after
1949 was to prove a significant departure from the past. Traditional Thai
diplomacy had long been known for its pattern of "bending with the wind."
With a policy that was at once pragmatic (fora small power) andopportunist,
Thailand yielded before the pressures of the dominant power of the region,
surrendering diplomatic ground and territory to the extent necessary to
retain intact the essential attributes of Thai independence. Above all, Thai
land was not to be caught in the position of forcibly resisting a greater
power, particularly where a graceful bow or side step offered a more practi
cal alternative. In this manner, Thailand steeredits way through the shoals of
nineteenth-century European imperialism and avoided the yoke of colonial
rule.

Against this traditional diplomacy of "noncommittance," a new Thai
foreign policy emerged in the late 1940s and early 1950s: Thailand openly
aligned herself with the United States and the "Free World" against the
growing communist forces of the region. For a brief period after World
War II, the Thais had flirted with the independence movements thengather
ing momentum around them. Close ties had been established with the Lao
Issra (the Laotian party then resisting the reimposition of French rule), and
limited financial assistance had even been given the Vietminh, who main
tained a liaison office in Bangkok. By 1949, however, that initial attraction
had turned to fear, as the growing power of the Vietminh and their commu
nist association increasingly appeared to the Thai leadership as a new threat
to the nation's independence and traditional, conservative political order. In
defense of that order, Thailand broke with its past by investing its future in
an explicit and only slightly qualified alliance with the United States.

That alliance, at first informal, but later formalized in the Manila
Treaty, has since then constituted the core of Thai-American relations. Out
of that alliance has also arisen the principal theme that has dominated, for
the Thais, their relationship with the United States-that is, the issueof the
durability and reliability of the American security commitment. By so
openly aligning themselves with the United States in the struggles of post
war Indochina, the Thais implicitly registered their belief that not only was
the United States the only nation capable of protecting them against com-
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munist aggression, but also that the United States would in the end prevail,
on its own behalf and that of its allies. It therefore became a central objec
tive of Thai foreign policy to obtain the firmest possible American guarantee
of Thailand's security. Beginning in the early 1950s and continuing through
the present, then, themes ofsecurity and ofAmerican credibility have domi
nated Thai-American relations.

DRAWING UP SIDES: THAILAND AND
THE UNITED STATES ENTER THE COLD WAR

That America's relationship with Thailand would differ markedly from
the past was recognized in Washington as early as 1945, when, in a State
Department report on the "Postwar Status of Thailand, the American
interest in Thailand" was redefined:

Before the war the United States had little except cultural interest in Thailand. In
the postwar world the United States will be concerned with the political, social
and economic progress of Southeast Asia, which includes Thailand, and with the
maintenance of stable conditions in that area.'

The onset of the Cold Warin the later 1940s further served to focus interest
on Thailand as a friendly nation in an increasingly unstable region. OnFeb
ruary 10, 1949, U.S. Ambassador Edwin F. Stanton wrote to the Secretary
of State,'emphasizing the need for apositive policy toward Thailand in light
of the threat of global communism:

I do not need to emphasize the advisability and timeliness of establishing and im
plementing an affirmative policy regarding Siam in view ofdevelopments in China
and the certainty that Communist activities and pressure will be greatly iiitensified
throughout Southeast Asia and this country. It is not argued that this area is
equally as important as Europe, but Communism being aglobal problem, it appears
to us here to be both wise statesmanship and good strategy to take steps now be
fore this area is completely dominated by Communism, to contain this threat and
give support and encouragement to such countries as Siam which are not yet seri
ously infected.^

In the confrontation atmosphere of the late 1940s, the need for posi
tive American action on behalf of allies and friendly governments appeared
imperative. Already in Europe the United States had witnessed a communist
insurgency in Greece in 1947, and both the fall of Czechoslovakia and the
Berlin Blockade in 1948. Out of the American response were born both
NATO (in April 1949) and the Mutual Defense Assistance Program (October
1949)-the MDAP being designed to appropriate arms, equipment, and mili
tary training for a worldwide collective defense effort. The fall of mainland

1 «Postwar Status ofThailand," Department ofState, January 10,1945, p.5(mimeo).
^ Memorandum No. 35, from Edwin F. Stanton, U.S. Embassy, Bangkok, to the Secre
tary of State,February 10, 1949(mimeo).
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China to communist forces in that same year came as a shock to Washington
and intensified its focus on strategies for meeting the worldwide communist
menace. Three weapons were immediately at hand: military assistance, eco
nomic aid, and the development of regional collective defense arrangements.

Particular attention was given by American policy planners to the prob
lems of Southeast Asia. Behind the setbacks suffered in both China and

Indochina, the hand of the Kremlin was seen to be at work. The role and ob
jectives of Moscow, as perceived in Washington, were outlined in a National
Security Council Staff Study (NSC 48/1) drawn up in June 1949:

Colonial-nationalist conflict provides a fertile field for subversive communist activi
ties, and it is now clear that Southeast Asia is the target of a coordinated offensive
directed by the ICremlin. In seeking to gain control of Southeast Asia, the Kremlin
is motivated in part by a desire to acquire Southeast Asia's resources and commu
nication lines, and deny them to us. But the political gains which would accrue to
the USSR from communist capture of Southeast Asia are equally significant. The
extension of communist authority in China represents a grievous political defeat
for us;if Southeast Asia is also swept by communism weshall have suffered a major
political rout the repercussions of which will be felt throughout the rest of the
world, especially in the Middle Eastand in a then critically exposed Australia.''

As the Indochinese crisis progressed, the prospect of a communist
government in Vietnam drew the United States closer to open involvement
in that country. The belief that a major French setback in Southeast Asia
or elsewhere would also constitute a setback to American strategic interests
had become an important consideration within elements of the American
policy establishment. The die was cast by the accelerating movement of
Hanoi into the Sino-Soviet orbit, manifested by Soviet, Chinese, and East
European recognition of the DRY (Hanoi). In May 1950, American military
aid to the French in Indochina began with an initial grant of $10 million; in
barely four years, that figure would reach $1.1 billion, accounting for 78
percent of the cost of the French Indochina War.®

Intimately concerned with developments in its Indochinese neighbors
and with its own military security, Thailand followed the lead of the United
States by recognizing the French-supported Bao Dai government on Febru
ary 28, 1950. Prior to that decision. Ambassador Phillip Jessup, in Bangkok
for a conference of American ambassadors in the Far East, had conferred

®Ned Sheehan, Hedrick Smith, E. W. Kenworthy, and Fox Butterfield, eds.. The Penta
gon Papers (New York: Bantam Books, 1971), p. 4. Note: the New York TYntes edition
of the Pentagon Papers is referred to in this book, owing to itswider public availability.
Where further specificity is required, reference will be made to the House Committee on
Armed Services edition.

* House Committee on Armed Services, United States-Vietnam Relations, 1945-1967
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1971), Vol. I,Part 1, p. A-55.
®Ibid., Part1, p. A-61; Part11, p. A-36.
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with Phibun and privately urged him to recognize Bao Dai's State of Viet
nam. This had aroused serious dispute within the Phibun cabinet. Foreign
Minister Pote Sarasin, in particular, counseled against such a move, arguing
that it was a mistake for Thailand to commit itself so openly in a struggle
whose outcome was still so uncertain. Seriously split, the cabinet had de
cided to leave the decision to Phibun, who opted in favor of recognition.
Phibun at the time was particularly eager to obtain an American security
commitment for Thailand, and the military and economic aid that un
doubtedly would go with it. Pote resigned in protest; soon after, the Viet-
minh office in Bangkok was closed.

This new Thai-American alignment received fresh impetus from the
outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950. The overt North Korean invasion
of the South, coupled laterwithdirect Chinese participation, greatly intensi
fied American concern over communist regional and global intentions and
imparted a sense of urgency to American strategic thinking for both North
east and Southeast Asia. In Washington, there occurred a stiffening of resolve
that the communist challenge in both regions should be met firmly and
decisively. In Bangkok, too, the Korean invasion produced a hardening effect
which weakened what opposition still existed to a close association with the
U.S. Following consultation with American Ambassador Edwin F. Stanton,
the Phibun government offered to send 4,000 ground troops to aid the be
leaguered United Nations forces; the Thaigovernment also contributed some
40,000 metric tons of rice for Korean relief andsupported important United
States-sponsored resolutions in the United Nations directed against China
and North Korea. The Thai offer to send troops was the first to come from
an Asian nation, providing valuable grounds for refuting communist propa
ganda that the United Nations effort was only another manifestation of
"Western Imperialism." It was almost certainly a part of Phibun's calcula
tion that the United States would reciprocate with a major boost in military
and economic aid. Whatever the intention, the Thai contribution to the
Korean War effort went far toward cementing the bonds of friendship and
cooperation which had been developing since 1945, and removed much of
the taint still attached to Phibun from his prior association with the Japanese.

Phibun was correct in his expectation of increased American aid. In
February 1950, he had approached American officials in Bangkok, express
ing an interest in receiving economic assistance under the Point Four pro
gram. The Americans were receptive, and Thailand was included in the
itinerary of an aid survey mission being dispatched to the Far East in the
spring of 1950. The mission was to have two somewhat contradictory ob
jectives: to recommend aid directed toward long-term development, and to
recommend aid directed toward the shoring up of local governments against
immediate communist pressures; emphasis was to be placed on quick-impact,
high-visibility projects.

13



The Griffin Mission^ visited Thailand from April 4 to 12, 1950. The
eight-day tourproduced arecommendation that Thailand receive $11,420,000
in technical and economic aid. The Mission took particular cognizance of
Thailand's basic developmental needs. Aid was also seen, however, as having
specific political value. The Mission expressed concern that Communist
China might atterript to subvert Thailand through the localChinese commu
nity (in fact, this was an unjustified fear, but one that corresponded closely
to views held by the Thai leadership), or that it might attempt to seize Thai
land's rich rice lands outright. ("There isalso the great temptation presented
to Communist China to obtain control of the largest exportable rice surplus
currently being produced in Southeast Asia. This surplus may well be a
compelling factor in communist strategy in view of famine conditions in
China.")' Thailand's rice exports, standing at 1.2 million tons in 1949, were
assessed as being of major importance to the stability of food-deficient areas
of free Asia such as Japan and India. The domestic political impact of Ameri
can aid was therefore a prime consideration:

With respect to the proposed program, there is less economic urgency than
political urgency. As a country that has come out solidly for the West, Thailand
needs prompt evidence that its partnership isvalued

... The danger might arise that the Thai, feeling themselves alone and be
lieving a communist victory inevitable, might decide that wisdom is the better part
ofvalor and attempt to come to terms with the Communists on superficially desir
able terms.... Substantial American aid now would certainly lessen such a possi
bility.®

It is probable that Phibun's government subtly encouraged the Americans in
that view. Even the Americans recognized that Phibun stood to gain person
ally from American support. ("The Government is rather firmly supported
by its people. It should gain strength, of course, from aid program publi
city.")' The internal political effects of American aid were thus both antici-
pated and advanced.

The Griffin Mission's proposals for economic and technical assistance
were implemented with the signing on September 19, 1950, of an "Eco
nomic and Technical Cooperation Agreement" between the United States
and Thailand, the first of its kind in Asia.

American economic and technical assistance was initially funded with
$8,000,000 provided by the Economic Cooperation Administration (ECA).

®Led by R. Allen Griffin, a former Deputy Chief ofthe China Mission under the Eco
nomic Cooperation Administration. Besides Bangkok, the Mission visited Saigon (March
6-16), Singapore and Kuala Lumpur (March 16-23), Rangoon (March 23-April 4) and
Djakarta (April 12-22). '
' Samuel P. Hayes, ed.. The Beginning ofAmerican Aid to Southeast Asia: The Griffin
Mission of1950 (Lexington, Mass.: Heath Lexington Books, 1971), p. 226.
®Ibid., p. 227.
' Ibid.,p. 224.
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By September of 1950, a Special Technical and Economic Mission (STEM)
had been established in Bangkok, with fifty technical expertsworking in the
fields of agriculture, irrigation, transportation, communication, commerce,
education, and public health. Toward the end of 1951, the ECA was re
placed by the Mutual Security Agency (MSA), and under this enlarged pro
gram Thailand was allotted $7,000,000 in technical and economic aid. In
addition to direct bilateral assistance, Thailand was awarded a loan of
$25,400,000 from the World Bank in October 1950 to assist in therehabili
tation of the country's transportation and irrigation network; this was the
first World Bank loan to any nation in Southeast Asia.

The Griffin Mission was followed shortly by the Melby-Erskine Joint
State-Defense-MDAP Survey Mission, which toured Asia assessing local
military assistance requirements. Already in early 1950, President Truman
had approved a grant of $10,000,000 in military aid to Thailand. The
Erskine Mission led to the signing on October 17, 1950, of a Mutual Defense
Assistance Agreement between Thailand and the United States, which pro
vided that the United States would furnish Thailand with military equip
ment and "services, or other military assistance" as might be appropriate.
Soon after the signing of the Agreement, arms shipments began arriving, the
first in January 1951, followed by twenty-seven more in the next twelve
months. The shipments included sufficient arms to equip ten army battalions,
as well as fighter planes and modern naval vessels. To facilitate and super
vise the training of the Thai armed forces and the distribution of military
assistance, the United States established a Military Assistance Advisory
Group (MAAG) in Bangkok. U. S. military assistance for the ensuing three
years totaled $4.5 million in 1951, $12 million in 1952, and $56 million
in 1953.

The tightening of the Thai-American relationship and the extension of
military and economic cooperation at this time were in large part a reaction
to the emergence of Communist China as a regional power. Since the Chinese
intervention in the Korean War, China had in the eyes of Washington policy
makers replaced the Soviet Union as the chiefadversary of the West in Asia.
This was a perception shared by the Thais as well. Bombastic and strident
declarations emanating from Radio Peking did little to lessen the apprehen
sions of Southeast Asian governments for their immediate security. In
Washington's estimation, the Communist Chinese had three essential goals
in Southeast Asia: the securing of Chinese frontiers through the establish
ment of nonhostile, pliable, and preferably communist buffer zones; the
disengagement of the United States from the region; and the establishment
of Chinese influence as paramount in Southeast Asia. These were viewed as

"Agreement Respecting Military Assistance Between the Government of the United
States and the Government of Thailand," October 17, 1950, in United States Treaties
and OtherInternationalAgreements, Vol. Ill, Fart 2 (1952), 3 UST2675.
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part and parcel of a Chinese bid for leadership in the revolutionary move
ments of the underdeveloped world, and of Asia in particular. It was antici
pated that the Chinese would attempt to advance these objectives not only
by diplomacy and subversion but quite possibly by outright invasion; this
impression had been strengthened by the experience of Korea. As John
Foster Dulles expressed the prevailing view in 1953;

We do not make the mistake of treating Korea as an isolated affair. The Korean
War forms one part of the world-wide effort of Communism to conquer freedom.
More immediately, it is part of that effort in Asia. A single Chinese Communist
aggressive front extends from Korea in the north to Indochina in the south
There is the risk that, as in Korea, Red China might send its own army into Indo
china."

The possibility of a Chinese Korea-style invasion, most probably knifing
through Northern Thailand, was considered real in the 1950s and continued
to haunt American and Thai policymakers as late as 1965.

Hindsight suggests that an open Chinese Communist attack on South
east Asia was never actually in the cards. Chinese Communist support of
indigenous subversive movements was a far more likely prospect. Chinese
(or for that matter, Soviet) preeminence on the Asian landmass was per
ceived to threaten a number of vital American interests. As described in a
National Security Council Policy Statement produced early in 1952, these
included: the security of the U.S. position in the Pacific offshore island
chain; access to the raw materials of Southeast Asia (such as rubber, tin,
petroleum, and rice); and the economic and political stability of Japan.
Also explicit in American thinking was the concept later to become known
as the "domino theory." As formulated in the NSC's 1952 Policy Statement:

The loss of any of the countries of Southeast Asia to communist aggression would
have critical psychological, political, and economic consequences. In the absence
of effective and timely counteraction, the loss of any single country would prob
ably lead to relatively swift submission to or an alignment withcommunism of the
rest of Southeast Asia and India, and in the longer term, of the Middle East (with
the probable exception of at least Pakistan and Turkey) would in all probability
progressively follow: such widespread alignment would endanger the stability and
securityof Europe.'®

French Indochina was perceived to be the linchpin in the domino process,
and a successful defense of that area against Chinese invasion or Chinese-
supported subversion was therefore considered vital to the defense of Ameri
can regional and global interests.

Address by the Hon. John Foster Dulles before the American Legion, St. Louis, Mis
souri, September 2, 1953, in UnitedStates-VietnamRelations, Vol. IX, Part V pp 142-
43.

"United States Objectives and Courses of Action With Respect to Southeast Asia,"
National Security Council NSC 124/2,1952,Pentagon Papers, pp. 27-29.

Ibid.
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The domino theory served as theconceptual basis for American support
of the French war effort in Indochina in the early 1950s, and later for Amer
ican support of Diem and other successor South Vietnamese governments.
Thailand, as a friendly nation bordering French Indochina and, equally im
portantly, located in the geographic heart of Southeast Asia, came toPl^y^
central role in America's regional strategy. As a Free World bastion in
Southeast Asia, Thailand would in succeeding years become the locus of
major American interests and programs, and would become ever more deeply
enmeshed in the global strategy of the United States and in the power strug
gles of neighboring Indochina.

A CONFERENCE AT GENEVA

The American position on Indochina hardened with the election of
General Dwight Eisenhower to the presidency and his appointment of
John Foster Dulles as Secretary of State in late 1953. Eisenhower had been
elected, in large part, on a campaign charge that the Truman adrninistration
had been "soft on communism" and was responsible for the "loss" of China.
Early on, it became clear that the Eisenhower administration intended to
prevent a similar "loss" in Indochina. The domino theory was accepted with
little or no alteration by the new Washington leadership and continued to
provide the conceptual basis for American policies in Southeast Asia.'" At
stake was nothing less than the momentum of the international communist
movement, which threatened to swamp the former colonial areas unless it
were stopped by firm American action.

To counteract the threat of communist encirclement on a global scale,
Dulles proposed a policy of "massive retaliation" against the Soviet Union
coupled with an increased reliance on "community deterrent power." Under
this doctrine, local defensive forces were to be increased to the point where
they would be capable ofdetaining communist forces long enough to permit
the United States to undertake massive strikes against vital enemy targets.
For Asia, this signified an increased reliance on local military power and an
intensified American drive toward regional collectivesecurity arrangements.

In Indochina, meanwhile, the situation had become grave. Despite the
growing level of American assistance, the French position continued to
deteriorate through 1953. In September of that year, France, with American
backing, made one last major effort to retain its hold on Vietnam. The
failure of the Navarre Plan, which led only to a further series of military
reverses, sealed the fate of French Indochina and ultimately led France to
the Geneva conference table.

The Geneva Conference, which met from April 26 to July 21, 1954,
ultimately produced two interrelated agreements: a bilateral armistice be-

See NSC 48/1 (1949), p. 18; NSC/64 (1950), p. 20; NSC/124-2 (1952), p. 27. See also
NSC 5405, in United States-Vietnam Relations, 1945-1967, Vol. I,Part II, p. A-51.
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tween France and the Vietminh, and a multilateral final declaration. The
Final Declaration of the Conference, signed on July 21, 1954, was most
significant for the United States. In addition to endorsing the armistice, the
Declaration further detailed provisions for the political future of Vietnam.
Under paragraphs 6 and 7-the most important of the document-the mili
tary demarcation line dividing north and south Vietnam was to be pro
visional only, pending nationwide general elections two years later. It was
those elections that would determine the political future of the country.''

The Final Declaration was endorsed by representatives of Great Britain
and the Soviet Union (the two co-chairmen of the conference), France,
Cambodia, Laos, and the Vietminh. The United States (which, though not
a party in the agreements, was nevertheless a participant in theconference)
withheld its endorsement. Instead, U.S. Undersecretary of State Walter
Bedell Smith issued a unilateral declaration on behalf of the U. S. govern
ment, stating that "the United States reiterates its traditional position that
peoples are entitled to determine their own future and that it will not join
in an arrangement which would hinder this." The United States would, how
ever, "refrain from the threat oruse of force to disturb" the agreements, and
"would view any renewal of the aggression in violation of the aforesaid
agreements with grave concern and as seriously threatening international
peace and security."" The United States was clearly displeased with the
outcome of the conference, even though Smith acknowledged upon his
return from Geneva that the agreements were "the best that we could pos
sibly have obtained under the circumstances." In the eyes of Dulles and
Eisenhower, the Geneva agreements sanctioned the loss of further territory
and further millions of human beings to international communism. The elec
tions scheduled for 1956 would, it was foreseen, merely lead to the loss of
the south by political rather than military means, making Vietnam the
domino whose fall might lead to the eventual loss of all of Southeast Asia
and possibly regions beyond. In meetings on August 8 and 12, 1954, the
National Security Council described the settlement as a "disaster" that
"completed a major forward stride of communism which may lead to the
loss of Southeast Asia.""

The sharpness of the American reaction to the Geneva Accords wasre
flected in a key National Security Council Policy Statement dated August 20,
1954 (NSC 5429/2). In that Statement, concern was expressed that the

IS « Final Declaration of the Geneva Conference," Background Information Relating to
Vietnam and Southeast Asia, Committee on Foreign Relations, U.S. Senate, December
1974 (Washington, D.C.: U. S. Government Printing Office, 1975), pp. 217-19.
" "Statement by the Under-Secretary of State at the Concluding Plenary Session of the
Geneva Conference," Background Information Relating to Vietnam and Southeast Asia
p. 220.

" Pentagon Papers, p. 14.
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communists had, through the Accords, "secured possession ofan advanced
salient in Vietnam from which military and nonmilitary pressures can be
mounted against adjacent and more remote non-communist areas," and that
the communists had "increased their military and political prestige in Asia
and their capacity for expanding Communist influence by exploiting politi
cal and economic weakness and instability in the countries of free Asia
without resort to armed attack." The Statement went on to make specific
recommendations for various "courses of action" with respect to major
regions and states of eastern Asia. With respect to China, the Council pro
posed specific steps designed to "reduce the power of Communist China in
Asia even at the risk of, but without deliberately provoking, war." In South
east Asia, it was decided to "negotiate aSoutheast Asia security treaty with
the UK, Australia, New Zealand, France, the Philippines, Thailand and, as
appropriate, other free South and Southeast Asian countries willing to parti
cipate" so as to "commit each member to treat an armed attack on the
agreed area (including Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam) as dangerous to
its own peace, safety and vital interests, and to act promptly to meet the
common danger in accordance with its own constitutional processes." Direct
U. S. military intervention was to be considered "ifrequested by alegitimate
local government which requires assistance to defeat local communist sub
version or rebellionnot constituting armed attack.

Thailand was to hold a central position in the new American strategy
for the region. The same NSC Pohcy Statement included specific guidelines
for American policy in Thailand:

a. Provide military assistance sufficient to increase the strength of indigenous
forces, thereby helping to control local subversion, and to make easier clear
identification of instances of overt aggression.

b. Provide economic assistance conducive to the maintenance and strength or a
non-communist regime.

c Concentrate efforts on developing Thailand as a support of U. S. objectives in
the area and as the focal point of U. S. covert and psychological operations in
Southeast Asia.

These three elements—the supply of military assistance for counterinsur-
gency and counterinvasion purposes, the supply ofeconomic assistance to
support the existing political structure, and the development of Thailand as
a base for other U. S. operations in the Indochina theatre-were to prove
the principal strands of American policy in Thailand from 1954 into the
1970s. As early as 1950, American policy planners had begun toview Thai
land as an asset in the accelerating struggle with Asian communism, and

NSC 5429/2, United States-Vietnam Relations, 1945-1967, Vol. X, Part III, pp. 731-
38.

Ibid., p. 738(emphasis added).
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had taken steps to support Marshal Phibun's. anti-communist government
materially. Only with the signing of the 1954 Geneva Accords, however,
did Thai-American relations come to be explicitly and intensively cast in
the mold of security-related issues. From that point, the process of Thai-
American security cooperation was to mushroom, first under the pressure
of a deteriorating situation in Laos, and later (after 1964) in response to the
military requirements of the Vietnam War.

AMERICAN AID, 1954-1960

Serious concern for the security ofThailand was aroused in both Bang
kok and Washington by the extension of the Indo-Chinese War into Laos
in April and again in December of 1953. Concern was further heightened
by the announcement on January 31, 1953, of the formation of a "Thai
Autonomous People's Government" in southern Yunnan, then the home of
some 200,000 ethnic Thai tribesmen. Thai fears ofChina had already been
intensified by Chinese involvement in the Korean conflict and by hostile
propaganda attacks launched by both the PRC and the Soviet Union. The
establishment of what was perceived to be a Chinese-controlled counter-
government aroused intense concernin Bangkok that Yunnan would be used
as a base for the subversion of Thailand proper. This concern was given
further impetus by the sudden appearance of Pridi Phanomyong in Peking
in July 1954. Pridi was referred to by Radio Peking as the "Public Leader of
Thailand," leading the Thai government to believe that Pridi would be used
as a puppet for the subversive purposes of the Communist Chinese. In
reality, Pridi had little following left in Thailand, though the Chinese may
well have intended to use him for all he was worth; nor was he likely to be
able to lead the comparatively primitive Thai tribesmen of southern Yunnan
in a subversive crusade. The Thais of China were themselves remote in
geography, culture, and time from their Southeast Asian cousins. Neverthe
less, given the sensitivity of both the Eisenhower and Phibun governments
to any potential communist threat, the Thai security situation seemed peril
ous enough to warrant increased vigilance and stepped-up military aid.

On June 21, 1954, while the Geneva Conference was still in session,
Thailand made it known that it would welcome U. S. forces in the country
under certain circumstances. Soon after, on July 13, Washington announced
that it would provide additional military and technical assistance for Thai
land. Both actions were directly related to the perceived setback for the
free world then in the making in the Geneva settlement.

American aid to Thailand in the years 1951-54 had generally been
characterized by small-scale technical assistance projects, totaling $31.2
million for the period. The largest portion of this funding was devoted to
agriculture, transportation, communication, and power, as well as industry,
mining, education, and public administration. In agriculture and public
health, in particular, substantial progress had been made. Intensive U.S.-
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sponsored experimentation and testing led to an improved variety of rice
seed; the 15 percent increased yield produced by the new strain resulted in
a reversal of Thailand's long-term trend ofdeclining rice yields.^® Assistance
to the fisheries sector was largely responsible for a 25 percent increase in the
fish catch between 1953 and 1955, and for the development in that same
period of a domestic fish meal industry and the establishment of the first
wholesale fish market in Thailand. '̂ In the field of public health, American
efforts led to a fall in the malaria death rate by over half between 1950 and
1954. As a result of the malaria eradication program (1951-71), the number
of deaths in Thailand attributable to that disease was reduced from 35,000
(19.4 percent of all deaths) in 1950 to 4,490 (2.0 percent of all deaths) in
1966.^^ Also through the public health program, the number of provincial
hospitals in Thailand was increased from twenty to seventy-one by 1955,
one for each province; this was accompanied by a widespread moderniza
tion of medical equipment and facilities.^^ In the field of ecoriomic infra
structure, the small American program made a limited impact in highway,
railway, and port development. One of the more significant projects in this
area was the provision ofassistance for the dredging ofadeep-water channel
to the port of Bangkok.^"

U.S. projects undertaken between 1950 and 1954 were thus generally
small in scale and were directed principally toward economic development
goals. Adramatic transformation in the nature ofthe American aid program
took place in 1954, however, with the division of the technical and eco
nomic assistance program into two segments: "Technical Cooperation and
"Defense Support." Technical Cooperation encompassed most of the eco
nomic and other development programs that had been undertaken earlier
in the 1950s; Defense Support, on the other hand, consisted offunding and
supplies designed to develop and strengthen the Thai security structure,
particularly through the construction of a nationwide infrastructure of
facilities oriented toward military uses and through the provision of other
forms of assistance intended to strengthen the Royal Thai Government s
(RTG) political control of the countryside.

Project 493-11-130-007 ("Rice Improvement"), RTGjUSOM Economic and Technical
Project Summary FY 1951-1972, Program Office, United States Operations Mission to
Thailand, Agency for International Development, March 1973.

Project 493-12-180-012 ("Fisheries"), RTGjUSOM Economic and Technical Project
Summary FY 1951-1972.

Project 493-11-511-107 ("Malaria Eradication"), RTG/t/SOM ibono/nic and Techni
calProjectSummary FY1951-1972.

Project 493-11-550-052 ("Hospital Impiovement"), RTGjUSOM Economic and Tech
nical Project Summary FY 1951-1972. See also J. Alexander Caldwell American Eco
nomic Aid to Thailand (Lexington, Mass.: Heath Lexington Books, 1974), p. 41.

Project 493-12-340-036 ("Harbor OevtXo^ment"), RTGjUSOMEconomic and Techni
calProjectSummary FY 1951-1972.
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In 1955, the Technical Cooperation program was only half what it had
been in 1951 ($4.6 million as compared to $8.9 million), while $27 9
million had been added in Defense Support. While average yearly gross
obligations increased from $7.8 million in the period 1951-54 to $36 0
million for the period 1955-59, almost no major new projects were begun
in the latter period in the fields of public health or agriculture. Several
activities in these areas were in fact phased out, particularly in the fisheries
and irrigation sectors. The primary emphasis of America's economic aid
program was decisively shifted from economic development to the develop
ment of a security-related national infrastructure. In the period 1954-60,
the transportation sector received 46.9 percent of total U.S. assistance^
roads alone receiving 33 percent, and air transport 9.8 percent; industry
received 17.7 percent, education 8.6 percent, agriculture 8.4 percent, health
7.3 percent, public administration 3.5 percent, and police 1.5 percent."
This constituted a fundamental reorientation of the economic aid program,
a process directly tied to the growing American concern with security in
Southeast Asia following the Geneva Accords, and to the emphasis being
placed by John Foster Dulles on military power and the expansion oflocal
defensive capabilities.

Within the economic aid program, the transportation sector had par
ticular security value. Between 1955 and 1960, USOM (the United States
Operation Mission, the Agency for International Development's aid-disbursing
arm) involved itself in virtually every major highway project in Thailand. Be
tween 1951 and 1965, $350,000,000 was spent on highway construction in
Thailand, the greatest part in the period 1954-59." American aid was
supplemental to large expenditures made directly by the RTG for highway
development, pursuant to a plan drawn up by USOM and the RTG for "a
basic system composed of the minimum number and length of primary high
ways necessary for the economic growth and military defense of Thai-
land." '̂ One of the most significant USOM projects was the "Friendship
Highway, running from Saraburi to Korat, a major town in the North
east. Built at a cost of $20,000,000 (of which the United States provided
$13,600,000), the Friendship Highway was the first modern road to extend
into the troubled Northeastern region. By increasing access from Bangkok
to that area (the journey was shortened by 150 kilometers and several
hours), completion of the highway had major security as well as economic
implications.^® Some years later, it would also provide a strategic access

" American Economic Aid to Thailand, pp. 166,40.
"Projects 493-12-3104)26, 493-11-310-027, 493-12-310-028, 493-12-310-029 493-

493.12.310.102, 493.12.310.105
and TechnicalProjectSummary FY1951-1972.
" Ibid., Project 493-12-310-102.

Ibid., Project 493-12-310-028.
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corridor to American air bases in the region. A second major highway
project, the Bangkok-Saraburi Highway (1957-65), completed the link
between Bangkok and the Northeast by joining with the Friendship High
way; it also strengthened ties between Bangkok and the Northern provinces
by tying in with the existing northern road network. The final major high
way project of the period was the East-West Highway (1955-60), built be
tween Phitsanulok and Lomsak in Northern Thailand. This was the first

all-weather road linking the North and Northeastern regions of the country.
This served not only to encourage commerce between the two sectors but
also to tie the sensitive Northeast more closely to the rest of the nation.
USOM aid to arterial highway projects continued until 1965, by which time
Thailand was in possession of a skeletal national highway net.

Major attention was also devoted to the improvement of Thailand's air
and railway systems. Between 1955 and 1960, a number of major USOM
projects sought to recondition and modernize the Thai national railway
system (which had been badly damaged in the Second World War). Modern
traffic control and communications systems were provided, regional railway
shops constructed, and large quantities of rolling stock supplied. Also, with
the signing of the Geneva settlement, USOM funded the extension of Thai
railway lines from Udon to Nong Khai, on the Laotian border. As Laos was
and is highly dependent on Thailand for the transit of the greater part of its
imports, and as the loss of North Vietnam to the communists had aroused
American concern for the future of all Indochina, the extension of those
railway lines and the provision of the necessary rolling stock to operate
them no doubt served the purpose not only of relieving pressure on Thai
facilities but also of tying Laos that much more directly to Thailand and the
West.^^ USOM also contributed at approximately the same time (1959-61)
to the reconstruction of the Korat-Nong Khai highway, the completion of
which provided a parallel road route from Bangkok to the Laotian border
(via the Friendship Highway).

More important than the railways, however, was the large-scale pro
gram of airport development generated by USOM in 1955. Beginning in
April of that year, the United States launched a major construction pro
gram calling for the widespread grading, draining, and paving of concrete
runways, taxiways, and aprons; construction of entrance roads; installation
of lighting and electric power; provision of point-to-point communication
for all airports, navigational aids, and air-traffic control facilities; and train
ing in-country and overseas of Thai personnel in all phases of civil aviation.
Construction and installation of all facilities was turned over to the U. S.

Navy in September 1955 under the auspices of JUSMAG (the Joint U.S.
Military Advisory Group). By February 1960, construction had been com
pleted at Korat, Takhli, Udorn, Ubon, and Chiang Mai airports. In April

See ibid., Projects 493-12-330-030,493-11-330-031, 493-12-330-032.
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1961, a new control tower was completed at Don Muang airport (Bangkok),
making that the most modern air traffic control facility in Southeast Asia,
and other modern electronic equipment was installed at air facilities in
Phitsanulok, Songkhla, Phuket, Chiang Rai, Lampang, Phrae, Nakhon
Sawan, Mae Sot, Tak, and elsewhere.

According to former U.S. Ambassador U. Alexis Johnson, the North
eastern Thailand airstrips constructed or modernized at this time were,
among other things, intended to serve originally as post-strike recovery
sites for U. S. B-47 bombers returning from strategic missions over China.
Launched from Guam, and with Umited fuel capacity and range, U.S.
bombers would have required such strips in order to survive the long transit
across southern China. Though longer-range B-52s subsequently made this
role less important, the general decline in the security environment of South
east Asia provided a further rationale for new base construction.^® The mili
tary implications of these facilities were made explicit in USOM's program
objectives: to "provide Thailand with a system of improved airports, located
by both economic and military considerations" (P 493-11-370-103), and to
"provide good civil airport facilities for domestic air carrier operation and
the advancement of civil aviation in Thailand, as well as adequate air defense
for Thailand consistent with U.S. policy and SEATO responsibilities"
(P 493-12-370-037).^^ It is worth noting that of the five principal facilities
first completed, four (Korat, Takhli, Udom, and Ubon) were located in the
Northeast, close to the Indochina frontier. Some years later, in the mid-
1960s and early 1970s, all four of those bases (plus two additional sites)
were to see extensive service in U. S. air reconnaissance, supply, and bomb
ing operations over Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. Airfield construction
and improvement programs continued through 1971.

Other USOM projects, as well, were more or less explicitly directed
toward military ends. From 1950 to 1963, a major effort was made to
develop Thailand's telecommunications network, with the primary com
mitment of funds taking place between 1958 and 1963. The completed
system was envisaged as having "private, commercial, civil government,
police and military use."^^ Economic aid funds were also assigned to pro
jects with the designations: Naval Base Improvement (1955-60), Naval
Recruit Training (1955-59), Military Training Facilities (1955-61), Volun
teer Defense Corps Construction (1955-59), Military Hospitals (1955-60),
Military Trucks (1955-61), and Military Training Facilities and Military Uni
forms (1955-61). These projects were financed by USOM, but programed
and administered by JUSMAG.^^

^ Interview,U. AlexisJohnson (Washington, D.C.: December 14,1977).
Projects493-12-370-037,493-12-370-039,493-11-370-103,493-22-370-106.
Project 498-52-225-095.Also 493-11-220-020,498-52-225,095.
Projects 493-11-020-078, 493-11-020-079, 493-11-020-080, 493-11-020-081, 493-11-

020-082,493-11-020-083,493-11-020-084,493-11-020-085.
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One particularly interesting aspect of the American aid program was its
support for the Thai National Police Department (TNPD). Since 1951, the
United States had been providing large-scale aid to the TNPD through the
Sea Supply Corporation, a cover organization for the Central Intelligence
Agency. Sea Supply was staffed by professional paramilitary personnel,
many of them former OSS agents in Thailand. While part of its aid was
devoted to conventional police work, the greater part of Sea Supply's effort
was involved in the development of a Thai counterinsurgency police capa
city, particularly in the border areas. An elite wing of the TNPD, the Border
Patrol Police (BPP), wasan eventualoutgrowth of the Sea Supply program.^"*

In 1957, the CIA's police program ran afoul of Thai domestic politics.
Up to that point, effective political power had been divided among three
men: Phibunsongkhram, General Phao, and General Sarit. In the delicate
power balance that resulted, Phibun lacked a strong institutionalized politi
cal base and therefore had to rely on his own prestige with both the Thai
people and their American benefactors; Sarit and Phao's power bases were
respectively the army and police. General Phao in particular had become
immensely powerful, having transformed the Thai police into a private army
of 42,000 men equipped with armored cars and an airborne assault capacity;
the expansion in both numbers and equipment of the TNPD had been
accomplished with American assistance. On September 16, 1957, Sarit
moved against his political rivals, forcing both Phibun and Phao into exile.
With the army faction clearly in control of the government, a move was
quickly made to disband Phao's TNPD power base. Among the victims of
the power shift was Sea Supply. Then housed in a building adjacent to
TNPD headquarters. Sea Supply reportedly burned its records on the night
of the coup and went into a protective low-profile stance.The eclipse of
the TNPD thus resulted in a major setback for America's police assistance
program. Thenceforth, at the insistence of the new government, whatever
police assistance the United States was allowed to provide was channeled
through USOM, and for the next five years that aid was restricted to low
levels. From 1957 through 1961, American assistance to the police (through
USOM's Public Safety Program) did not exceed $625,000 annually, with
most of the material and training involved being devoted to traditional crime
prevention and control functions.

This is not to say that after 1954 USOM's focus was exclusively secuiity-
oriented. Technical assistance funds, though comparatively small, did con
tinue to flow to a number of primarily civil projects in such fields as electric
power generation and public administration and education. One major focus
in USOM's effort in this period was the creation of an Institute of Public

^ Confidential interview (Washington, D.C., May 4,1976).
Interview, Mr. Samuel Kirshniah, Executive Editor, Voice of the Nation (Bangkok,

July 14,1976).
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Administration (IPA) at Thammasat University. Once established, the
IPA provided the first Master's level training available in Thailand in public
administration—a badly needed service for a developing nation with a highly
centralized bureaucratic structure. The Institute was subsequently reorga
nized into a new graduate school, the National Institute of Development
Administration (NIDA).^^ USOM further contributed to the streamlining of
Thai government operations by providing assistance in modern fiscal man
agement techniques. Studies, recommendations, and technical assistance
were furnished in budgeting, auditing, and accounting, and over seventy-five
Thai government officials were sent abroad for training. This resulted in a
revision of the laws governing budgeting, auditing, accounting, and budget
and tax administration; operational improvements in the revenue and tax
systems; the organization and staffing of a central Budget Bureau; the
introduction of a new government accounting system; and generally im
proved methods of financial organization.^''

The primary thrust of America's aid effort had, however, turned
decisively toward security. This emphasis in the U.S. aid program was
strongly supported by a series of resident United States ambassadors. The
first of these was Edwin F. Stanton, who served from 1946 to 1953. A
staunch anti-communist, Stanton's views are reflected in an October 1954
article in Foreign Affairs titled "Spotlight on Thailand":

Because of her geographical and strategical location Thailand, or Land of the
Free (still known to many Westerners as Siam), is the heart and citadel of the
region....

What are the possibilities of saving the rest of Southeast Asia? A defensive
alliance supported by an adequate defensive system is a commonsense approach
to the situation.... Such a defensive system for Southeast Asia can best function
if it is based on Thailand, which is wholly free from the taint of colonialism. Thai
land's assent to that is, of course, absolutely essential; and it is equally necessary
for the United States and the members of any Southeast Asian alliance that may
be formed to undertake to defend Thailand. Thailand would rightly expect such a
guarantee.... If Thailand's freedom and independence can be preserved, the heart
and much of the body of Southeast Asiawillhave been saved.^®

Stanton was followed by Major General William J. Donovan, who was
already well known in Thailand as the former head of the OSS. Donovan
lobbied extensively with the Eisenhower administration for stepped-up
military aid for Thailand, and it was owing in part to Donovan's efforts that
the military assistance program to Thailand underwent its major expansion
in 1954. Both the internal and external communist threat to Thai security

Project 493-11-770-123.

Project 493-11-750-121.

Edwin F. Stanton, "Spotlight on Thailand," Foreign Affairs 33 (October 1954): 72-
75 (emphasis added).
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stood high in Donovan's mind, and he frequently addressed that issue both
in Thailand and in the United States. Writing in the July 1955 issue of
Fortune magazine, Donovan observed:

In the cold war struggle for Southeast Asia, the independent kingdom of
Thailand occupies a position of unique importance-both to the communist and
to the free world, with which Thailand is presently allied. To Red China, it is a
tempting prize, for China needs rice, and Thailand's rice fields are among themost
fertile in Asia. Moreover the conquest of Thailand, whether by invasion or sub
version, would so expose neutralist Burma as to make its capitulation to commu
nism almost inevitable. It would enable the communists to give direct support to
their guerilla forces in British Malaya. IfThailand should fall, inshort, all ofSouth
east Asia might be lost.

Fortunately for the U.S., however, Thailand will not be an easy victim. On
the contrary, it is the free world's strongest bastion in Southeast Asia, Thailand,
alone among the independent countries of this region, has wholeheartedly aligned
itselfwith the West, and it welcomes U.S. support. And that supportcanbe given
without committing ourselves, as we did in Indochina, to thesupport ofa colonial
regime doomed by the rising tide of Asian nationalism.

... We have given the Thais arms and equipment. But sending arms is not
enough; wemust also help strengthen the Thai economy so that it can bettersup
porta military establishment thatnow takes 40percent ofthenational budget....
The Thais clearly deserve effective support from the rest of the free world, and it
is in our interest that such support isgiven.^^

Donovan was succeeded as ambassador by John Puerifoy in December
1954. Puerifoy had just come from a post in Guatemala, where he had
achieved notoriety for hiscontribution to the downfall of the pro-communist
Arbenz regime. He, too, was vitally concerned with the communist threat
to Thailand, and his tenure saw the continued strengthening of the Thai-
American military connection. Puerifoy's term ended with his death in an
auto accident in August 1955, at which time he was succeeded by Max
Bishop, a career foreign service officer. Bishop, like his predecessors, became
a vocal proponent of Thai-American security cooperation. The efforts of
these four ambassadors-Stanton, Donovan, Puerifoy, and Bishop-did much
to advance the cause of American support for Thai security.

The Manila Pact of 1954 (and the organization it created, SEATO) was
to constitute the ultimate embodiment of the Thai-American security rela
tionship. In it, Thailand obtained the express commitment of American
military support which had come to be, and to a large extent still is, a
principal objective of Thai foreign policy. For the United States, it provided
a vehicle by which further communist gains in Southeast Asia might be
forestalled. While the purposes of both countries were thus served by the
Manila Pact, certain important differences nevertheless remained. Though

William J. Donovan, "Our Stake in Thailand," Fortune 52 (July 1955): 94-95 (em-
phasis added).
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the Pact established a formal alliance mechanism, under what circumstances
would that mechanism be called into play? And could the SEATO organiza
tion, by virtue of its membership and procedures, be relied on in an emer
gency as an effective guarantor of Thai security? The fluctuations in the late
1950s in the diplomatic and military relationship between Thailand and the
United States, the two prime movers behind SEATO, would hinge largely
on these questions. In the final analysis, the controversies of SEATO's first
ten years reflected the significant differences of interest and viewpoint
between the United States as a major power and Thailand as a lesser power
in an environment of international conflict.

For a number of years, John Foster Dulles had considered the option
of a collective security scheme for Southeast Asia. The military reversals
suffered by the French in Vietnam in 1953 and 1954 had given new impetus
to the planning for such an arrangement, a process sealed by the participa
tion of Vietnam at the Geneva Conference of 1954. The guiding light of the
process was Dulles himself. From September 6 to 8, 1954, eight nations-
Australia, New Zealand, the United States, Great Britain, France, Thailand,
the Philippines, and Pakistan—met to work out details of a treaty. The
Manila Conference was notable for the absence of the so-called "neutralist"
nations such as India, Ceylon, and Burma, which rejected the military em
phasis envisaged by the United States.

Thailand, however, was attracted specifically by the military aspects
of the conference. It had been for a number of years a major objective of
Thai foreign policy to obtain a firm and explicit guarantee of Thai security
from the Western powers, and most importantly from the United States.
The failure to obtain such a guarantee in 1941 had been largely responsible
for Thailand's rapid capitulation to the Japanese, and by 1954 it was pain
fully evident to the Thais that a neutralist posture could not effectively
protect them against the oncoming communist tide. Such protection could
only come from the United States. Early in 1954, Dulles had approached
the Thai ambassador to Washington, Pote Sarasin, asking if his government
would be willing to participate in a collective defense agreement in South
east Asia. Sarasin relayed the message to Bangkok, and in two days received
the reply that the Thai government would accept "unconditionally." Nego
tiations ensued throughout the spring and summer of 1954, clarifying the
role Thailand would play in such an arrangement.

At the conference, the Thais endeavored to obtain the strongest treaty
possible. Their preferred model for the new organization being formed was
NATO; had the commitments embodied in the Manila Pact been patterned
after those contained in the North Atlantic Treaty, Americanmilitary action
in support of any member under attack would have been automatic. The
United States, however, approached the issue from a different perspective.
Dulles, fearing a possible refusal by the Senate to ratify, balked at a NATO-
type guarantee. Dulles also made it known that he opposed tying down
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American troops in the area on a permanent basis; for this reason, he de
clined Thai proposals for the establishment of a permanent military com
mand or a joint military force. As Dulles later explained it: "The United
States' responsibilities were so vast and so far-flung that we believed that
we would serve best by not earmarking forces for particular areas of the
Far East, but by developing the deterrent of mobile striking power, plus
strategically placed reserves."^" Dulles was specifically concerned about the
possibility of American forces being tied down in a ground war in South
east Asia in circumstances that left the initiative to the enemy; his pre
ferred option was armed resistance by local defensive forces, supplemented
by American air and naval support. In this he was joined by the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, who insisted that the United States not be committed financially,
militarily, or economically to unilateral action in the Far East, and that
U. S. freedom of action not be restricted."'

The key provisions of the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty,
signed at Manila on September 8, 1954, are contained in Article IV, which
reads in part:

Each party recognizes that aggression bymeans of armed attack in the treaty area
against any of the Parties or against any State or territory which the Parties by
unanimous agreement may hereinafter designate, would endanger its own peace
and safety, and agrees that it will in that event act to meet the common danger
in accordance with itsconstitutional processes."^

In an understanding accepted by the other parties, the United States in
serted above the final signatures of the participants language specifying that
this paragraph would be interpreted as applying only to "communist
aggression.

For the Thais, the central issue in the Treaty's wording was the ques
tion of automaticity. In the event of eitherovert attackor covert subversion
against Thailand, would theallied response be automatic, or would it becon
ditional? On this question, the key words of Article IV are: "Each party . . .
agrees that it will in that event act to meet the common danger in accor
dance with its constitutional processes." By this passage, the United States
was required to "act," but such action was only conditional, as it hinged
upon a positive outcome of the member's "constitutional processes." The
United States could, then, fail to act in defense of a Treaty member, owing
to a negative decision by the Congress.

Quoted in George Modelski, SEATO: Six Studies (Melbourne: F. W. Cheshire, 1962),
p. 96.

United States-Vietnam Relations, Vol. I, Part IV, p. 3.

"Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty and Protocol Thereto," Background In
formation Relating to Southeast Asia and Vietnam, p. 22.
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Article IV continues:

If, in the opinion of the Parties, theinviolability or theintegrity of the territory or
the sovereignty or pohtical independence of any Party in the treaty area orofany
other State or territory to which the provisions of paragraph 1of this article from
time to time apply is threatened in any way other than by armed attack or is
affected or threatened by any fact or situation which might endanger thepeace of
the area, the Parties shallconsult immediately in order to agree on measures which
shall be taken for the common defense."'

This paragraph refers specifically to the case of subversion, a major Thai con
cern at the time. Its language only specifies that "the Parties shall consult in
order to agree on measures. . .," hardly a hard-and-fast guarantee. The
security commitment contained in the Manila Treaty was thus, to the dis
appointment of the Thais, far from absolute.

In a final treaty provision, the scope of the new collective defense
arrangement was extended to the Indochinese states through a Protocol to
the treaty which designated, for the purpose of Article IV, "the States of
Laos, Cambodia, and the free territory under the jurisdiction of the State
of Vietnam" as falling within the area covered by the agreement. What this
meant was that in the event of outright aggression against one of the Indo-
Chinese states, any treaty member whose peace and security was threatened
could come to its aid in accordance with Article IV, Paragraph 1, provided
that such aid was requested by the protocolstate. In the event of subversion,
Paragraph 2 would apply. Significantly, neither Article IV nor the Protocol
was consistent with the Geneva accords.

When it came to organizational structure, the Manila Treaty was vague,
calling only for the establishment of a "Council" to "provide for consul
tation with regard to military and any other planning." Dulles early on
attempted to avoid use of the term "SEATO" to designate the new organi
zation, lest it be confused in structure or purpose with NATO (with its com
bined command and headquarters and all that that implied); but at the first
Council meeting in Bangkok in February 1957, the designation Southeast
Asia Treaty Organization was accepted. An elaborate organizational struc
ture was subsequently developed, but one that was still less complex than
and substantively different from that of NATO. Within that structure,
supreme authority for military matters rested with the Councilof Ministers,
the Council's authority being exercised in practice by biannual conferences
of SEATO military advisers. Three committees were also established to deal
with subversion, economic affairs, and information, cultural, educational,
and labor activities.

From the outset, the United States was the core actor of SEATO. Dulles
had personally been the driving force behind the Manila Treaty, and ultimate
power and authority within the SEATO organization lay in Washington

Ibid.
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(though this did not prevent the Thais from exerting great pressure on Wash
ington at various times). For the United States, SEATO served as a frame
work for deterring communist aggression in Southeast Asia, thereby at least
partially offsetting the gains made by the communists in Geneva. SEATO
was to constitute a defensive arc of Free World nations around the periphery
of communist Asia. In the final analysis, Dulles succeeded in attaining his
goal, a collective security scheme for Southeast Asia in which the United
States retained a degree of flexibility not available through a NATO-style
framework.

For Thailand, on the other hand, the final SEATO arrangements were
less than ideal. The Thais had been seeking an ironclad guarantee of Ameri
can support in the case ofcommunist invasion orsubversion; this they failed
to obtain. Despite verbal U. S. assurances, the Thais were disappointed by
the fact that they had exposed themselves to the ire of the communist
powers without an airtight guarantee of U.S. support in return; Thai con
cern was also aroused by the failure of SEATO to establish a joint permanent
military force in the style of NATO.''̂ Doubts about the reliability of the
American security commitment would continue to haunt Thai-American
relations in the ensuing years.

Still, Thailand had reason to be satisfied with the Manila Pact. After
considerable diplomatic effort, it had achieved its long sought-after defense
commitment from the United States, formalized by solemn treaty, and the
establishment of an apparatus for military consultation and cooperation.
In subsequent years, Thailand would also benefit materially from American
military and economic assistance provided through SEATO channels, and
from the internationalprestige accruing from the American alliance.

Thailand was, in fact, SEATO's principal purpose for being. At the time
of the Manila Pact in 1954, no other member state faced an immediate
threat of either communist subversion or communist invasion. In any antici
pated scenario, Thailand was the front-line state. For this reason, Thailand
was to be, of all SEATO members, the most vocal, active, and involved
through the 1950s and 1960s. It was also for this reason, and as a balm to
Thai disappointment in the "softness" of theAmerican treaty commitment,
that SEATO headquarters were established in Bangkok in early 1954. The
location of that headquarters in Bangkok constituted tangible evidence of
allied and American confidence in and commitment to both Thailand and
the future of a viable non-communist Southeast Asia. As a further conces
sion, a Thai national, Pote Sarasin, was appointed the organization's first
Secretary-General.

In a memorandum to the Secretary of Defense dated November 16,1956,JCS Chair
man Adm. Arthur Radford, speaking for the Joint Chiefs, recommended against specific
U.S. force commitments for SEATO. United States-Vietnam Relations, Vol. X, pp.
1096-97.
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Through the next ten years, SEATO was to be at the heart of Thai-
American relations, directly reflecting the overriding security preoccupa
tions of the era. At its outset, SEATO was warmly welcomed in Thailand;
the Phibun government had reason to congratulate itself, and both the press
and National Assembly echoed the government's satisfaction. With the first
testing of the alliance, however. Thai disappointment was rekindled, as
fundamental differences of interest and strategy emerged between Thailand
and the U.S. In 1955, and through the next eight years, the durability of
the Thai-American alliance was to be severely tested by events in Laos.

LAOS AND THE CRISIS OF SEATO

Laos has long been a source of critical concern for the Thais. Since the
early eighteenth century, Thailand has dominated the area that today is
Laos. Throughout the nineteenth century, the Laotian kingdoms of Vien
tiane, Luang Prabang, and Champassak were at various times vassal states
of Bangkok and were considered, in effect, to be part of greater Siam. Thai
interest in Laos has been based not only on this symbiotic relationship but
also on Laos's strategic position as a buffer between Thailand and Vietnam.
In the pre-colonial era, Laos effectively separated the regionally powerful
Thai and Annamese kingdoms and, while the significance of Laos to the
Thais lapsed during that area's domination by the French, it dramatically
increased with the de facto establishment of a communist state in North
Vietnam in 1954.

Geography and ethnography are also critical elements in the Thai
perception of Laos. Geographically, Laos shares a border of approximately
four hundred miles with North Vietnam, and seven hundred miles with
Thailand; the Mekong River is the principal dividing line along most of the
Thai border, and is highly permeable to movement in either direction. The
narrowness of Laotian territory dividing North Vietnam from Thailand,
and the fact that in the north Laos divides the People's Republic of China
from Thailand by only ninety miles, has since the mid-1950s led to intense
Thai concern over the possibility of Chinese- or Vietnamese-supported sub
version directed from Laotian territory, not to mention the possibility of
outright invasion. For this reason, the Thai government has been extremely
sensitive to the approach of any significant communist forces to the alluvial
plain of the Mekong River (immediately fronting Thailand) and the popula
tion centers located there.

The Thai concern with Laos is also ethnic, owing to the fact that a
large portion of the population of Northeastern Thailand is of ethnic Lao
origin. These Lao-Thais share an ethnic identity with their cousins across the
Mekong, including strong linguistic and cultural ties. This becomes highly
significant in light of the fact that the Northeast is also the poorest region
of Thailand, with a comparatively small portion of the nation's industry and
infrastructure and a distinctly lower per capita income. The aridity of the
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Northeastern climate has led to frequent drought conditions; and this, com
bined with a feeling of neglect by and hostility toward the central authorities
in Bangkok, has historically made the Northeast the Thai region most prone
to insurrection. The establishment of a communist state or of communist
forces on the Laotian side of the Mekong has thus raised the spectre of a
Lao-based, communist-engineered separatist appeal to the Lao-Thais of the
Northeast, or of an extensive arms flow across the Mekong to communist
Thai insurgents.

For these reasons, it was a central foreign policy goal of Thailand after
1954 to ensure the continuation of a friendly or genuinely neutral non-
communist government on the opposite side of the Mekong. In defense of
that interest, the government of Thailand developed in the 1950s, in con
junction with Sea Supply, a "forward strategy" in Laos, which called for the
defense of Thailand inside Laotian territory, before communist troopscould
advance into Thailand proper. As will be discussed below, that strategycon
tinued to receive consideration through the mid-1960s.

Specific Thai concern over the security of Laos was first aroused in
April 1953, when a Vietminh invasion of Laos brought communist forces
within a few miles of the Thai border, and again in December 1953, when
communist troops seized the Laotian town of Takhek, located directly on
the Mekong River. A similar communist thrust into Laos and Cambodia
in early 1954 was cut short by the Geneva settlement. The awareness ofan
immediate communist military threat was, however, a major impetus behind
the Thai enthusiasm for a regional collective security pact; with the signing
of the Manila Treaty inSeptember 1954, SEATO was to become the princi
pal medium for the communication ofThai concern over developments in
Laos, and an instrument which the Thai hoped to use in pursuit ofa diplo
matic "forward strategy" in that country. The response of the United States
and SEATO to these pressures was to become for the Thais a primary
barometer of the strength and reliability of the American commitment to
the defense of Southeast Asia.

From the outset, the Thais were disappointed with SEATO. The first
confrontation over Laos occurred in mid-1955, when the United States
and other SEATO members declined Thai urgings to intervene on behalf
of the existing government in Laos's ongoing civil war. The United States
position was that intervention was impossible because the Laotian govern
ment had not specifically requested SEATO assistance; that was scant com
fort to the Thai government, however, which began to fear that SEATO was
perhaps only a paper alliance.

Thailand's attitude toward SEATO was also affected by a momentary
thaw in the Cold War which occurred in the spring and summer of 1955. In
that brief period, both China and Russia appeared to be backing offfrom a
policy of global confrontation in favor of the new concept of "peaceful
coexistence." Simultaneously, in the morerelaxed international climate that

33



resulted, the phenomenon of "neutralism" began to sweep the states of
Asia. Both developments reached their height in Asia with the opening of
the Bandung Conference of nonaligned nations in April 1955. Aparticipant
in the Conference, Thailand was favorably impressed by the apparent mod
eration of the Chinese representative, Chou En-lai, and by the reassurances
offered by Chou to the Thai representative. Prince Wan. Though a danger
from China clearly continued to exist, Bandung and its immediate after
math succeeded in easing some earlier Thai fears and in making the Chinese
threat appear, at least for the moment, more remote."'

In the new international climate that resulted, the role and protective
mechanisms of SEATO seemed less compelling and were therefore opened
to new criticism. The opening of informal discussions between Washington
and Peking in August 1955 further enhanced this perception. Amomentary
loosening of the domestic political screws also made possible a more open
criticism of SEATO in the National Assembly and the press. A number of
leftist political parties became major vehicles for that criticism through
platforms typically advocating anti-Americanism, neutralism, and a variety
of domestic political reforms. Thailand's official government policy re
mained one of support for SEATO, but the commitment was clearly less
strong than before; and by late 1956, officials were generally defensive about
the American alliance.

The new appeal of neutralism within official ranks was partially the
result of a perception that the United States was not adequately rewarding
Thailand for her participation in SEATO. One of the major motivations
behind Thailand's adhesion to the Manila Pact in 1954 had been the expec
tation that SEATO would provide a new and potentially rich channel for
American economic and military assistance. There had, as we have noted,
been an increase in both categories of assistance subsequent to SEATO's
formation, yet obvious disappointment remained over America's failure
to fund some of the government's more ambitious economic projects. Thai
sensitivity on this issue was sharpened by the prevailing perception that
American aid was being provided to such neutralist countries as India,
Cambodia, Burma, and Indonesia, while Thailand, an ally, was taken for
granted. What, many asked, was the value of an alliance in which nations
critical of or politically remote from the United States were the recipients
of lavish aid, while friends and supporters such as Thailand remained in
sufficiently rewarded or appreciated?

On balance, it must be observed that overall Thai support for SEATO
remained strong. The leftist political parties, with their anti-American views,
remained very weak; and despite a good deal of genuine concern and dis-

For further information on Thai attitudes in this period, see David A. Wilson, "China,
Thailand, and the Spirit of Bandung," Part I, China Quarterly 30 (April-June 1967):
149-69;PartII, China Quarterly 31 (July-September 1967): 96-127.
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illusion, official noises about neutralism were more than anything tactical
maneuvers designed to attract greater American attention and, if possible,
increased American aid. The strength of continuing support for SEATO is
suggested by a public opinion survey taken from a cross section of Thai
community, business, and government professionals in February 1957. It
showed that 91 percent of those interviewed expressed attitudes generally
favorable toward SEATO, while only 4 percent expressed hostile attitudes
(5 percent were either poorly informed or declined to answer); 84 percent
indicated they believed SEATO was a primarily peaceful (defensive) organi
zation; 56 percent thought SEATO membership was beneficial toThailand,
and 31 percent thought it was neither beneficial nor harmful; only 10 per
cent felt it was of negative value.'̂ ^

Any tendency in Thailand to move toward a more neutralist position
was abruptly terminated by the Sarit Thannarat coup of September 1957.
The overthrow of Phibun and the powerful police director. General Phao,
ushered in a new period of Thai-American solidarity. Thailand's commit
ment to SEATO was immediately reaffirmed by the new Sarit government,
and all public opposition was effectively silenced by the dissolution of the
National Assembly and the suspension of the Constitution. At the same
time, Thailand's drift toward accommodation with Communist China was
halted, and the ban on all trade with that country was reinstated. This cool
ing of relations with the Communist Chinese was in large part the result of
a reversal of Peking's conciliatory stance of 1955-56. By the end of 1957,
China had resumed a militant, aggressive international policy. Thai percep
tions were particularly affected by the Chinese invasion of Tibet, by the
increasing level of Chinese anti-Thai propaganda, and by the increased mate
rial support being provided by China to the Vietminh. Driven by these de
velopments, and led by the aggressive anti-communism of Sarit, Thailand
was by early 1958 giving strong support again to SEATO.

On economic grounds, at least, the Thais were given some new cause
for satisfaction. The death of John Foster Dulles in 1957 brought with it a
moderate shift in American strategy, as Dulles's strong emphasis on the
expansion of allied military capacities was supplemented by a renewed
awareness of the security implications of economic development. As stated
by Undersecretary of State for Economic Affairs Douglas Dillon at the
Fifth SEATO Council of Ministers meeting:

The need for economic development is fundamental and would exist irrespective
of the communist menace.... We must never forget that while the primary pur
pose of SEATO remains the collective defense of the area, the security we are
striving for will have meaning only insofar as we make use ofit to work for the
improvement ofliving standards throughout the area. '̂

USIS (Bangkok), "A Study of Thai Attitudes Toward the Southeast Asia Treaty
Organization" (SEATO, March 4,1957)(mimeo).

New York Times, April 11,1959.
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Responding to the development aspirations of its Asian members,
SEATO began in 1958 a modest economic development program. Specific
SEATO activities included an expansion of SEATO-sponsored scholarships
and fellowships and the establishment in 1958 of a SEATO-supported voca
tional education project. By far the most ambitious development project,
however, was the funding from 1959 onward of the SEATO Graduate
School of Engineering (later renamed the Asian Institute of Technology).
Establishment of the school was originally proposed by Thailand and ac
cepted by the SEATO membership at the 1958 Council of Ministers meeting
in Manila. Designed to serve all countries of the SEATO region, the Gradu
ate School of Engineering (hosted by Bangkok's Chulalongkom University)
was administered by a SEATO-appointed Boardof Management and funded
principally by the United States.

The crucial issue in SEATO remained, however, Thailand's security, and
from 1957 through 1963 the fabric of the alliance was repeatedly tested by
the deteriorating situation in Laos. In the ebb and flow of conflict between
rightist government and communist Pathet Lao forces in that country, Thai
land consistently favored Western support of the rightists, fearing, as has
already been noted, the establishment of a communist regime on its eastern
frontier. By the same token, the Sarit government remained skeptical of the
coalition governments periodically bom of that conflict. In the opinion of
the Thais, any neutralist government in Laos would be fundamentally in
capable of resisting communist pressures without the active military and
economic support of the West. The instability inherent in a coalition frame
work, particularly one that included communist participation, would in
the absence of such support inevitably lead to the crumbling of the non-
communist coalition partners and eventually the whole of Laos. The pre
ferredThai course was thereforeone of strongsupport for ananti-communist
Laos linked to both Thailand and the West.

The central question for the Thais, then, was whether the United States
and SEATO would share that perception and project the firm policy pro
posed by Thailand. Vietminh advances in Southern Laos in January 1959
drew Thai calls forallied action, but these produced nosubstantive response.
Renewed Pathet Lao and Vietminh attacks in June and July of that year,
however, met with a stern warning from SEATO and with united action in
the United Nations by SEATO's Western members. While the former inci
dent caused further disillusionment in Bangkok, the latter brought some
reassurance of SEATO's efficacy.

The overthrow in August 1960 of Phoumi Nosavan's rightist govern
ment by an obscure parachute battalion commander, Kong Le, once again
thrust Laos into the international limelight. Phoumi's refusal to acquiesce
in the coup and his establishment of a rival power center in Savannakhet
placed the balance of power and authority in Laos in serious doubt, and
once again drew calls from the Thais for active SEATO involvement. For
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Thailand this was to bea crucial test of America's determination to resist the
advances of communism in Asia. Within SEATO councils, however, sharp
divisions once again appeared. Britain and France, in particular, were at odds
with the Thais, as in their view Souvanna Phouma, whom Kong Le had
chosen as Prime Minister, was the sole figure capable of pulling together all
of the contending Laotian factions, and the only commonly acceptable
solution was a genuinely neutral coalition ofall non-communist forces under
Souvanna Phouma's leadership.

The opportunity to form a broad non-communist coalition, however,
foundered on the opposition of Kong Le, who held the balance ofpower in
Vientiane and increasingly had come under Pathet Lao influence. This led
Thailand to assume an even more militant position, charging that the Sou
vanna Phouma government was illegal and was intending to bring the Pathet
Lao into the government as a prelude to a full communist takeover. In late
September, Sarit issued a strong statement, declaring that if the situation
continued to deteriorate to the point where Thailand was threatened, he
would actively intervene. In thatcase, Sarit said, he expected "to receive the
assistance and cooperation from friendly nations of the FreeWorld, because
fighting against the communists is a fight for the welfare of the whole Free
World." Failing that, Thailand would "have to decide for itself, and defend
the nation in every possible way without consideration of whether there will
be help from any source ornot."^® As it was, other SEATO members did not
consider the factional struggles of Laotian pohtics sufficient cause for inter
vention under the Manila Treaty, especially since at that time there was no
evidence of foreign military intervention inLaos. With the failure ofBritish-
and French-supported efforts toward a coalition government and the failure
of SEATO to bestir itself otherwise, the Thais once again began to openly
express their dissatisfaction with the alliance.

By this point, however, the United States had increasingly come around
to the Thai view. American alarm had in particular been aroused by the
growing infiltration of Pathet Lao elements into Vientiane, a development
that served to push Souvanna Phouma ever farther toward theleft. Accord
ingly, U.S. aid to the Souvanna Phouma government was cut off and sup
port was given to the conservative Savannakhet faction through the Central
Intelligence Agency. From September 1960, the Phoumist forces received
a large number of unmarked Air America flights ferrying military supplies
from Bangkok; Air America's C-46 and C-47 transports also provided
shuttle service between Savannakhet and outlying Phoumist garrisons. Some
two hundred paratroops trained in Thailand were at this same time made
available to Phoumi's forces."' According to a White House memorandum

"Statement of His Excellency the Prime Minister on the Situation in the Kingdom of
Laos," Ministry ofForeign Affairs (Bangkok, September 21,1960).

Arthur J. Dommen, Conflict in Laos: The Politics of Neutralization (New York:
Praeger Press, 1971), p. 154.
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dated June 19, 1962, Thai as well as Filipino "technicians" were involved at
approximately this time in the American support effort inside Laos, appar
ently in paramilitary activity.'® Also at approximately this same time, the
U.S. established, with Sarit's approval, a military training camp for Laotian-
based Meo tribesmen, as well as a training program for members of the regu
lar Laotian armed forces. What is most important to observe at this stage is
the fact that the CIA's support to the Laotian rightist forces constitutes the
earliest involvement of Thailand and the United States, in a direct physical
sense, in the conflicts of Indochina. The use of Thai soil for the training of
rightist forces and the use of Thai facilities for the airlifting of vital supplies
to those forces for the first time extended Thai-American security coopera
tion beyond the confines of Thai borders and into neighboring Indochinese
territory.

In December I960, Phoumi, equipped with U.S. arms, attacked and
captured Vientiane, sending Souvanna Pouma into exile in Cambodia and
Kong Le's forces into the Pathet Lao-controlled areas of the North; both
Thailand and the United States immediately endorsed the new regime. Up
to that point, the Thai government had been highly displeased with Amer
ica's performance in SEATO; the United States, it was felt, was not facing
up to the realities of the communist threat in Laos and was not giving suf
ficient recognition to the interests of Thailand asan ally. On returning from
a UN General Assembly meeting during this period. Foreign MinisterThanat
Khoman remarked: "The feeling is growing very strong that we are treated
less favorably than those nations that are uncommitted. There is less atten
tion to our needs, our requirements, and our security than if we had been
by ourselves."" Within SEATO, the Thais made it clear that if the organiza
tion were unable to agree on measures to prevent the further deterioration
of the situation in Laos, they wanted the unanimity rule amended to permit
members to take unilateral action.

Thailand's dissatisfaction with the United States and with SEATO had
been temporarily assuaged by Washington's decision to back the Laotian
rightists in the fall of 1960. The root of Thai-American differences went
far deeper than the immediate exigencies of Laos, however. More significant
was the fundamental divergence of interest between Thailand as a small
power and the United States as a major power. As a global power with
worldwide concerns, the United States was required to plot its course
through the Laotian crisis with a careful eye to the international implica
tions of its actions, particularly those that might affect the perceptions of
the Soviet Union and Communist China. Also, while American interests

National Security Action Memorandum No. 1962, June 19, 1962, United States-
Vietnam Relations, Vol. XII, Part VI, 463-64.

" Daniel Berrigan, "Thailand Is on the Spot," The Reporter 24 (January 19 1961)•
29-31.
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were involved, American security was not directly threatened. Thailand, by
contrast, was a front-line state; global power considerations were thus of
little interest in circumstances where Thai security was perceived to be
directly threatened. In the Thai view, then, it was imperative that every
means be used to move the United States as far as possible toward Thai
land's own militant stance. As Arthur Dommen describes it:

This Thai attitude toward the achievement of its own security, anattitude that has
correctly been called "mature and cautious," quickly became one of the most
important considerations in Washington's formulation of policy with regard to
Laos When future Thai policy depended on the demonstration of U.S. ability
and willingness to meet the challenge ofcommunist expansion in Laos, Washing
ton was under continuing compulsion to take actions disproportionate to the in
trinsic strategic value of Laos.'̂

The difference in perspective between Thailand and the United States
was thus one of proportion. What was for Thailand an issue of immense
consequence was for the United States only one piece of a far larger policy
mosaic.

Whereas in September of 1960 the principal decision facing the United
States was whether or not to back Phoumi, by the spring of 1961 Phoumi's
situation had grown socritical that the decision now facing the United States
was whether or not to send in American troops. North Vietnamese forces
had begun to work actively with both Kong Le and the communists. Tension
in the area was further heightened by the initiation of a Soviet airlift of sup
plies to the Pathet Lao.

As John F. Kennedy assumed office in January 1961, Laos remained
the most pressing international problem on the American agenda. Kennedy's
own inclination was to seek a neutral Laos through peaceful means, in a
policy coordinated with the SEATO allies. Despite efforts at compromise,
however, no general agreement was attainable. As the Phoumist forces con
tinued to bedriven back bythe numerically inferior and not-so-well-equipped
Pathet Lao, there was every appearance that, in the absence of intervention,
communist forces would push to the banks of the Mekong. On March 23, in
a televised news conference, Kennedy reiterated American support for a
neutral and independent Laos, and issued a stern warning to the communists
that "if these attacks do not stop, those who support a genuinely neutral
Laos will have to consider their response. . . . No one should doubt our
resolution on this point. We are faced with a clear threat of a change in the
internationally agreed position of Laos."'® The matter, Kennedy said, would
be taken up at the upcoming SEATO ministerial conference. Tangible ex
pression was given to Kennedy's warning by the dispatch, two days after his

Dommen, Conflict in Laos, p. 68.
Department of StateBulletin, April 17,1961, p. 549.
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news conference, of 250 U.S. marines to Udorn, in Northeast Thailand, to
set up a helicopter maintenance facility for the ferrying of supplies to the
Laotian rightists.

Yet, at the SEATO Ministerial Conference of March 26-27, stalemate
once again occurred, as Thailand pressed for military intervention, and
Britain and France opposed. Secretaryof State Dean Rusk, who represented
the United States, later recounted that the Thai Foreign Minister had told
him during the recent SEATO Conference that Thailand was like a "golden
bell" that had to be protected from the outside. The Secretary said he was
not sure the Foreign Ministerwas wrong.®" Despite Rusk's efforts to produce
a strong communique, the conference produced only a mild warning to the
effect that "if attempts at negotiation should fail, and there continues to be
an active military attempt to obtain control of Laos, members of SEATO are
prepared, within the terms of the treaty, to take whatever action may be
appropriate in the circumstances."®®

This new failure to act plunged the Thais into another period of de
spondency over SEATO. Discussion was raised anew inside the Thaigovern
ment about the possibility of pursuing a more flexible, independent foreign
policy. The question of neutralism once again surfaced, and Foreign Minister
Thanat Khoman spoke of a poUcy of "Thai-ism" (involving continued parti
cipation in SEATO, but an expansion of ties with other Asian countries).
Even Thanat, however, was forced to acknowledge that in the circumstances
then prevailing in Southeast Asia a policy of true neutralism was not a truly
viable option.®®

For the Thais, the fundamental question remained: how firm was the
Kennedy administration's determination to resist the pressures of commu
nism in Southeast Asia, and what would the American position be when
those pressures came to be focused on Thailand itself? The immediate dif
ference which continued to separate the two governments was that the
United States remained unable to accept theThai government's implicit view
that for all purposes the defense of Laos was identical with the defense of
Thailand.

The practical issue was momentarily resolved by the convening of the
Geneva Peace Conference on Laos in May 1961. Out of this was produced
a final settlement calling for a tripartite coalition under the premiership of
Souvanna Phouma, including participation by the Pathet Lao. The deeper
issue remained, however. U.S. credibility with its Asian allies, and Thailand
in particular, had been badly damaged by its acceptance at the Conference
of the one outcome that the Thaishad most sought to prevent: the inclusion

®" Department ofState-Memorandum of Conversation, Subject: Laos, April 29, 1961,
United States-Vietnam Relations, Vol. XI,Part V, p. 64.
®® Department ofState Bulletin, April 17,1961, p.549.
®® "Thai Fears for Laos," FarEastern Economic Review, May 16,1963, pp. 369-70.
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of the Pathet Lao in a coalition scheme. In May, Washington attempted to
bolster sagging Asian confidence by sending Vice-President Johnson on a
swing through Asian capitals. Despite verbal reassurances and promises of
increased economic and military aid from Johnson, however, profound
doubts had been rekindled in Bangkok over America's reliability. On his
return, Johnson reported to Kennedy that "country to country, the degree
differs but Laos has created doubt and concern about intentions of the
United States throughout Southeast Asia. No amount of success at Geneva
can, of itself, erase this. The independent Asians do not wish to have their
own status resolved in like manner in Geneva.""

In September, Thanat visited the UN General Assembly in New York,
and while in the United States also spent several days in Washington con
ferring with American leaders. Discussion centered on Thailand's demand
that the United States give a formal and unequivocal guarantee to defend
Thailand in the event of imminent communist attack, independently if need
be of the other SEATO members. Viewed in the narrower SEATO context,
what the Thais were seeking was an affirmation of the right of individual
member states to act without the unanimous consent of other members. In
the meantime, to make their point the Thais reacted to a renewed Pathet
Lao buildup in February 1962 by deploying units of the Thai army along
the Laotian border without prior consultation with either the United States
or SEATO.

Though Thanat failed to obtain the desired security guarantee on his
September visit, the Thais had evidently succeeded in getting their messap
across, for in February 1962 Thanat was summoned to Washington to dis
cuss with Kennedy and other high officials the issue of SEATO and Thai-
American defense cooperation. Five days of consultations were capped by
a 40-minute meeting between Thanat and Kennedy on March 6. Out of that
meeting was issued a joint statement, known since as the Rusk-Thanat
Communique, in which the United States gave Thailand the strongest com
mitment of defense support ever in the history of the two nations. The key
paragraphs of the communique read asfollows:

The Secretary of State reaffirmed that the United States regards the preserva
tion of the independence and integrity ofThailand as vital to the national interest
of the United States and to world peace. He expressed the firm intention of the
United States to aid Thailand, its ally and historic friend, in resisting communist
aggression and subversion.

The Secretary ofState assured the Foreign Minister that in the event ofsuch
aggression, the United States intends to give full effect to its obligations under the
Treaty to act to meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional
processes. The Secretary of State reaffirmed that this obligation ofthe United

" Memorandum to the President from the Vice-President, Subject: Mission to Southeast
Asia, India, Pakistan, May 23, 1961, United States-Vietnam Relations, Vol. XI, Part V,
p. 159.
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States does not depend upon the prioragreement ofall other parties to the Treaty,
since this Treaty obligation is individual as well as collectives^

Aside from the Manila Pact itself, the Rusk-Thanat Communique is
the single most important document in post-war Thai-American relations.
In it the Thais obtained much of what theyhad been seeking since 1954: an
effective assurance of American assistance in the event of communist attack.
By this statement the United States was freed to act in Thailand indepen
dently and, if necessary, without the prior agreement of the other SEATO
members. Both Thailand and the United States thus circumvented that pro
vision in the Manila Treaty which specified unanimous consent for SEATO
actions. This requirement had been particularly troublesome for the Thais,
whose more ambitious urgings in SEATO councils had been repeatedly
frustrated by the opposition of France and Britain. As Thanat put it many
years later, "the necessity [for the communique] arose from the paralysis
which gripped the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization. As SEATO member
ship was drawn from the four comers of the world, the feeling ofsolidarity
and dedication to the cause of collective security was notshared equally by
all the signatories. Those countries situated far away in another continent
were reluctant to accept the burden of, and thecommitment to, thepreser
vation and maintenance of peace and security in this part of the world."®'
The communique, by sharply focusing and narrowing America's military
commitment to Thailand, succeeded in creating a new community of in
terest between the two countries which had been lacking within the broader
SEATO framework. In effect, it constituted a bilateralization of SEATO's
multilateral defense commitment, creating, on a de facto basis, an indirect
bilateral defense agreement between Thailand and the United States.

The Rusk-Thanat Communique was warmly welcomed in Bangkok.
In a nationwide television and radio address, Sarit proclaimed: "All of you
will agree with me that it is not so easy to find such a sincere friend who is
concerned about our own well-being asthe United States."®" The agreement
marked a turning point in the Thai government's approach to the Laotian
situation and was undoubtedly the critical factor in convincing Sarit to
accept the coalition government proposed in the final Geneva settlement.
On March 21, Averell Harriman, then Assistant Secretary of State for Far
Eastern Affairs, visited Bangkok. After meeting with Harriman, Sarit an
nounced to the press that Thailand and the United States had reached agree
ment on their approach to the Laotian crisis. While the Sarit government
obviously remained less than enthusiastic about the final Geneva settlement.

Department ofState Bulletin, March 26,1962, p. 498 (emphasis added).
Thanat Khoman, "The Enduring Ties," in Hans H. Indorf, ed., Thai-American Rela

tions inContemporary Affairs (Singapore: Executive Publications, 1982), p.47.
®° Foreign Affairs Bulletin (Bangkok, February-March 1962), pp. 7-9.
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the formal commitment contained in the Rusk-Thanat Communique,
coupled with private American assurances of support, was sufficient to
bringit into line with the American position.

Still, the military situation in Laos continued to deteriorate, as the
rightists continued to balk at entering a coalition with the Pathet Lao, and
as communist pressure on the Northern Laotian fortress town of Tam Na
intensified. The situation reached a critical stage in May, when Phoumi's
forces were sent fleeing from Tam Na across the Thai border, abandoning
most of Northern Laos to the communists. In Thailand the reaction was
sharp, bringing accusations that the Pathet Lao were deliberately violating
the cease-fire and that the Soviets were unwilling or unable to restrain them.
Acute concern again arose over the security of the Thai border area, with
pressure mounting on the United States to take some action to meet the
communist challenge. This time the American reaction was quick and force
ful. On May 8, 1962, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Joint
Chiefs of Staff Chairman Lyman Lemnitzer arrived in Bangkok, en route
to Saigon, for urgent consultations with Thai leaders. At that meeting,
agreement was reached on the temporary stationing of U. S. troops inThai
land. On May 17, a U. S. Marine task force of 1,800 men landed at Bangkok
and proceeded from there to Udorn, located in Northeastern Thailand,
twenty-five miles from the Laotian border; those marines were in addition
to a 1,000-man U.S. Army battle group that had participated in SEATO
maneuvers in April but had remained at the Northeastern city of Korat be
cause of the critical Laotian situation. Later arrivals soon brought the U. S.
military contingent to 10,000 men, including engineer and Air Force units,
with more regionally located troops prepared to move if the situation
warranted. Additional small troop contingents were provided by Australia,
New Zealand, and Great Britain.®'

Both Thailand and the United States were careful to point out that
this large-scale troop movement was defensively rather than offensively
oriented (especially as the Laotian communists had not pressed their ad
vantage by advancing to the Mekong).®^ Thailand, inits official communique,

®' Information Office, Joint Task Force 116, "Background Information for the Press
Concerning Joint Task Force 116, May-December 1962" (mimeo).
®^ Nevertheless, in a Presidential meeting on Laos held on May 29, 1962, Kennedy had
requested contingency planning for Laos calling for:

a) the investing and holding by Thai forces with U. S. backup of Sayabouri Province
(being that portion ofnorthern Laos to the west ofthe Mekong River); and

b) the holding and recapture ofthe panhandle ofLaos from Thakhek to the southern
frontier with Thai, Vietnamese, or U. S. forces.

It was directed that the planning be undertaken unilaterally and without discussion at
that time with either the Thais or the Lao. National Security Action Memorandum No.
157, May 29,1962, United States-Vietnam Relations, Vol. XII, p.467.
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declared that the joint operation was being undertaken due to "circum
stances [in Laos which] constitute a threat to the Kingdom of Laos and the
safety of the Thai people" and pursuant to the terms of the recently an
nounced Rusk-Thanat Communique.®® Subsequently, with the easing of
tensions in the borderarea, all allied forces were withdrawn-the greaterpart
in July and the balance by late November. It wasdecided, however, to main
tain stockpiles of arms and military material at Korat, to be ready and avail
able to SEATO forces in the event of a new communist threat.®^

It is interesting to note in passing that eleven years after the 1962
SEATO operation the issue was publicly raised of whose initiative had led to
the temporary stationing of U. S. troops on Thai soil. In a 1973 article writ
ten in the Thai journal Social Science Review, Thanat Khoman claimed that
the request to bring in American forces had originated with the United
States government and that Thailand, in granting approval, had requested
that a statement be issued to that effect. Thanat's contention runs contrary
to the statement that was actually issued, which indicated that the Royal
Thai Government had "invited" American military forces into the country,
subsequent to "joint consideration" by both governments.®® Confirmation
has since been provided by an authoritative source that the initiative for the
1962 troop movement came from the United States rather than the Thais,
though "we thought this was something that would be in their interest as
well."®® Washington's depiction of the facts was most likely motivated by
public affairs considerations. At all costs, the general impression was to be
avoided that the United States was unilaterally intervening in the Laotian
situation; direct American involvement in the crisis would clearly be more
palatable to both American and foreign audiences if it were undertaken at
the invitation and initiative of a neighboring Asian state. Thanat, for his
part, has interpreted the incident as an example of the manipulation of a
small power by a greater one.®''

The strong American response to the Laotian crisis of May 1962,
coupled with the new security afforded by the Rusk-Thanat Communique,
had been highly reassuring to the Thais. Still, the ultimate objectives of both
governments continued to differ markedly. While the Thais remained highly
distrustful of any coalition or neutralization scheme that included the Pathet

®® Communique of the Government, Office of the Prime Minister (Thailand), Mav 15
1962 (mimeo).

^ New York Times, June 20,1964.
USIS, "President Kennedy's Statement on Men Ordered to Thailand, 15 May 1962"

(mimeo).

Confidential interview (Washington, D.C., December 17,1977).
Interview, Thanat Khoman (July 21, 1976). It should be noted that at the time his

1973 article was written, Thanat hadbeen ousted from thegovernment andhadassumed
a position highly critical of the continuing American military presence.
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Lao, the United States was prepared to accept such ascheme as the price of
stabilizing the area. On June 12, 1962, agreements were signed joining Pathet
Lao, Neutralist, and Rightist elements in anew. coalition government headed
by Souvanna Phouma. The following month, on July 23, the delegates of
fourteen nations met at Geneva to sign the Declaration on the Neutrality
of Laos, and aProtocol thereto. In that agreement, the signatories (including
the United States and Thailand) agreed: to respect the independence and
neutrahty of Laos (declared on July 9); not to "resort to the use or threat of
force or any other measure which might impair the peace ofthe Kingdom of
Laos"; to "refrain from all direct or indirect interference m the internal
affairs' of the Kingdom of Laos"; not to involve Laos in any military alliance;
not to invoke SEATO's protective umbrella for Laos; not to introduce in
any form foreign troops or mihtary personnel, or foreign bases; and not to
"use the territory of the Kingdom of Laos for interference in the internal
affairs of other countries."«« Though Thailand had concurred with the
United States in backing the agreements, very serious doubts remained in
Bangkok as to the sincerity of communist intentions to respect their pro
visions. So far as the Thais were concerned, then, the United States had
chosen, at best, an expedient means of washing its hands of the Laotian
problem.

Despite the international agreements concluded in the summer ot
1962, Laos was to continue to simmer as a hot spot in Asia for years to
come, and both Thailand and the United States were to continue their in
volvement in that troubled country. American aid continued indirectly to
the rightist forces through Air America (whose operations, as a theoretically
civilian airline, remained legal under the neutralization agreements). Air
America operated in Laos under contract to the U. S. AID mission in Vien
tiane, which in turn was responsible to the American mission in Bangkok.
Its airlift, operating out ofThailand, enabled thousands of anti-communist
Hmong tribesmen to remain outside the control of the Pathet Lao, by the
summer of 1963, Air America was dropping forty tons of supplies a day
in operations covering the whole of Laos. In this same period, the United
States also carried out aerial reconnaissance over Laos in aircraft based in
Thailand. The exposure of those flights by the New China News Agency
forced State Department acknowledgment of their existence on May 21,
1964, and the revelation that the flights had been undertaken at the request
of the Souvanna Phouma government. The extent of Thai involvement in
Laotian air operations is further reflected in a June 1964 revelation by the
New York Times that some of the pilots ofAmerican-supplied T-28 fighter-
bombers operating over Laos were Thai nationals, and that in one case a
journalist who inspected such aircraft at close range found its markings

"Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos," Background Information Relating to Viet
nam and Southeast Asia, pp. 242-50.
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reversible: Thai on one side, Lao on the other.®' Thai territory was also being
used for the training of military personnel, including pilots, of both the
Centrist and Rightist Laotian factions. This joint Thai-American involve
ment in Laos expanded through 1964, paralleling the involvement of North
Vietnam and serving in Souvanna Phouma's strategy as an offset to the
North Vietnamese presence.

For bothThailand and the United States the Laotian crises had brought
a new awareness of the problems of alliance, and particularly of the difficul
ties entailed in working through the SEATO mechanism.™ At the root of
those difficulties lay a fundamental divergence of interest between the
United States, as a major power remote from the scene of confrontation and
saddled with a myriad of complex international concerns, and Thailand, as
a small front-line state campaigning on a single issue of immediate and over
riding concern-its own security. If Thailand emerged from the Laotian
crises disappointed in the American performance, she had nevertheless
gained a great deal in the interim. Through the Rusk-Thanat Communique,
the Anglo-French roadblock in SEATO had been effectively removed, and
an explicit bilateral statement of defense support had been obtained from
the United States. In Laos the United States was by 1964 actively involved,
withThaiassistance, in the support and supply of both majornon-communist
factions. The strength of American interest in the area had been amply
demonstrated by President Kennedy's commitment of troops to the North
east in 1962. While the turmoil of 1958-62 had aroused deep Thai fears
regarding the reliability of the American security commitment, both coun
tries had nevertheless been drawn significantly deeper into an intensifying
bilateral military relationship, a relationship that in the years to come was
to involve the United States in a vastly expanded economic and security
assistance program in Thailand, and both nations in an ever-deepening
intervention in the Indochinese states. The Laotian crises of the late 1950s
and early 1960s thus provided an experiential springboard for aunique and
even more intense relationship as American attention shifted from the crisis
in Laos to the emerging drama in Vietnam.

ArthurJ. Dommen, Conflict in Laos, p. 275.
™For additional details on the role played by Laos in Thai-American relations through
the early 1960s, see Donald E. Neuchterlein, Thailand and the Struggle forSoutheast
Asia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1965).
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Part II

War in Indochina:
The Crocodile or the Whale?

Since we are now being constantly abused by the French because
we will not allow ourselves to be placed under their domination like the
Cambodians, it is for us to decide what we are going to do; whether to swim
up-river tomake friends with the crocodile or to swim out to sea and hang
on to the whale.

Mongkut, KingofSiam (1867)
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Chapter 3
"Our Unsinkable
Aircraft Carrier"

Even as the Laotian crisis simmered through the late 1950s and early
1960s, the deteriorating politico-military situation in South Vietnam bepn
to assume an ever-larger place in the considerations of American policy
makers. The domino theory continued to dominate American strategic
thinking on Southeast Asia. A direct causal relationship was perceived be
tween the loss of any one state in Indochina to communism and the subse
quent crumbling of the remainder of Southeast Asia. With the achievement
of a relative equilibrium in Laos after 1961, attenhon was focused anew on
South Vietnam as the key domino in the causal chain.

Input from an array of major Kennedy administration figures suggested
that the stand against the communist tide should be made in Vietnam and
possibly Thailand. In a discussion with leading defense and foreign policy
officials on April 21, 1961, Secretary ofDefense Robert McNamara stated
that in his evaluation the best place to stand and fight in Southeast Asia
would be Thailand and South Vietnam.' Vice-President Lyndon Johnson, on
returning from agoodwill mission to Southeast Asia in May 1961, reported.

The battle against communism must be joined in Southeast Asia wth strength
and determination to achieve success there—or the United States, inevitably, must
surrender thePacific andtake up our defense on our own shores.

Vietnam and Thailand are the immediate-and most important-trouble spots,
critical to the U. S. These areas require the attention ofour very best talents-under
the very closest Washington direction-on matters economic, military, and pohti-
cal.^

The prospects for a quick resolution of the Vietnamese problem were
dashed, however, by the establishment of the National Liberation Front
(NLF) of South Vietnam on December 20, 1960, and by Hanoi's public
announcement of support for the new organization six weeks later. During
the following year (1961), the insurgency in the South was rapidly acceler
ated as the Vietminh assumed a preponderant role in the anti-government

' Memorandum of Conversation, Department of State, Subject: Laos, April 29, 1961,
UnitedStates-Vietnam Relations, Vol.XI,Part V,p. 63.
' Memorandum to the President from the Vice-President, May 23, 1961, United States-
VietnamRelations, Vol. XI, Part V, p. 164.
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resistance, and as increasing numbers of communists infiltrated from the
North. In 1962, the United States began its military buildup in South
Vietnam.

Immediately after the November 1964 elections, Johnson initiated an
intensive month-long review of American policy options in Vietnam, out of
which emerged a consensus for a two-phase expansion of the war. Phase I
envisaged an intensification of air strikes in Laos as well as covert actions
against North Vietnam; Phase II foresaw a sustained, escalating aircampaign
against North Vietnamese targets. The occasion for launching such a cam
paign was provided on February 7, 1965, when Vietcong guerillas bombed
the American military barracks at Pleiku, killing eight and wounding one
hundred and twenty-six. Twelve hours later, American jets, flying from bases
in Thailand and South Vietnam, attacked targets in North Vietnam in what
was officially termed a reprisal for the Pleiku bombing. Within the next five
days, two further air operations were carried out in retaliation for specific
Vietcong attacks.

Both the February strikes, labeled FLAMING DART, and the Gulf of
Tonkin attacks of the previous August were described by the Johnson ad
ministration as limited responses to specific Vietcong acts of aggression.
Presidential assistant McGeorge Bundy was in South Vietnam, however,
when the Pleiku attack occurred. Bundy subsequently recommended to the
President that, in addition to the retaliatory attacks, the U. S. should initiate
Phase II of the military operations against North Vietnam. The fall of the
Khanh regime the following week, coupled with the appearance that no U. S.
measure short of bombing was capable of arresting the disastrous declinein
South Vietnamese military fortunes, led to the decision of February 28 to
bomb the North. Two days later, on March 2, 1965, the United States
launched its first nonretaliatory strikes against North Vietnam.

Dubbed operation ROLLING THUNDER, the U.S. air strikes were at
first described as necessary for the interdiction of supply lines from North
to South Vietnam. On a much broader level, the American air campaign
against North Vietnam was premised on the concept of "strategic persua
sion," which theorized that through the application of progressively greater
levels of force the United States would demonstrate its determination to
defeat Vietcong aggression, would inflict such pain on the enemy as to con
vince him of the unattainability of his aims, and would thereby speed
progress toward an acceptable negotiated settlement.

By a slow and incremental process, the United States thus engaged
itself in an ever-deepening commitment to the survival of a free South Viet
nam. Though that commitment tangibly manifested itself in the dispatch
of approximately 600,000 U.S. ground forces to Vietnam, it is the air war
against the North which is of more immediate importance to this study.
Throughout the ensuing conflict, but most particularly in the air, Thailand
was destined to play a major supporting role.
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PRELUDE IN LAOS

The expansion of the American military presence in Thailand in the
years 1964-65 occurred as a direct outgrowth of the mounting crisis m
South Vietnam. The mounting ofa major air campaign against North Viet
nam, which was debated within the Johnson administration during 1964
and was foreseen in the Phase II recommendations ofDecember ofthat year,
required a secure, strategically placed, and extensive base from which to
operate. Thailand, with its central location in Southeast Asia, friendly gov
ernment, and peaceful countryside, was ideally suited to meet those require
ments. From 1965 onward, it was to serve as a principal base for American
reconnaissance as well as tactical and strategic air missions over Indochina.

To trace the origins of the American air presence in Thailand accur
ately, one must refer back to the Laotian conflict, on which all previous
Thai-American security cooperation had been based. In the years since
1954, that conflict had provided the common ground on which the Thai-
American security relationship had been built, and inevery important sense
it can be said that the Laotian civil war served as a dress rehearsal for the
later and greater conflict that was to come in Vietnam. Thus, the years
1954-64 saw the stationing (albeit temporarily) of U.S. troops on Thai
soil; the involvement of Thai nationals in military operations in Laos; the
initiation of reconnaissance and offensive air operations from Thai bases
directed toward Laos; the development of an extensive intelligence net
work in Thailand related primarily to the Indochinese conflict; the use of
Thailand by the Central Intelligence Agency and U. S. government agencies
for the logistical supply of Laotian forces; and the development of patterns
of Thai-American security cooperation which were to carry on well into
the 1970s. ,

Though the closing years of the 1950s had never witnessed an actual
intervention by SEATO forces, both Thailand and the United States had at
least indirectly been drawn into that conflict through the CIA sprogram of
support for the Phoumist forces, starting in September 1960. The Amencan
decision to back the Laotian rightists subsequently led to other and more
expanded forms of American support. Air operations, in particular, played
amajor role in the American effort. This required intimate Thai cooperation.
It will be recalled that Thai-based air operations into Laos began in 1961
with the Air America airlift from Bangkok to Savannakhet. The expanded
scale of American support, and the perceived need of the Thais to develop
agreater local defense capability, subsequently led to the need for expanded
air base facilities. Since the end ofWorld War II, small units of the United
States Air Force had been stationed in Thailand to assist the Royal Thai
Air Force (RTAF) in such matters as aircraft control, communications, and
training. U.S. interest in operating rights for American military aircraft
dated back, in fact, as far as 1946, when it was officially suggested that an
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agreement on interim operating rights for military aircraft "be obtained in
a form which will afford the best possible basis for conversion to permanent
rights."^

Beginning in 1961, as adirect result ofthe worsening situation in Laos,
the RTAF began a program of U. S.-assisted expansion; at the same time,
U. S. air operations out ofThailand markedly increased. In April 1961, U. S.
Air Force personnel began their operations in Thailand by establishing an
aircraft control and warning system at Don Muang airport, seventeen miles
north of Bangkok. The following November, the first U. S. reconnaissance
flights over Laos were launched from Don Muang, under the code name
"Able Mabel." Initially flown by a temporary duty (TDY) unit of four
RF-lOls, the Able Mabel operation continued through July 1962, when all
flights were halted in compliance with that summer's Geneva settlement.
Alleged violations of the Accords by the communists subsequently led to the
resumption of Laotian reconnaissance flights in early 1963.

After Don Muang, the United States developed a second major air
facility at Takhli, 130 miles northwest of Bangkok, in early 1961. Takhli
initially supported F-lOO Supersabres, and later F-105 Thunderchiefs.

A third major air center was soon developed at Korat, a regional center
located in the heart of Thailand's northeastern plateau. The first U. S. de
ployment to Korat took place in April 1962. The development of Korat
into a major facility received its impetus from President Kennedy's tem
porary deployment of 10,000 U.S. marines to Thailand at the same time.
Those troops were withdrawn between July and December 1962, but the
crisis in the meantime had revealed to SEATO planners a number of defi
ciencies in Thailand's logistical infrastructure. As a result. Thai-U.S. dis
cussions were initiated in the fall of 1962; and on March 19, 1963, the
Special Logistics Agreement Thailand (SLAT) was signed, under which the
United States agreed to provide the Thai government with locomotives and
POL (Petroleum, Oil, and Lubricants) cars, to be made available to U. S. and
other SEATO forces in the event of a renewed emergency. The U. S. also
agreed under SLAT to improve the Royal Thai Air Force Base at Nakhon
Phanom, and to pre-position heavy items such as ordnance, engineering
equipment, combat pipeline, and other mihtary equipment at Korat. The
material at Korat was intended to be available for immediate use, thus
saving transport time in the event of an emergency. Equipment maintained
m a state of constant readiness for deployment eventually included tanks,
trucks, jeeps, bridge units, railway ties and rails, all varieties ofguns, and
ammunition. In 1965, more than 41,000 tons of equipment, valued at $50

®Outgoing Telegram-Department of State, to American Legation-Bangkok, August 13
1946 (mimeo); see also Incoming Telegram-Department of State, from (U S Ambas
sador) Stanton, July 24,1946 (mimeo).
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million, were stored at Korat, enough to equip afull combat division.^ By
virtue of its status as amajor supply center, Korat became the base of the
7th U. S. Logistic Battalion.

In addition to its role as a logistical base, Korat also became a major air
base. The development of Korat as an air facility was, however, an out
growth of the demands of the Vietnamese war rather than of Laos. In July
1964, approximately five hundred persons were assigned to Korat to lay the
basis'for a tactical fighter operation; air operations began one month later.
During the next year, U. S. aircraft based at Korat were to fly over ten
thousand sorties against enemy targets.®

In compliance with the SLAT Agreement, another base was developed
at approximately this same period at Nakhon Phanom (otherwise refe^ed
to as NKP), a town on the Laotian border, 350 miles north-northeast ot
Bangkok. U. S. personnel began arriving at NKP in November 1963 to begin
construction ofa 6,000-foot runway, with the first LF.S. Air Force person
nel assigned to the base arriving in early 1964. Nakhon Phanom initially
housedsearch-and-rescue forces. ^ a • e

The following year (1964) saw acontinued buildup ofAmerican forces
in Thailand with the opening of base facUities at Udorn, located in the
Northeast only forty-four miles from Vientiane and forty minutes flying
time from Hanoi. Six F-lOOs were deployed to Udom in March 1964; and in
August, following the Gulf of Tonkin incident, these were augmented by
eighteen additional aircraft. The new facilities at Udom soon saw action
when, in the spring of 1964, asudden Pathet Lao thmst into the Plain of
Jars threatened to establish communist forces on the east bank ot the
Mekong. In December 1963, aproposal had been made to deploy aspecial
air warfare training unit (known as Project Water Pump) to '̂ ailand for e
purpose of training the small Royal Laotian Air Force (RLAp. Department
of Defense (DOD) and State Department approval was obtained for the
project, and in Febmary agreement was obtained from the Thai government.
In conjunction with that deployment, the Thai govemment agreed to turn
over a number of U. S.-supphed T-28 aircraft to the RLAF (for which they
were later compensated).® Training in bombing and strafing techniques took

*Denis Warner, "The Ho Chi Minh Trail and Our Thai Buildup," The Reporter 34 (Janu
ary 27,1966): 26-28.
®"History of the United States at Korat Royal Thai Air Force Base," Deputy Com
mander, Tj13thAirForce, ThaOand.
«Testimony ofWilliam H. Sullivan, Deputy Assistant Secretary
Affairs, United States Security Agreements and Commitments Abroad Heanng Betore
the Subcommittee on United States Security Agreements and Comrmtments Abroad of
the Committee on Foreign Relations, United States Senate, 91st Congress;Part 2
dom of Laos, pp. 369, 457,516; p. 909 (declassified portion). (Hereinafter referred
Symington Hearings).
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place at Udorn, where the Laotian cadets were joined by a number ofLao-
speaking Thais. On completion ofthe program, both Thai and Laotian pilots
and their aircraft crossed over toLaos, where the Thai pilots engaged in com
bat operations in T-28s bearing Laotian, South Vietnamese, or occasionally
no markings. Unlike the Laotian pilots involved. Thai pilots operating in
Laos were under the direct operational control of U. S. Ambassador Leonard
Unger through the Vientiane embassy's Air Command Center;® the costs of
supporting the Thai pilots in Laos were borne by the United States.' The
stepped-up air activity over Laos in 1964 and 1965 was considered to be
oneaspect of the ongoing program of covert pressure against North Vietnam.

The spring of 1964 also saw RTG agreement to the use of Thai bases
for U. S. photoreconnaissance and search-and-rescue missions over Laos.
American helicopters at Udom were available for call for missions from the
Embassy at Vientiane.'" On May 19, at the request of Souvanna Phouma,
unarmed U. S. reconnaissance flights were initiated over Laos, flown by air
craft based in Thailand and in the Tonkin Gulf. On June 6and 7, two U. S.
naval reconnaissance aircraft were downed over Laos by communist anti
aircraft fire. That incident sparked a rapid escalation ofAmerican air opera-
tioris over Laos. Immediately, President Johnson authorized the launching
of armed reconnaissance" flights composed of unarmed U. S. reconnais
sance aircraft accompanied by armed fighter escorts. Though the escorts on
those missions were under general orders to fire only if fired upon, liberal
interpretation of those orders frequently led to attacks on targets ofoppor
tunity. As with previous Laos-related operations, armed reconnaissance and
search-and-rescue missions based in Thailand flew with the approval of the
Thai government.

The following fall saw a stepping up of air activity over Laos when, in
October, United States aircraft began flying cover missions for RLAF air
craft striking targets along the infiltration route from North to South Viet
nam. On December 14, the first U.S. strike mission in Northern Laos, other
than those associated with armed reconnaissance, was launched; and in
January 1965, the United States began, in conjunction with the RLAF the
active bombing of the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Air strikes in Northern Laos,
which had totaled no more than twenty in 1964, subsequently rose to
4,568 in 1965 and 7,316 in 1966." By the end of 1968, a total of 67,000

^Charles J. V. Murphy, "ThaUand's Fight to the Finish," Fortoe, October 1965.
®"Immediate Actions in the Period Prior to Decision," Outline for Assistant Secretary

Bundy from Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Marshall Green, November 7 1964
Pentagon Papers, p. 305; also Cablegram from Secretary of State Dean Rusk to Us'
Embassy Vientiane, August 26,1964, Pentagon Papers, p. 353.

Symington Hearings, Part 2—Kingdom of Laos, p. 409 (declassified portions).
Ibid., p. 779(declassified portions).

" Symington Hearings, Part 3-Kingdom of Thailand, p. 712.
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sorties were being flown annually from Thai bases against Laotian targets
in 1969, that number rose to over 90,000.^^

What is most noteworthy in the Laotian operations of 1964, for the
purpose of this study, is the fact that at least half of the United States air
craft flying unarmed reconnaissance, armed reconnaissance, and strike mis
sions operated, under agreements obtained by the U. S., from Thai bases (the
balance being U. S. naval aircraft operating from carriers in the Tonkin
Gulf).^"^ Thus, the initial buildup of American aircraft in Thailand in the
early 1960s found its genesis not in the Vietnam War, but rather in the de
mands of the Laotian crisis (although the Laotian operations were in fact
seen at one time as a means of increasing pressure on North Vietnam).

By 1964, then, Thai-American involvement in Laos had deepened
considerably. In a draft position paper circulated among top-level U. S.
officials in November 1964, it was affirmed that "Thailand will be asked to
support our program fully, to intensify its own efforts in the north and
northeast, and to give further support to operations in Laos, such as addi
tional pilots and possibly artillery teams."^^ Thai agreement to that pro
posal led to a program in which Thai nationals were recruited to serve as
artillerymen and as "irregular" forces in support of the Laotian government.
Those Thais who joined the irregulars were ex-military men who had theo
retically resigned from the Thai military prior to entering service in Laos; in
practice, however, recruitment was often made directly from the ranks of
the Thai armed forces, and resignations were little more than formalities.
By obtaining such covert Thai cooperation, the United States was thus able
to provide direct military support to the Royal Laotian Government with
out placing itself in open violation of the Geneva Agreements.

Thai-American security cooperation found other roots in the logistics
of the U. S. aid program for Laos, which necessarily involved transit rights
over Thai territory. Thai cooperation was essential for such a program, as
Thailand had long served as the principal channel for the flow of goods into
and out of landlocked Laos. American military assistance to Laos began in
1962, the year of the Geneva Accords. Since those agreements required that
all foreign troops, with the exception of a small French training contingent,
be withdrawn from Laos, new and special organizational arrangements
proved necessary to facilitate this program. The United States therefore

Ibid., p. 690 (declassified material).
Ibid., p. 689.

Tactical air strikes in both Laos and Vietnam were carried out principally by carrier-
based naval aircraft and by land-based Air Force aircraft, with the latter operating prin
cipally out of Thailand. From the early to middle 1960s, a ratio of 50 percent USN and
50 percent USAF can be taken as a rough rule-of-thumb for such strikes, with the exact
mix varying somewhat over time and by region.

Draft Position Paper on Southeast Asia, November 29, \96A, Pentagon Papers, p. 376.
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created an organization known as the Office of the Deputy Chief JUSMAG
(Joint U. S. Military Advisory Group) Thailand, which was given responsi
bility as an integral part of the JUSMAG Thailand framework for managing
the Laotian military assistance program. Though the Deputy Chief was con
sidered to be a nonresident member of the U. S. country team in Vientiane,
his authority was restricted to activities in Thailand. That authority covered
such military assistance program (MAP) functions as training, programing,
and technical assistance. Approximately one-third of the personnel under the
Deputy Chief performed training supervision and logistic operations in vari
ous parts of Thailand. Specific training programs under the Deputy Chiefs
purview included pilot and mechanic training, and Lao training centers
supervised by the Deputy Chief through the U. S. Military Assistance Com
mand, Thailand (MACTHAI) and the Bangkok embassy's political-military
section. To facilitate operations inside Laos, the Deputy Chief's office
worked in conjunction with a special group established in the Agency for
International Development's Vientiane office known as the Requirements
Office, or RO/USAID. The function of this office was to maintain contact
with the Laotian armed forces and to vahdate their military aid require
ments; all requests for services, supplies, and training were funneled by
RO/USAID to the Deputy Chief.^^ The American missions in Thailand and
Laos thus interacted on a close and regular basis.

Most U. S. material destined for Laos was landed at the Port of Bang
kok, and in later years at the new deep-water port of Sattahip. From there,
all surface cargo was moved to storage points in Thailand or directly to Laos
by contract trucks under the ownership of the Thai Express Transport
Organization (ETC), a Thai government-owned concern established for the
transport of in-transit re-export cargo. ETC contracts with USAID/Laos
dated back to 1953 and the inception of the Laotian aid program. From 1956
onward, ETC served, at the Thai government's insistence, as the exclusive
carrier of land-borne U. S. military and other supplies bound for Laos.
ETO's monopoly was widely reputed to be the source of the personal
fortune of Air Vice-Marshal Dawee Chulyasappa, a prominent military
officer who later, as Minister of Transport, held authority over the company.

Other Laotian support programs that flowed through Thailand included
a program for the delivery of petroleum products, executed under contract
by ESSO and Caltex, by which tanker trucks moved vital fuel supplies from
the seacoast to dispatch points on the Mekong. Facilities were also estab
lished in Thailand, under the auspices of the Deputy Chief, for the mainte
nance and repair (under an Air America contract) of battle- and crash-
damaged T-28 and H-34 aircraft from Laos. Air America and Continental
Air Services, both operating from Thailand, were also responsible for the
transport of substantial quantities of air cargo into Laos.^''

Symington Hearings, Part 2-Kingdom of Laos, pp. 526-29.
Ibid., pp. 528-33.
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VIETNAM

Given its initial impetus by the conflict in Laos, the buildup of Ameri
can military power in Thailand grew, in its most intensive phase, out of the
expanding requirements of the Vietnam War. The demands imposed on both
parties by that war would, through the balance of the 1960s and early
1970s, subject the Thai-American alliance to its ultimate test. From Thai
land, the United States would require a vastly expanded basing system neces
sary for its air operations over Indochina, and the political and legal rights
that would permit relatively unfettered use of that system. It would also
require an expansion of its Thai-based intelligence capacity, and ultimately
the participation of Thai troops alongside Americans in the Vietnamese
fighting itself. In return, the Thais were to receive a substantially increased
flow of American economic and military aid, as well as a more indirect flow
of money and power into the coffers of prominent Thai political figures. Far
more important in the Thai calculation, however, was the preeminent ex
pectation that the United States would stay the course in Vietnam and
Southeast Asia, and thereby demonstrate its ability and willingness to remain
as the primary guarantor of Thai security. For both Thailand and the United
States, therefore, the major questions running through the 1965-75 period
concerned how each party could best affect the behavior of the other in
order to achieve its objectives.

Ever since the fall of Diem in 1963, disillusioned American policy
makers had been aware of the possibility that the Vietnamese situation
might deteriorate into a major military campaign. In anticipation of that
campaign (particularly through the planning period of 1964), and as a result
of the saturation of limited base facilities in South Vietnam, large numbers
of American aircraft began to be deployed to Thailand from 1964 onward.
Thailand at that time offered an ideal base for American air operations
directed against North Vietnam and Laos, since Thailand's geographical
position offered ready access to both areas, the Thai government was recep
tive, and the political environment was relatively peaceful and free of the
security problems associated with Vietnamese bases. By the end of 1964,
approximately three thousand USAF personnel and seventy-five aircraft
were located in Thailand.^®

Ibid., p. 615. The utility of Thai bases in ROLLING THUNDER operations was de
scribed in one authoritative U. S. military report as follows: "Thai bases were used for
strike aircraft from the outset of the ROLLING THUNDER program and for reconnais
sance missions in Laos. This arrangement existed with the full consent of the Thai govern
ment. The use of Thailand-based aircraft for operations in North Vietnam and Laos
helped relieve pressure on the already congested air bases in South Vietnam, introduced
an added increment of flexibility into our air operations, and permitted sortie levels
which otherwise would have taxed the capability of our resources." Report on the War
in Vietnam (as of June 30,1968), Section I, Report on Air and NavalCampaignsAgainst
North Vietnam and Pacific Command-Wide Support of the War, June 1964-July 1968,
by Adm. U.S.G. Sharp, USN Commander in Chief Pacific, p. 19.
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As the size of the U. S. Air Force presence in Thailand changed, so too
did its organization. As a result of the growing scale and importance of
American air operations in Thailand, units there were assigned progressively
greater identity of command and structure. USAF Thailand headquarters
were established at Udorn; however, a direct working relationship was main
tained with U. S. 7th Air Force headquarters in South Vietnam, which re
tained ultimate authority over all Thai-based air operations.

The year 1966 witnessed the greatest expansion of American air power
in Thailand of the 1960s. December 1965 and January 1966 saw Ubon,
another northeastern site, added to the growing list of operational bases.
Four squadrons of F-4C aircraft flew the first combat missions out of Ubon,
and were responsible for the downing of the first enemy MiGs to be shot
down over Southeast Asia. The 8th Tactical Wing was later deployed to
Ubon, and within a brief six months—between January and June 1966—flew
over ten thousand combat sorties; by the end of August 1968, that number
rose to over fifty thousand. This high sortie level reflects both the rapid
escalation of the air war over Vietnam and the intensity with which that
war drew on Thai facilities. Continued deployments to Thailand in 1966
resulted in a year-end USAF presence of twenty-five thousand personnel
and four hundred aircraft.^®

The capstone was placed on the buildup of U. S. air power with the
basings in 1966 of B-52 strato-fortresses at U-Tapao Royal Thai Air Force
Base, located south of Bangkok on the Gulf of Thailand. Construction on
the airfield had begun in October 1965, and by July 1966 the new 11,000-
foot runway was serviceable. The first aircraft to arrive were KC-135 tankers
(which refueled fighter-bombers flying into or returning from combat).
U-Tapao's raison d'etre was, however, the giant B-52s. In January 1966,
U. S. Ambassador Leonard Unger approached the Thais with a proposal to
base B-52s at U-Tapao; and by the following March, Thai approval was
obtained. On April 10, the first three B-52s—having taken off that same day
from Guam and bombed a suspected Vietcong concentration west of Hue-
touched down at U-Tapao. Within hours they were airborne again in the
first Thai-based B-52 strike of the war.^^ Aside from its strategic value,
basing of the B-52s in Thailand proved a major financial boon to the United
States. According to a 1967 Defense Department estimate, the flying of
B-52 strike missions from Thailand rather than from Guam (as before) saved
the U.S. bombers approximately 4,000 miles and $8,000 per round-trip

"History of the 7/13th Air Force," Deputy Commander IjlSth Air Force Thailand-
Fact Sheets and Histories (undated).

Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdomof Thailand, p. 615.

Ibid., p. 616.

22 BangkokPost, January 16,1967.
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The deployment of B-52s to Thailand and the addition of other aircraft
to existing in-country units caused the total USAF presence in Thailand to
grow to 33,369 men and 527 aircraft during 1967. Those personnel figures
remained stable through 1968, but by year's end additional deployments
raised the total number of U. S. aircraft in-country to 600.^®

No specific figures are available as to sortie levels originating specifi
cally from Thai bases during the 1965-68 period or thereafter. Journalistic
reports varied from 1,500 sorties weekly '̂̂ to 875 weekly (or 125 per day) in
1966.^® Six out of the seven Thai bases supported combat operations (Don
Muang was used mainly as a passenger and cargo transfer point), withmost
tactical missions originating at Takhli, Korat, Udom, and Ubon. Over the
three years prior to the November 1, 1968, unilateral U.S. bombing halt,
F-105 fighter-bombers from Korat and Takhli delivered 90,000 tons, or 75
percent of all ordnance dropped on North Vietnam.^® In all, approximately
80 percent of all U.S. bombing over North Vietnam during this period
originated in Thailand.^'

In addition to combat missions, Thailand's bases also saw extensive
use in Vietnam-related air rescue and reconnaissance operations. The two
principal bases for these activities were Udom and Nakhon Phanom. Udorn,
in particular, specialized in aerial reconnaissance missions. Its camera-
equipped RF-4C and RF-101 aircraft preceded and followed U.S. fighter-
bombers into action, photographing the targets and recording in detail the
results of each raid. Through these and other reconnaissance missions, vast
areas of Indochina were mapped. Udorn also served as a base for the rescue
of U.S. pilots downed over North Vietnam, and prior to 1970 accounted
for the rescue of more than fifteen hundred U. S. pilots from communist
territory.^®

The primary base for U.S. air rescue operations, however, was at
Nakhon Phanom. As with Udorn, most rescues were carried out by HH-3
Huey helicopters ("Jolly Green Giants"), escorted by older Skyraider pro
peller aircraft (also based at Nakhon Phanom). NKP-based single-engine
aircraft are also reported to have left for destinations in Laos and North

Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdom of Thailand, p. 616.
^ Washington Post, August 19,1966.

Time, May 27,1966.

"History of the United States Air Force at Korat RTAFB," Deputy Commander
7113th Air Force, Thailand-Fact Sheets and Histories-, and "History ofthe 388th Tacti
cal Fighter Wing, Korat RTAFB, Thailand," United States Air Force, August 1, 1974
(mimeo).

Time, May 27,1966.

^ "History of the United States Air Force at Udorn RTAFB"; and "Resume of U. S.
Air Force Activities in Thailand," in Deputy Commander ?!13th Air Force-Fact Sheets
and Histories.
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Vietnam, where crewmen rescued by Hmong guerillas were picked up at
makeshift jungle landing strips.^'

The extensive nature of this base network required a logistical infra
structure far beyond the capacity of the normal developing nation. Con
veniently, the American aid program of the late 1950s and early 1960s had
constructed not only basic air facilitiesin the Northeast but also a large part
of the road network required to service them. To supply and service those
bases, the United States also constructed a major deep-water port at Sat-
tahip, on the Gulf of Thailand adjacent to the U-Tapao air base. Overcrowd
ing and inadequate handling capacity at Klong Toey, the Port of Bangkok,
had in the past led to costly delays of arriving vessels at the mouth of the
Chao Phya River. Average waiting time for ships unloaded at Bangkok had
risen from four days in September 1966 to fourteen days in March 1967.'°
These problems, and the anticipation of a major buildup of American air
power in Thailand, led to development of Sattahip from what was once a
small port (with a berthing capacity of one ship per day) into a sprawling
complex housing berthing facilities for four deep-draft vessels and pro
tected anchorage for six additional ships, 134,000 cubic feet of cold-storage
area, transit sheds and cargo staging areas, over one million square feet of
pier space, ammunition dumps, and tank farms for petroleum (particularly
jet fuel) storage with a capacity of one million barrels. In 1967, a major
highway was constructed linking Sattahip with Freedom Highway east of
Bangkok; this provided a direct and rapid route for the transport of mili
tary and other supphes from the port to Korat and the Northeast, bypass
ing the Bangkok bottleneck. At its peak, Sattahip received three to four
arriving vessels per week, accounting for over 90 percent of incoming U.S.
military supphes.'^

Thailand also lent its approval to the establishment of extensive com
munications and intelligence facilities throughout its eastern and northern
provinces. One component of that network, a chain of listening posts known
as the Strategic Communications Command, had notable stations at Chiang
Mai, in the north, and Phu Mu and Phu Khieo, in the eastern Phu Phan
Mountains. By far the most important listening post, however, was the
Seventh Radio Field Research Station, known more popularly as Ramasun.
Originally negotiated in June 1964 and January 1965, and staffed in 1966,
Ramasun was the largest and most sophisticated facility of its kind in South
east Asia, and in the world ranked second only to the mammoth U. S. facil
ity in Augsburg, Germany. Aimed in the direction of Indochina, Ramasun's
principal mission was the interception of communications and the monitor-

" Francois Nivolon, "Unbreakable Thais?" Far Eastern Economic Review, April 18,
1968, p. 175.

Ibid.

" Fact Sheet-Port ofSattahip (m\raeoy,BangkokPost, May 31,1968.
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ing of communist troop and other military movements; the sensitivity of its
equipment was such that it was said (in what was not too great an exaggera
tion) that Ramasun "could hear a pin drop in Pnompenh." The uniqueness
and importance of Ramasun is indicated by the fact that the station's legal
status was defined in the only extant written agreement concerning bases or
other facilities signed between Thailand and the United States (all other
facihties were covered by informal, oral agreements). That agreement, signed
by Air Chief Marshal Dawee Chulyasappa and U. S. Ambassador Graham
Martin, gave the United States government "unrestricted use" of the land
and facilities for an indefinite period. It was drawn in English, with no Thai-
language version. As a top-security installation, Ramasun was the only U.S.
facility in Thailand never to have a nominal Thai commander, and for most
of its operating life no Thai officials were allowed inside. Operation of the
post was the responsibility of the U.S. Army Security Agency and the
National Security Agency.'^

Another important intelligence facility was located at Lampang. Known
as the Koh Kha seismic and satellite tracking station, the post wasoperated
by a staff of approximately 150 military personnel, and functioned both as
a tracking site for man-made satellites and as a listening post for the detec
tion of Chinese nuclear tests.

In addition to these facilities, Thailand also lent indirect support to the
American war effort through its role as a major Rest and Recuperation
(R «fe R) center for American servicemen from Vietnam. The R &R program
began in 1965 with a limit of four hundred personnel in-country at any
given time; subsequently the limit was raised to a thousand, with an author
ized in-country stay of five days. At its outset, the use of Bangkok as an
R & R center was opposed by U. S. Ambassador Graham Martin out of a
concern for the growing militarization of the U. S. presence in Thailand.
Recognizing the untenability of that position, however (thanks to the in
creasing demands of the Vietnam War), Martin relented, whilestill attempt
ing to keep the total numbers of incoming personnel to a minimum.^^ It
was estimated in 1969 that visiting R & R servicemen spent approximately
$22 million per year in the Thai economy.®"*

Base rights, intelligence posts, R & R privileges-all served the American
war effort in Vietnam directly or indirectly. The question therefore follows
of what motivated the Thais to cooperate with the United States so exten
sively. Though complex, the answer follows two basic but somewhat diver
gent lines. The primary consideration motivating the Thai government was
undoubtedly a serious and overriding concern for the security of Thailand

See FarEastern Economic Review, April 30,1976,for full textof the Ramasun agree
ment.

®® Interview, Graham Martin (Washington, D.C., May 20,1976).
^ Symington Hearings, Part 3-Kingdom ofThailand, pp. 623-24,906-07.
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against what was perceived to be the mortal threat of Southeast Asian com
munism. Faced with the concrete manifestation of that threat in both Laos
and Vietnam, plus an apparently hostile neutralism in Cambodia, the Thai
government chose to ally itself with the United States as the only outside
power capable of redressing the regional balance. Consistently, ascanbe seen
from the Thai-American experience in Laos, the Thais proved the most
hawkish and militant of America's SEATO allies. The Thai government
welcomed America's air raids against North Vietnam following the Gulf of
Tonkin incident and the Pleiku and Quinhon attacks, as well as the sustained
air war launched by ROLLING THUNDER. (Commenting shortly after the
first retaliatory raid against North Vietnam, Deputy Prime Minister Prapart
remarked: "I sleep very well now. Before that I got up in the middle of the
night thinking of what my American friends [would] do if the communists
attacked us.")®' The location of substantial American military power in
Thailand served in the Thai view not only as a means of suppressing commu
nism in Vietnam and Laos, but also as tangible evidence of an American
commitment to the defense of Thailand itself. Accordingly, the Thai govern
ment pursued a policy that sought to ehcit from the United States the maxi
mum possible acknowledgment of such a commitment—be it verbal or
material-and to influence the United States in the direction of a hawkish
Vietnam policy.

Considerations of a more material nature also entered the calculation of
some Thais. The massive presence of American military personnel in Thai
land and the large-scale flow of material to the American bases meant not
only an expectation of substantial American aid but also handsome profits
for those in the Thai government who were appropriately situated. This was
a normal prebend of power in much of Asia, where the powerfulcan expect
to benefit from their position.

Though denied by American officials, the granting of base and other
rights in Thailand almost certainly led to the expectation of quid pro quos
from the United States. The nonexistence of written agreements makes
documentation difficult, yet the give-and-take of the bargaining process is
suggested in the only known document concerning base rights, the Rama-
sun agreement. Article 1 of which reads:

The government of the United States of America undertakes to provide equipment
requested in the Armed Forces Security letter of 7 August 1964. Such equipment
will be delivered to the Armed ForcesSecurityCenter in two shipments, the initial
by 1 December 1965 and the final by 1June 1966. Inaddition the Government of
the United States of America undertakes to provide normal material support to
four Signal Research Companies as may from time to time be mutually agreed by
the two countries. If desired, trainingand advisory assistance willbe provided

PeterS. McGhee, "Thailand-Next Asian Domino," NewRepublic, July 3,1965.
Far Eastern Economic Review, April 30,1976.
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Further indication of a working quid pro quo is provided in the testi
mony of Deputy Secretary of Defense William P. Clements, given before a
House committee on November 14, 1975. In requesting a grant of military
aid for Thailand in the amount of $28.3 million for fiscal year (FY) 1976,
Clements observed:

We have significant national interest in maintaining certain base rights in Thailand.
This assistance helps to maintain those base rights. It is preferred to a landlord-
tenant relationship on a rent basis that mightbe more costlyand not have the same
connotation of mutual interest.

A similar observation was made in the Foreign Assistance Appropriations
hearings for 1975, at which Vice Admiral Raymond Feet, Director of the
Defense Security Assistance Agency, conceded:

We have a sizeable program in Thailand; but you have to look at it in two ways be
cause, in a sense, it's tantamount to a quid pro quo for the cooperation they have
given us in Southeast Asia-bases and so on.^®

Yet the principal motivation behind Thailand's association with the
United States remained an overriding concern with the communist threat to
Thai security. From the outset of the war in Vietnam, official Thaisupport
for American pohcy was outspoken and unequivocal, as was the Thaigovern
ment's defense of the American alliance. Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman
served as an able spokesman for the Thai position:

The South Vietnam situation will remain the object of great attention and
concern ... for us in Thailand, because, if the communists were to succeed in
South Vietnam, we would feel completely surrounded. The communists will not
stop there, will not cease their conquest there, but will move on to other places
such as Laos, Cambodia, and they will come to confront us on our border. So the
situation in South Vietnam has a deep implication for us in Thailand. That iswhy
we have been supporting the poHcy andthe measures which have been taken by the
United States.^^

I think what the United States has been doing in South Vietnam will go down
in history as a courageous decision and a measure which will save not only South
Vietnam but the whole of Southeast Asia from communist domination. In other
words. Southeast Asia will owe its freedom to the United States and the Ameri
can soldierswho are doing a good job in South Vietnam now."^®

Foreign Assistance and Related Agencies Appropriations for 1976, Hearings Before
the Subcommittee on Foreign Operations of theHouse Appropriations Committee, 94th
Congress, 1st session.Part 4, p. 157.

Foreign Assistance and Related Agencies Appropriations for 1975, Hearings Before
a Subcommittee on the Committee on Appropriations, House of Representatives, 93rd
Congress, 2nd session, June 4,1974, Part I, p. 1266.

Foreign Minister Interviewed byVoice of AmQiic^, Foreign Affairs Bulletin (Bangkok)
5 (October-November 1965): 202.
^ Collected Statements of Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman (Bangkok: Ministry of
Foreign Affairs), Vol. I, p. 28.
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Thanat's views at that time were similar to those of other high-rankingmem
bers of the Thaigovernment. It is important to note, moreover, that the vast
majority of politically articulate Thais held approximately the same views
and could be accurately described as strongly anti-communist and pro-
American. Realizing an identity of interests with the United States in the
region, and supported by this broad consensus within the more politically
aware segments of Thai society, the Thai government lent its full and open
support to American policies and objectives in SoutheastAsia.

Thailand and the United States thus found themselves deeply wedded
to each other and to the prosecution of the Vietnam War. It wasinevitable,
perhaps, that given the scope of the mutual commitment andmutual contact
which developed—from the in-country stationing of 50,000 U. S. military
personnel, to R & R visits, military construction operations, intelligence-
gathering activities, and all the necessary logistical support operations—the
quality of the Thai-American relationship would be fundamentally altered.
The traditional historical relationship that had existed until the early 1960s
had allowed the United States to deal with Thailand from a position of
benign detachment. Now, the ballooning of contacts and the multiplicity of
problems posed by the logistics and politics of the American presence
banished forever that distance which had hitherto allowed the Thais to view
the United States as a disinterested benefactor and the Americans to view
Thailand as a wholly admirable and worthy understudy. The development of
immediate and pressing American interests in Thailand, and the expansion of
the Vietnam War, expanded and intensified on both sides a set of sometimes
coincident and sometimes divergent interests. Moved by considerations of
national security, the Thai government was impelled as always to push the
United States as far as possible toward militancy in Vietnam and toward
an unequivocal commitment to Thailand's defense. In this sense, the pro
vision of Thai territory for base and other facilities not only furthered the
cause of anti-communist victory in Vietnam but also served to draw the
United States ever more closely to Thailand itself. The affording of base
rights to the U. S. also served as an indispensable counter in bargaining for
American military and economic aid. In the hard-nosed world of give-and-
take, the continuous American requests for more bases, more planes, and
higher personnel ceilings were met by Thai counter-requests for appropriate
quid pro quos, most commonly in the form of increased aid commitments.
This, the Thais felt, was only appropriate, given that they had exposed them
selves to the danger of communist retaliation by their cooperation with the
United States.

For the United States, on the other hand, the establishment of the Thai
base network placed an increased moral onus on Washington to defend or
otherwise assist the Thais, though this was never formally acknowledged.
Though the American use of Thai bases never actually extended the Ameri
can commitment beyond what was explicitly stated in the language of the
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Manila Treaty, the Thai purpose was in fact served (though never as fully as
desired) by the multiple extension of ties and programs binding the two
countries. The importance that Thailand and its basing policy assumed for
the United States was acknowledged by U. S. Ambassador Leonard Unger in
hearings before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 1969:

Ambassador Unger: I think that there isno question thatover the years, say,
four or five years, a particularly strong interest has been the permission that we
were given for military reasons to use the bases in Thailand. There were other
things as well, but it was primarily the use of the bases which made that area, that
geography, of exceeding importance to us.

Now, this was not anything that raised a serious difficulty with the Thais,
who were sympathetic with what we were trying to do at that time. But this did
make Thailand and its geography in that sense of exceedingly great importance to
the United States.

Senator Symington: Because we were in Vietnam?
Ambassador Unger: Because we were in Vietnam.'"

Unger's statement not only suggests the importance that Thailand
assumed for the United States but also the fact that Thailand was valued,
during the Vietnam War, as much for the facilities it offered as for its in
trinsic sake. The fact that the United States "wanted" something that Thai
land had to offer placed the Thai-American relationship on a more prag
matic and self-interested footing than in the past. The primary American
interest in Thailand during the latter 1960s and early 1970s lay in maintain
ing free access to Thai base facilities. American aid was therefore provided
largely to protect the integrity of Thailand as a viable sanctuary for military
operations against communist Indochina. It was not perceived to be in the
American interest, however, to deepen the American defense commitment
to Thailand beyond the language of the Manila Treaty or the Rusk-Thanat
Communique. This can be explained by a hesitancy to become further in
volved in Southeast Asia, a fear that the Senate might refuse to ratify a new
bilateral pact, and the perception that American interests in the defense of
Thailand were adequately met by the Manila Treaty. What this meant, in
practical terms, was that a bilateral defense treaty between the United States
and Thailand, such as then existed between the United States and the Philip
pines, was beyond the reach of the Thais.

THE WHEELS OE ALLIANCE

The convergence and divergence of these respective interests were
played out in the decision-making processes in both Washington and Bang
kok. Two major themes predominated. The first concerned the extent to
which Thailand would or would not be integrated with Vietnam in a broad
theatre concept for U. S. military operations in Southeast Asia. At issue was

Symington Hearings, Part3-Kingdomof Thailand, p. 855.
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the identity of Thailand as an independent and unique area ofAmerican in
terest, as opposed to a mere (though important) appendage of the Vietnam
conflict. Related to this was the question of Americanmilitary involvement
in Thailand, and the extent to which that presence would or would not fol
low the course earlier taken in Vietnam. The second major theme of the
1965-73 period concerned the return, in either aid or security, that Thai
land could expect for its broad support for American policies in the region.
The mechanics by which these themes were played out demonstrates the
disparities of interest and of bargaining power between the United States
and Thailand during this period.

United States military policy toward Thailand was, until 1967, a matter
of contention among the different concerned government agencies, both in
Thailand and in Washington. Initially, the split followed military/civilian
lines, with the Department of State and the Pentagon lining uponcontend
ing sides. The first act of the debate occurred in 1966, when a major force
deployment to Thailand was first contemplated. Debate centered on whether
Thailand, with its own insurgency, could effectively serve as a secure base of
operation for American aircraft. While a number of officials expressed
doubts, the preponderant view was that no logical alternative to the Thai
bases was available, and that in any event an American buildupat Thai facili
ties would serve as a demonstration of U. S. support for the Thais.

This dispute was quickly absorbed, however, into the general debate
over troop ceilings for Southeast Asia. The Pentagon took the position that
it was facing a severe space problem in Vietnam, and that with all available
spaces filled, only Thailand was available for a sizable deployment; an un
disclosed but high ceiling was therefore proposed for Thailand. The State
Department, and most particularly Ambassador Graham Martin, took alarm
at the Pentagon figure; for its part. State favored a much smaller military
presence in Thailand. A large deployment, it was feared, would seriously
affect Thai sensitivities, and could potentially damage Thai-American rela
tions. In any event, the merger of Thailand with Vietnam as a theatre opera
tion was said to be unwise, as the State Department was resistingat the time
the view that the United States was fighting a Southeast Asian war per se.
Thailand, it was asserted, should be dealt with as an independent entity
rather than as an appendage of the Vietnam War.

Ultimately, Martin proposed his own ceiling figure as a maximum he
believed Thailand could effectively absorb; though exact figures are un
available, it is clear that the Martin figure was considerably below the Penta
gon proposal. The final decision was left to the White House, which settled
on a figure (again undisclosed) that was an exact compromise between the
State and Pentagon figures. (Phased in by stages, the maximum authorized
figure was over 45,000 in September 1967, and 48,000 in August 1969.)
Though this did not entirelysatisfy Pentagon planners, the troop limitations
for Thailand were not excessively restricting, as temporary duty personnel

67



(TDY) could at any time be (and were) brought into Thailand for 30-, 60-,
or 90-day periods without prior consultation with the Thai government.
Within limits, this allowed the United States to have military personnel on
duty in Thailand over and above the authorized ceiling, and added flexi
bility to the process of filling specific personnel needs.*^

The following year (1967), the State Department's view changed with
the shift in mood that accompanied that year's major military pushin Viet
nam. The war wasapproaching its peak intensity, but general disillusion with
the Vietnam experience had yet to become manifest in the United States.
The feeling that had developed by that time (and one shared by the Thais)
was that a maximum effort was required to win the war. In those circum
stances, the great utilityof Thailand asa war-fighting base came to outweigh
all countervailing considerations. Thailand was thereafter absorbed into
the strategic concept of an overall Southeast Asia theatre, and all but dis
appeared as a separate entity in American militaryplanning.

Differences over policy traveled the distance between Washington and
Bangkok, manifesting themselves in a festering dispute between Ambassador
Graham Martin and the commander of MACTHAI, General Richard Stilwell.
For some years previously, the United States had had stationed in Thailand
a Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG), which in 1963 had been
redesignated a Joint U. S. Military Advisory Group (JUSMAG). JUSMAG
was concerned primarily with the administration of the military assistance
program (MAP) and with the provision of U.S. military advisers. At the time
of the large-scale deployment of American troops to the Northeast in 1962,
a second designation, MACTHAI (Military Assistance Command/Thailand)^
was added, with responsibility for overall American operations in-country.
At that time, however, MACTHAI was only a second hat, or area of responsi
bility, for the MACV commander (Military Assistance Command/Vietnam),
who retained ultimate control. In 1965, MACTHAI was separated from
MACV and established as a fully separate entity. Implicit in the decision to
divide the two commands was the assumption that the war in Vietnam
would, unlike operations in Thailand, be prosecuted outside the SEATO
umbrella. The timing of the division corresponded with the rapid influx of
American men and equipment into Thailand in that year and signified the
recognition of Thailand as a major locus of U.S. activity; only Vietnam
rated a similar Military Assistance Command designation.

The division of MACTHAI from MACV was not without opposition.
U. S. Commander in Vietnam William C. Westmoreland resisted the loss of
his "second hat" on the grounds that a unified command enhanced overall
military coordination in the region. According to Westmoreland, the unified
command had been originally designed to assure "one over-all commander in
Southeast Asia should North Vietnam or Communist China turn to overt

Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., May 19,1976).
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aggression or should American forces become involved in Laos," and it was
clear that Westmoreland would have strongly preferred to have headed a
single "Southeast Asia Command." As it was, the granting of independent
status to MACTHAI forced Westmoreland to deal on military pohcy matters
affecting Thailand and Laos with Ambassadors Graham Martin and William
Sullivan respectively, men who (in Westmoreland's words) were "gifted and
dedicated" but "lacked full understanding of military requirements and were
reluctant to yield points that I considered crucial." With the creation of
MACTHAI, overall coordination of decision-making between Vietnam, Thai
land, and Laos was pursued through CINCPAC (Commander-in-Chief Pacific)
or through Washington, or less formally through irregular meetings of an
informal Southeast Asia coordinating committee composed of the heads of
mission of all three countries.*®

A further reason for the separation of MACTHAI from MACV lay in a
growing awareness of Thai sensitivity concerning the increasing scope of
American military activity in their country. In particular, the Thais were
resentful of the fact that decisions intimately affecting Thailand were being
made in Saigon, a remote location where it was difficult for Thai interests to
be adequately represented. This point was strongly argued by Graham Martin
on behalf of a separate MACTHAI headquarters. AsWestmoreland later was
to write; "Washington eliminated my command of the military assistance
group in Thailand on Ambassador Martin's theory that it was distasteful to
the Thais to have military advisers in their country subject to a headquarters
in another Asian country."**

Once given independent status, MACTHAI fell under the terms of the
1950 Military Assistance Agreement, which specified that any U. S. forces in
Thailand under the Military Assistance Agreement wouldbe regarded as part
of the U. S. diplomatic mission, under the total supervision of the U. S.
Mission Chief.

This point proved to be a source of considerable friction between
Martin and Stilwell, who succeeded General Ernest Easterbrook as MAC-
THAI Commander in August 1965. At its base, the dispute was both per
sonal and institutional. Martin was an extraordinarily strong believer in the
intent of the Kennedy letter of 1961 which, addressed to all United States
ambassadors in the field, designated the country ambassador as the direct
representative of the President with full authority over all mission elements.
Based on this authority, Martin viewed himself as "the President's ambassa
dor" rather than as a representative of the State Department, which status
would have made him "simply the representative of another agency, the
representative of another element of the U.S. interest." In 1963, when

*® William C. Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1976),
pp. 76-77.

** Ibid., p. 77.
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Martin arrived in Bangkok, the prevailing concept inside the U. S. diplomatic
establishment was the "country team." This approach posited a cooperative
framework for all in-country representatives of U. S. agencies, but contained
implicitly the notion that each agency was independently responsible to its
Washington office. The "country team" concept was anathema to Martin
("I never permitted the phrase to be used in my embassy"), who preferred
instead the term "mission elements"-over which he, as the mission head,
held full authority."*®

Above all, Martin was concerned with the unification of "parochial"
agency interests into an integrated embassy effort. Though nearly all agen
cies then operating in Thailand presented some resistance, Martin's particular
nemesis was the military. (Martin, indeed, describes the "country team" as
a "military concept" that implied that the military hadunique andseparate
interests distinct from the broader elements of U.S. policy.) It was his
belief that the U. S. miUtary had bungled the situation in Vietnam, and that
the same policies should not be repeated in Thailand. Accordingly, Martin
resisted the application of military solutions to Thailand's insurgency prob
lems."*® Paradoxically, the establishment of an independent MACTHAI head
quarters in Thailand strengthened Martin's hand in this matter, as MACTHAI
then fell, at least technically, under the overall policy authority of the
Ambassador.

This brought him into conflict with Stilwell. At the base of that con
flict was the fact that Stilwell was, in his MACTHAI capacity, a military
authority on the same level as Martin himself. As such, Stilwell had the right
of direct and privileged communication with both his superiors and with the
Thai military. Such independence was anathema to an ambassador with
Martin's distrust of the military and insistence on unity of authority. When
first assigned to MACTHAI, Stilwell had received terms of reference which
afforded him considerable freedom of action. Fearing excessive indepen
dence on Stilwell's part, Martin personally journeyed to Washington to
demand that Stilwell's terms of reference bealtered. Washington agreed, and
Stilwell was placed more directly under Martin's control. From that point
onward, relations with Stilwell were poor. Disputes arose, in particular, con
cerning the proper American approach to the Thai insurgency, with MAC-
THAI pressing for more American support for the Thai military, expansion
of the Thai counterinsurgency program, and more U.S. Special Forces in-
country. Martin, though not wholly opposed to those moves, nevertheless
felt that the Thai insurgency was at that stage more a pohce than a military
program, necessitating a greater psychological warfare-paramilitary thrust.
Assistance in such cases, not surprisingly, would have fallen more to the CIA
than to MACTHAI. Martin's view generally prevailed. Though he eventually

"*' Interview, Graham Martin (Washington, D.C., May 20, 1976).
Ibid.; and Confidential Interviews (Washington, D.C., April 29,1977).
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acquiesced in the importation ofmore Special Forces, an early decision to
prohibit American personnel from riding in helicopters on Thai counter-
insurgency missions was upheld in Washington, despite direct appeal from
MACTHAI.'^''

Other major disputes arose over intelligence reporting and U. S. troop
deployments to Thailand. The former was a source of particular irritation.
At that time, the U. S. mission was producing at least two intelligence esti
mates—one by the Embassy and one by MACTHAI. Inits report, MACTHAI
took a darker view of the Thai insurgent problem, while the Embassy tended
to the view that, given the equipment and support, the Thais were capable of
handling it. Given those differences, Martin wanted only one estimate to
leave Thailand (his own), and attempted to suppress the MACTHAI version.
This was resisted by Stilwell. Eventually the dispute was reduced to a con
flict over principle (MACTHATs right to report directly) more than sub
stance. In the end, two reports were filed."®

A second area of dispute concerned U. S. troop deployments to Thai
land. Such decisions were taken in Washington, with implementation and
negotiation with the Thais left to the Embassy. Whereas Stilwell saw his job
as executing those directions (so as to facilitate the entrance of American
forces), Martin was personally chary about the introduction ofany American
ground elements into Thailand. Stilwell believed that because of that reserva
tion Martin was arrogating to himself theright to decide whether or not such
deployments were appropriate, and was therefore dragging his feet in im
plementing Washington's directives.

Martin's mission was, as he saw it, to resist the militarization of Ameri
can policy in Thailand and to prevent the Thai military from becoming overly
dependent on the United States."" It is not surprising that the Thai military
tended to favor both Stilwell and his approach, and applied pressure in Wash
ington to have Stilwell's tour of duty extended beyond its initial two years.
InJuly 1967, however, Martin finally succeeded in forcing Stilwell's removal.

The Martin-Stilwell dispute illustrates the issues facing American policy
in Thailand in the 1964-69 period. At issue was the degree to which the
military would influence U.S. planning in Thailand, and more implicitly,
the extent to which American policy in Thailand would replicate the pat
terns established earlier in Vietnam. The momentum toward a theatre con
cept" for Southeast Asia, in which Thailand would be functionally inte
grated with Vietnam, Laos, and (later) Cambodia for purposes of planning
and strategy, was too great for Martin to resist. The years of Martin s tenure
did, however, see a direct U. S. military role held to aminimum, a fact that
subsequently benefited both countries.

"" Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., May 18, 1976).
"® Interview, General Richard Stilwell (Washington, D.C., February 7,1978).
"" Interview, Graham Martin (May 20,1976).
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INTERESTS IN INTERACTION

The Thai half of the political equation showed a similar institutional
split; in the Thai case, however, this was not so much a split over pohcy as
over power. Throughout the 1960s, the Thai military was, as it had been
with little variation since 1932, in firm control of the government. Effective
political power remained the monopoly of a small number of top-ranking
officers who occupied the highest governmental posts and, not coincident-
ally, the highest positions in the Supreme Command.

The reverse of this situation was that little real power was given to the
civilian ministries, particularly the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA).
Though the MFA was permitted to perform routine diplomatic functions,
it was almost entirely precluded from a policymaking role. The most impor
tant function served by the Ministry during this period was the broadcast of
independent-sounding noises which served notice on the United States that
the Thais were not to be taken for granted, and also eased Thai sensitivities
concerning the presence of foreign troops on their territory. But in matters
with military implications, and particularly those affecting relations with the
United States, the Ministry was all but excluded. This suggests the way in
which Thailand's military leaders perceived the American relationship-i.e.,
in personal, hence military, terms. In matters of national security, all im
portant decisions were reserved to the military. Significantly, the Ramasun
agreement was negotiated by the Supreme Command and not the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, and the decision to permit American use of Thai bases-
a momentous decision in Thailand's foreign relations-was (according to
Thanat) taken without informing the Foreign Ministry.®" Even Thanat,
though his voice was heard in the cabinet, remained an outsider. Sitting in
a cabinet comprised of generals, Thanat (a civilian) was given the honorary
rank of Special Colonel. Though in one sense a mark of favor, the fact that
Thanat was made no more than a colonel served the purpose of indicating
his status as an outsider from the highest-ranking military councils. As re
counted by a major (military) cabinet figure to a prominent American
official, the pegging of Thanat at a conspicuously lower rank was fully in
tentional, "and we never promoted him."®'

The interaction of these Thai and American power constellations was
complex and often ambiguous. Within the American Embassy on Wireless
Road, the Ambassador retained clear authority of command. While contact
with the Thais of a procedural diplomatic nature was handled by the Em
bassy's political section, decisions and contacts of the highest level were
frequently transacted on a personal basis between the Ambassador and

Interview, Thanat Khoman (Bangkok, July 21, 1976). Thanat's assertion ofignorance
in the matter of bases has, however, been contested elsewhere by officials who view his
disclaimeras self-justifying.
®' Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., May 18,1976).
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ranking members of the Supreme Command/cabinet. Below the ambassa
dorial level, operational authority centered on the Political/Military Affairs
section, which hnked the Embassy directly with MACTHAI and the Su
preme Command. At the same time, cooperation of a daily operational
nature between the Thai and American mihtary establishments resulted in
the development of a separate and direct military-to-mihtary channel of
communication on that level.

The nexus of Thai power on matters relating to the bases was the
Supreme Command, a joint body of the Thai military services. The three
dominant personalities in the Supreme Command (and simultaneously in the
civil government) were Field Marshal (Prime Minister) Thanom Kittikachorn,
General Prapart Charusthien (Deputy Prime Minister and Commander of
the Army), and Air Marshal Dawee Chulyasappa (Commander of the Air
Force and Deputy Defense Minister). Thanom, Prapart, and Dawee each held
4-star rank in all three services. This fact reflects the complex balance of
power within the Thai political structure at that time, in which authority
and influence were so divided and counterbalanced that no single actor
would be tempted to opt in favor of a coup. Each, however, had his own
independent power base. Thanom was strong in the Supreme Command (of
which he was head), held some influence with the Army, and possessed
authority as the Prime Minister and senior member of the ruhng circle.
Prapass found his principal power base in the Army. Dawee's power rested
principally on his connection with the United States. Dawee s operating
base was the Supreme Command, and since the Americans dealt with the
Supreme Command largely through Dawee, he served as the principal con
duit through which American funds flowed to that body, and through it
to the various branches of the Thai military. In this capacity, Dawee served
as principal negotiator for many of the Thai-American agreements reached
in that period.®^

Since members of the Supreme Command and the Thaimilitary services
commonly held both civil and military posts, the assignment ofcivil as well
as military authority required a carefully calculated division of power.
Thanom, who served as Commander-in-Chief of the Thai Armed Forces,
also served as Minister of Defense; and Prapart, who was Commander of the
Army, simultaneously held the post ofInterior Minister (which theoretically
gave him control of the police). An interesting aspect of this double and
triple hatting system is theway in which political actors were called upon to
execute seemingly incompatible policies in response to seemingly incom
patible role requirements. The complexities faced by American officials in
working with such a system is suggested by an incident, recalled byGeorge
Tanham, in which Prapart recalled approving the promotion of a young
Thai officer which had crossed his desk as Interior Minister. A short time

Ibid.
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later, the same promotion papers came across his desk as Commander-in-
Chief of the Army, and he disapproved them. Asked why he had followed
this procedure, Prapart replied that the answer was simple: from the point
of view of the Interior Ministry the appointment was desirable, but from
the standpoint of the Army it was undesirable.®^

Inevitably, the intricacies of Thai pohtics affected the conduct of both
political and military relations with the United States. The result was a
smoothly functioning but poorly defined system that relied more on in
formal understanding than legalspecificity.

Significantly, no formal written agreements exist which deal with the
50,000 men, 600 aircraft, and other supporting facilities that the United
States maintained in Thailand during this period; no document exists as legal
evidence of the massive American presence in Thailand save the Ramasun
agreement (which because of the sensitive nature of the facility's equip
ment required special arrangements). Decisions concerning base rights, in-
country personnel, and other matters were reached through a process of
informal consultation, and generally on a case-by-case basis.

The system was a mutually agreeable one, however, and one that was
particularly satisfactory to the Thais. For the United States military, the
lack of written agreements avoided the problem of Congressional oversight;
for the Thais, all written evidence that might suggest an impairment ofThai
sovereignty by the presence of foreign bases was avoided. Contrary to the
tendencies of legalistically conditioned Americans, the Thais were loath to
put anything on paper; the fact that no formal legal recognition existed of
the presence of foreign troops on Thai soil served a denial function for the
Thais (i.e., if no legal document existed which saidU.S. bases were in Thai
land, it could in that sense be denied that any bases existed). More impor
tantly, the Thai government held a highly pragmatic view of the American
relationship. Military cooperation with the United States, in the Thai view,
was based primarily on mutual interest. What need, then, of formal written
agreements between friends? In any event, said the Thais, Thai-American
military cooperation was taking place within the framework of the SEATO
alliance; with that as a legal basis, all other matters could be defined as
internal concerns requiring only mutual consultation. By such consulta
tions (generally at the Ambassadorial-Supreme Command level), decisions
were made affecting the disposition of tens of thousands of men and hun-
dreds of millions of dollars.

As much as anything, the Thai government's preference for informal
over formal arrangements afforded it unique flexibility in dealing with the
United States, and to a lesser extent with its own citizens and withoutside
powers. Themselves loath to be tied down by ironclad commitments, the
Thais preferred and sought flexible arrangements from which they might

Interview, George Tanham (Washington, D.C., May 19,1976).
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more easily extricate themselves. At thesame time, the working out of those
decision-making processes was manifested in a number of unique and often
tortuous arrangements.

One of these concerned the status of U.S. military personnel stationed
in Thailand. In 1967, with the American force buildup well underway, the
United States sought to negotiate a Status of Forces Agreement regulating
the legal status of American in-country personnel. Experience with the com
plex legal problems affecting the rights of American servicemen stationed
overseas had led the United States government to a prudent desire to clarify
exactly whose law would apply in which sort of cases. Above all, the United
States insisted that American personnel not be subjected to Thai law for
offenses committed while on duty. The first round of negotiations failed,
however. The Thais, for their part, wanted no legal agreement. One reason
for this was no doubt their historic sensitivity to questions of jurisdiction,
growing out of thecapitulation treaties of the nineteenth century which per
mitted foreign consular courts on Thai soil.

A Status of Forces Agreement would no doubt have given American
servicemen rights they otherwise would not have had under Thai law, thus
reducing Thailand's sovereign jurisdiction. In the absence of an agreement,
moreover, the existence of a legal problem concerning U.S. servicemen
could be denied. Sensing the impasse, U. S. Ambassador Leonard Unger,
who spoke Thai and possessed a keen awareness of Thai sensibilities, pur
sued a different track. Working with both the military and Thanat (in one
of the few instances where the Foreign Ministry was allowed to enter into
military-related matters), a mutually acceptable solution was worked out
along peculiarly Thai lines. As most on-duty crimes charged to Americans
were connected with traffic accidents, Thais were hired to do most of the
driving. When more serious crimes were committed, the Americans would,
by mutual agreement, quickly and quietly bundle off the offender for trial
in the United States. No written agreement was ever drawn, yet the system
worked smoothly.®" As this case illustrates, in matters of political style the
United States adapted more to Thai procedures thanThailand did to Ameri
can. Painstaking deference was generally paid to sensitivities concerning
Thai sovereignty; for the benefits that were ultimately gained, however, it
was a small price to pay.

Questions of sovereignty inevitably arose in connection with the air
bases. By mutual agreement, all bases used by the United States in Thailand
were and remained throughout the war RoyalThai mihtary installations. The
Thai flag alone flew over all bases (except for ceremonial occasions, when
both the Thai and American flags were flown), and each base operated under
the authority of a nominal Thai commander (in contrast to the Philippines,

W. Scott Thompson, Unequal Partners (Lexington, Mass.: Heath Lexington Books,
1975), pp. 29-30.
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where U. S. bases were openly American). Thai military aircraft even used
the bases to a limited extent. In a legal sense, then, there were no "Ameri
can" bases per se in Thailand; the United States was merely permitted the
use of Thai facilities that it had constructed. In thisstatus, the United States
expended some $388 million between 1965 and 1976 on the construction
and improvement of Thai facilities.

Another manifestation of the Thai government's preferencefor flexible
arrangements was its refusal to admit publicly until March 1967 that Ameri
can warplanes were bombing North Vietnam from Thai bases. Though
existence of the bombing was common knowledge (the round-the-clock
departure of bomb-laden aircraft was difficult to disguise), the Thais never
theless had insisted on maximum secrecy. From an American viewpoint,
this was hard to understand; for the Thais, however, it wasnot so bizarre: if
the bombing from the Thai bases was never formally admitted, then in that
sense it never took place. This not onlyserved to ease the RTG's problem of
pubhcly explaining the bases, but also provided the RTG with an "out" if
confrontedon the issue by North Vietnam or its supporters.

With the rapid expansion of the bases, the need also arose to devise
arrangements for base perimeter security. In this context, the United States
was above all concerned that the use of American personnel for perimeter
security might lead to direct American involvement in military engage
ments (it should be remembered that most American personnel and planes
based in Thailand were deployed exclusively for the purposes of the Indo
china conflict, and were assigned no active role in Thai counterinsurgency
operations). Fearing that escalatory potential, the United States, in con
junction with the Thai government, devised the Thai Security Guard Pro
gram. Instituted in February 1966, the security force consisted of five
thousand Thai military reservists called into service by the RTG and orga
nized into a regiment with the specific purpose of providing security for
bases where U. S. personnel and property were located; to this the RTG
added a cadre of regular officers and NCOs. The officers were assigned
charge of individual base detachments, but operational control was given
to the U.S. commander at each facility. The United States assumed the cost
of salaries for all reservists and allowances for regular Thai officers; all
monies were disbursed to the recipients through Thai rather than American
channels, thus removing the United Statesgovernment one step further. The
use of Thai rather than American personnel resulted in significant financial
savings;" more importantly, by using Thai security personnel the United
States succeeded in avoiding beforehand any direct American involvement in
combat situations that might have arisen from base assaults by local insur-

" The total cost for the Thai security force in FY 1970, for example, was $4,340,000,
compared to an estimated cost for equivalent U. S. personnel of$36,720,000. Symington
Hearings, Part3—Kingdom of Thailand, p. 618.
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gents or Vietnamese infiltrators. Despite that escalatory potential, no seri
ous threat to base security was ever mounted, and only two attacks are
recorded.®®

The in-country transport of military supplies and material was like
wise left in Thai hands; as with Laotian supplies, all arrangements were
handled through ETO. It was estimated that considerable savings could be
realized by using ETO rather than U. S. military trucks. While that may have
been true, a special audit of January 29, 1969, found that costs submitted
by ETO to support its proposals were substantially overstated," and that the
Special Transportation unit of ETO, which handled all American business,
showed a 50 percent profit margin, compared to a 5 percent margin for the
balance of ETO's business. By 1968,all but 5 percent of ETO's business was
with the United States government.®'

Inasmuch as the basescontinued to be the property of the Thai govern
ment, their operation necessitated further arrangements designed to pre
serve the image of formal Thai control. The launching of continual flights
of bomb-laden aircraft boundfor Indochina presented particular difficulties.
A solution was reached by mutual agreement (again through a process of
informal consultation), establishing guidelines for the authorization of U. S.
bombing missions. Under those guidelines, the U. S. Ambassador (Martin in
the first instance) was to be informed of, and was required to authorize, all
missions; no U. S. planes were permitted to fly from Thailand without a
cable from the Ambassador, who in turn was required to inform the Thai
government. At least theoretically, then, the Thai government was informed
of all missions originating from its bases; in practical terms, however, notifi
cation often took place only as the planes were leaving the runway. As
Martin put it: "It was a useful facade, but an absolutely necessary conces
sion to Thai sovereignty."®®

Sensitivities over the possible infringement of Thai sovereignty in fact
pervaded the Thai-American relationship. As a proud people with an un
broken history of independence, the Thais were above all concerned with
the maintenance of their independence and with the image created before
their own people and the world by the presence of large numbers of foreign
military personnel on Thai soil. This concern underlay both the Thai desire
to downplay that presence and the American willingness to concur.

As the Vietnam War intensified, however, the Thais were asked to in
crease their direct contribution to that military effort. Through 1967, the
United States had succeeded in extracting Thai agreement to virtually every
stage of the American buildup. It was a process that the Thais viewed with

®® Ibid., p. 765. These occuned in July 1968 and July 1969. The first incident resulted
in two deaths, one Thai and one American, plus four Thai wounded; no casualties were
reported in the second incident. Physical damage in bothcases was minor.
®' Symington Hearings, Part3—Kingdom of Thailand, pp.897-98,905-06.
®® Interview, Graham Martin(May20,1976).
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some trepidation, but generally agreed to in exchange for some suitable quid
pro quos. Until 1967, access to base rights had been the primary objective of
American policy in Thailand. With the RTG's approval of B-52 rights at
U-Tapao, that effort was capped. Subsequently, however, the United States
sought an even more visible commitment from the Thais: the dispatch of
Thai troops to fight in Vietnam.

Whereas the air bases had been developed purely for their strategic
value, direct Thai involvement in the Vietnam fighting was sought for pri
marily political reasons. By that time, with growing pressure and criticism
both at home and abroad, the United Statesneeded to demonstrate that the
war was indeed an allied endeavor, involving the participation of those states
in the region whose interests were most directly affected. This above all
required at least token support from America's Asian allies in SEATO. As
described by Graham Martin: "TheThai sent the troops to Vietnam because
they were requested to by the Government of Vietnam and by the United
States. I think they made that decision in the full realization that it was
increasingly un(;omfortable for the United States to have the massive de
ployment of U. S. troops with far less contingents from other partners in
the SEATO alliance. I do not believe that there was a firm conviction that
the troops were actually all that important except for those reasons.""

The RTG had been supplying military aid on a modest scale to the
Government of South Vietnam since July 1964, when arrangements were
concluded for seventeen Thais to fly and service Vietnamese C-47 trans
ports; until July 1966, this unit functioned independently of American
support. As an adjunct to this program, the Royal Thai Air Force also pro
vided jet aircraft transition training to approximately twenty-four Viet
namese pilots. In August 1965, agreement was reached between the Thai
and South Vietnamese governments for the furnishing of two ships toserve
in South Vietnamese waters for anti-infiltration and transport operations.
The United States lent two vessels for this purpose and trained some two
hundred Thai crew members; the vessels entered service in February and
December 1966. Concurrently, the aviation detachment was expanded to
a strength of thirty-one.

With the continuing escalation of the ground war in Vietnam, discus
sions were entered into in late 1966 between the United States and the
^TG over the dispatch of a Thai combat unit to Vietnam. Those discussions
led to the announcement in January 1967 that Thailand would, at the
request of tte South Vietnamese government, send a ground combat unit to
join the allied effort in Vietnam. The following July, the "Queen's Cobras,"
numbering 2,207 men, arrived for duty. By that time, however, the momen
tum of the war had accelerated further, the American public was demanding
greater results, and more embarrassing questions were being asked about the

Symington Hearings, Part S-JOngdom ofThailand, p.905.
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role of America's SEATO allies. Responding to those pressures, the United
States requested an even larger commitment from the Thais.

The expansion of the Thai military force in Vietnam was opposed by
Stilwell, who felt strongly that maximum political utility had already been
obtained by the Thai regiment already in place, that the Thai army was too
small and unsophisticated for such an effort, and that such a commitment
would divert Thai attention from their own insurgent problem. Pressure
from the White House, however, overruled his objections.®®

New negotiations were undertaken in the summer of 1967, with Clark
Clifford and Maxwell Taylor visiting Bangkok in July. For their part, the
Thais were hesitant to increase their military involvement without some
corresponding sign of an increased American commitment in Vietnam.
Taylor and Clifford, however, adopted the reverse of the Thai argument:
that the Johnson administration was about to increase its troop commit
ment, but that domestic opinion required a correspondingly greater effort
from America's Asian allies.

In the wake of Clifford and Taylor's departure, the Thais began an in
tensive campaign to strengthen their bargaining position. Bangkok news
papers with reputed government connections aired through the summer and
fall what were said to be differences of opinion between the Thai and Ameri
can governments over the prosecution of the war. Thanat joined in, suggest
ing that means other than troops existed for increasing Thailand s commit
ment to the war.®'

Specific negotiations began in August between Ambassador Leonard
Unger and Air Marshal Dawee, with the Thais maneuvering for the best
possible deal. In their negotiating position, the Thais stressed two points.
It was argued that a commitment of Thailand's best troops to fight in Viet
nam would "weaken their capability to deal with the insurgency at home."
The United States accepted that argument and agreed to assist the moderni
zation of the Thai armed forces by increasing the FY 1968 and 1969 Mili
tary Assistance Programs from $60 million to $75 million. The Thais also
argued that their decision to send substantial ground forces to Vietnam
might lead to communist retaliation, "particularly from theair." The United
States accepted that point as well, and agreed to deploy a HAWK anti
aircraft battery to Thailand and to train the requisite personnel.®^

Successful conclusion of the negotiations led to the agreement on
November 9, 1967, that Thailand would, in response to a GVN request,
increase its combat force in Vietnam to full division strength. The unit,
officially titled the Royal Thai Army Volunteer Force in South Vietnam,
or "Black Panthers," consisted of 11,000 men and, including administrative

®° Interview, Gen. Richard Stilwell (Washington, D.C., February 7,1978).
®' Thompson, Unequal Partners, pp. 82-85.
®^ Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdom of Thailand, p. 625.
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backup personnel, accounted for 14 percent of the Royal Thai Army's total
strength at that time. A special training center for the Volunteer Force was
estabhshed at Kanchanaburi (funded by the U.S.), where Thaisdrawn prin
cipally from regular army ranks were given six months of special training in
Vietnam-oriented counterinsurgency tactics. American Special Forces per
sonnel assisted in the Kanchanaburi program by advising on tactics and by
training Thai instructors. The first BlackPanthers were deployed to Vietnam
in January and February 1969.

Why did the Thais agree to send a volunteer force to Vietnam? As a
former director of training at Kanchanaburi and Chief of Staff in Vietnam
describes it, the Thai government was motivated principally by security con
siderations: an overriding fear of China, plus a desire to fight Thailand's
communist enemies as far as possible from its own borders.®^ While this was
no doubt a major consideration, the Thai decision was almost certainly
affected by two additional factors: the material quid pro quos offered by
the United States, and the significantly greater pressure that the United
States was capable of bringing to bear as a vastly more powerful ally.

Formation and deployment of the Volunteer Force resulted in concrete
material benefits for the Thai government. While it was to assume the cost
of base pay plus various standard allowances (hazardous duty pay, com
bat pay, transportation discounts, etc.), the United States agreed to pay
those expenses related to the dispatch and maintenance of the Thai division
in Vietnam. These included the costs of training prior to deployment (in
cluding the cost of construction of the Kanchanaburi camp), uniforms and
individual issue items, overseas allowances, death and disability benefits,
costs of quarters and rations, and a mustering out bonus. By mutual agree
ment, all equipment used bytheThai division in Vietnam was, onits return,
to remain the property of the Thai government (the United States, in effect,'
agreed to fully equip a Thai army division). These benefits were in addition
to the boost in military aid and the HAWK missile battery that the U. S.
agreed to supply. In direct support alone, the U. S. subsidy for Thai forces
in Vietnam totaled $200 million for the period 1966-69.®" An old Thai
adage advises "Fill your jar while the tide is up," and American money and
equipment were certainly in plentiful supply. The Thai could, however,
claim with some justice that in the absence of increased aid the support of
a full division in Vietnam would cause an inordinate drain on the resources
required to deal with Thailand's own domestic insurgency. By sending troops
to Vietnam, moreover, the RTG could hope to have some influence on the
strategy and course of the war, and would at the same time gain valuable
counterinsurgency experience for its own army. Despite some concern in

®^ Interview, Gen. Worawut Kosolyudh (Bangkok, August 8,1976).
®" Symington Hearings, Part 3-Kingdom ofThailand, pp. 624-26,657,842-44,896-97.
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official quarters over Thailand's deepening involvement in Vietnam, the
troop commitment aroused very little domestic dissent, either in the press or
the Parliament (though neither was wholly free to comment). A good deal
ofpublic pride, in fact, developed as a result of the Thai contingent's Viet
nam performance.

Whatever bargaining took place, there was very little doubt as to
whether Thailand would or would not increase its troop commitment in
Vietnam. The only real question was how many troops would go, and how
satisfactory a quid pfo quo could be exacted in return. The RTG was fully
aware of the consequences of refusing the American request. Despite its lack
of enthusiasm, the potential loss of tens of millions ineconomic and military
aid and the incurring of American displeasure dictated prudence and making
a virtue of necessity. The inequality of the Thai-American power relation
ship thus dictated the pursuit ofdiffering national objectives through differ
ing strategies. Having cast its lot unequivocably with the United States, yet
lacking sufficient power to independently affect the outcome of that strug
gle, Thailand would soon find itself in a position where its future security
was increasingly dependent on the firmness and success ofAmerican sViet
nam effort.
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Chapter 4
Security and Development

While the Royal Thai and United States governments were cooperating
on an intimate basis in the military struggle for Vietnam and Laos, other
forms of close cooperation were occurring within Thailand itself. Like Viet
nam, Thailand was, from the mid-1960s onward, faced with the threat of a
growing domestic insurgency. Though that insurgency posed no immediate
threat to the Royal Thai Government itself, it was, like its Indochinese
counterparts, communist-inspired, and as such constituted a potential threat
to both Thai stability and to American interests in the area. To meet that
challenge, the United States evolved, in conjunction with the RTG, a large-
scale counterinsurgency effort designed to enhance the suppressive capabili
ties of the Thai government and at the same time attack the roots of in
surgency by strengthening the bonds linking the Thai villager with his
government. To those ends, the collective resources ofall major U.S. govern
ment agencies in the field—the Joint United States Military Assistance
Advisory Group (JUSMAG), the Department ofState, the Agency for Inter
national Development, the U.S. Information Agency, and the Pentagon's
Advanced Research Projects Agency-were focused in what was to be an
extraordinary effort. The problems and questions raised by the experience
of that effort are many. One of the most instructive concerns the difficulties
encountered by the United States, as a foreign government, in attempting to
put into effect counterinsurgency or otherprograms through the mechanism
of another country's domestic political structure. Arelated area ofinquiry
concerns the process by which American policy was coordinated among
agencies in the field, and how the policy thus decided on was coordinated
with the counterpart agencies in the host government. Perhaps the most
important question raised by the experience of American aid in Thailand,
however, is to what extent and in what forms the United States, as an out
side power, is capable of decisively influencing the structure and priorities
of a foreign political system.

THE THREAT: COMMUNISM IN THAILAND

The launching of a large-scale and coordinated aid effort in Thailand
was sparked by the resurgence of communist insurgency in Indochina in the
early 1960s, and particularly by the prospect of a communist victory in
South Vietnam. The presence of a small communist movement in Thailand,
and the appearance of signs of incipient insurgency at approximately the
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same time that domestic conflict was escalating in Vietnam, led to concern
that a similar fate might befall Thailand. The threat ofacommunist-inspired
civil war in Thailand, coupled with an awareness of the strategic importance
of Thailand in Southeast Asia, thus led to a major American effort—mili
tary, economic, and psychological-to support and strengthen the Thai
government.

Communism in Thailand dates to the 1920s, when Chinese and Viet
namese party representatives first made contact with their respective national
communities in the country. From that early date. Thai communism found
its principal support more among these ethnic minorities than among the
Thais themselves. For avariety ofreasons-historical, cultural, and economic
-communism has had little appeal for the vast majority of Thais. The fact
that Thailand was never colonized and never experienced a colonial war
enabled the Thais to enter the post-war era without the bitter colonial
legacy of their neighbors. This also permitted a continuity of leadership in
Thailand, leaving in power a traditional elite solidly rooted in the nation s
historical and cultural values. The availability of government positions to
Thailand's educated class-which was ensured by the continuity ofindepen
dent Thai governments throughout the colonial era-created an essentially
pragmatic, conservative, educated leadership with a disincentive for revolu
tionary activity. Even outside the elite, prevailing Thai social and cultural
values have historically militated against political activism and radical move-
ments.' .

Economics has also served to frustrate communist ambitions. Ihe
abundance of fertile land in Thailand, and the fact that approximately 70
percent of Thailand's farm population has been composed of small free
holders, has minimized many of the rural problems that plagued Vietnam
and Laos-indebtedness, landlord-tenant conflicts, and hunger and poverty.
Until recently, the small scale ofThai industry also precluded the develop
ment of asignificant urban proletariat. The emergence ofan organized work
ing class was forestalled by domination of the industrial sector by small
family businesses. It was not until 1973, with its mushrooming of student
and labor activism, that Thailand could claim to have avocal oractive labor
movement.

' For a fuller discussion of the Thai sociopolitical system, see David A. Wilson, Politics
in Thailand (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1962); Fred W. Riggs, Thailand: H^demi-
zation of a Bureaucratic Pottty (Honolulu: East-West Center, 1966); John Embree,
"Thailand-A Loosely Structured System," American Anthropologist 52 (1950); Jack M.
Potter Thai Peasant Social Structure (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976);
Kenneth Landon, Siam in Transition (New York: Greenwood Press, 1949); Norman
Jacobs, Modernization Without Development (New York: Prayer Press, 1971); David
Morell and Chai-Anan Samudavaniji, Political Conflict in Thailand (Cambridge, Mass.:
Delgeschlager, Gunn, 1981).
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Anotoer extremely important factor that has influenced Thai political
behavior is the existence ofa strong hereditary monarchy. Throughout Thai
history, the King, currently drawn from the House ofChakkri, has been the
object of an extraordinary reverence among the Thai people. Located at the
theoretical pinnacle of the Thai social and political order, the monarchy has
acted as a centralizing magnet for political sentiment among Thais of all
political colorations. This conscious identification ofthe King with the state
has served as a source of legitimacy for the central government, and remains
a powerful, though potentially vulnerable, source of strength and stability
in the Thai political system.

Despite these inherent obstacles, communism has been a fact of life in
Thailand for almost fifty years. The first formal communist party in Thai
land was the Chinese Communist Party ofSiam, reportedly founded in 1931.
The fact that this organization was explicitly Chinese suggests the narrow
ethnic base of the early communist movement, as well as one of the prin
cipal reasons for its lack of appeal to most Thais. Anew communist party,
the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT), held its first congress in 1942.
Though composed predominantly of ethnic Thais, the CPT initially appealed
only to a handful of dissident politicians and intellectuals, and was in its
early years never more than an ephemeral presence in the political system.

In 1961 and 1962, however, the CPT took steps to lay the groundwork
for an open insurgency. The Third Congress of the CPT, held in or near
Bangkok in 1961, passed a formal resolution declaring that armed struggle
was the proper strategy for a revolution in Thailand. In March 1962, the
same month as the Rusk-Thanat Communique, a clandestine radio station
calling itself the "Voice of the People ofThailand" (VPT) began broadcast
ing. Based in the Pathet Lao-controlled region of Laos, the VPT attacked
both the Royal Thai Government and its growing cooperation with the
United States. Though no connection has been clearly proved, the fact that
the Thai communist movement became conspicuously more active in 1961
and 1962 suggests a possible linkage with the escalating confrontation in
Laos. This is all the more likely given the heavy Chinese influence in both
of the Thai communist parties and the absence of any immediate domestic
circumstances that otherwise might have led to an upsurge of revolutionary
activity. The escalation of revolutionary rhetoric may in this case have been
a Chinese vehicle intended to pressure Thailand, whose collaboration with
the Americans in Laos was no doubt becoming troublesome.

During 1963 and 1964, the insurgency lay dormant; this was agestation
period, during which efforts were made to lay the preliminary groundwork
for future pohtical violence. Overt armed insurgency was launched in 1965.
Chinese Foreign Minister Chen Yi is said to have stated to aforeign diplomat
toward the end of the year that "we hope to have a guerilla war inThailand
before the year is out"^ (a remark characterized by Foreign Minister Thanat

^Far Eastern Economic Review, February 10,1966, p. 235.
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Khoman as "amounting to a declaration of war"®). Not long after, Liao
Cheng-chih, chairman of the Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission of the
PRC announced that it was China's unshirkable obligation "to support the
struile of the people of Thailand."" These statements, coupled with the
strong connections between China and the CPT, suggest that the decision to
launch the insurgency was initially made in Beijing.

Exactly why 1965 was chosen is less clear. One theory holds that China
chose that date in response to the perceived threat posed by the American
military buildup in Thailand. According to this theory, the insurgency was
undertaken primarily as a means to deter Bangkok from maintaining or
expanding its alliance with the United States.® Testifying before the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee several years later (in 1969), Graham Martin
stated his clear belief that a direct causal relationship existed between the
development of American air bases and the launching of the Northeastern
insurgency.® While considerable documentary evidence for this exists, the
timing of the insurgency and the nature of Chinese support raise anumber of
questions. For example, anti-Americanism remained a major propaganda
theme of the communist movement throughout this period, yet only two in
cidents ofcommunist attack on American personnel or facilities are recorded,
and the first of these not until July 1968.' While a vigorous anti-American
and anti-government military campaign might well have dampened American
as well as Thai enthusiasm for a large American presence at an early stage m
the buildup, both the timing and focus of early insurgent efforts were poorly
suited to that purpose (significantly, base security was among the factors
considered early in the decision to develop aThai base network).

Asecond explanation is that the insurgency was more immediately in
tended to topple the existing Thai government and substitute in its place a
communist regime. The gathering momentum of the Vietnamese insurgency
may well have carried over into Thailand as part of an overall thrust toward
the communist domination of Southeast Asia. The logic of this view is
persuasive, although this raises another question of why Chinese support for
the insurgency was not more militant or substantial than it was (despite a
good deal of propaganda support, Chinese material and organizational sup-
port was never large).

Notwithstanding the resiliency of Thai society in general, ethnic divi
sions and regional and local inequities provided ample opportunities for

®Thanat Khoiii^, Excerpts from NBC's "Meet the Press," May 9, \96S, Collected State
ments of Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman (Bangkok: Ministry of Foreign Affairs),
Vol. I.

" Denis Warner, "Thailand; Peking's New Front," The Reporter 32 (June 17,1965): 32.
®See Daniel D. Lovelace, Chirm and "People's War" in Thailand, 1964-69 (Berkeley:
Center for Chinese Studies, University ofCalifornia, 1971).
®Symington Hearings, Part 3-Kingdom ofThailand, p. 892.
' See above, p. 77.
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communist exploitation. As aresult, the Thai insurgent movement developed
a strongly regional character. Those regions in which guerilla infestation has
been most serious are the Far South, the North, and the Northeast.

Throughout its modern history (and today), Thailand has been domi
nated by Bangkok and the Thai culture of the central plains. From that
region, with its Bangkok-based industries and its rich rice lands, political
and economic power has extended outward to the more remote provinces.
Religious (Buddhist) and ethnic homogeneity among the central Thais has
further added to the centralization ofwealth, culture, and influence in that
region. In the Far South, by contrast, 80 percent of the population is of
ethnic Malayan extraction and is Muslim by religion. Historically, most of
these southern Thais have had little contact with or influence in Bangkok.
Two major insurgent organizations operate in the South: a poorly orga
nized Muslim separatist movement that seeks to sever the southern border
provinces from Thailand, possibly uniting them with agreater Malaya; and
the Communist Terrorist Organization (CTO), a well-organized, strongly-
based group of Malaysian communists who have operated out ofThai sanc
tuaries since their expulsion by the British from Malaya in the late 1950s.
CTO activities have been principally directed against Malaysian territory
rather than against the Thai government. Its membership is composed pri
marily of Chinese, with a sprinkling of ethnic Malays; local support in
southern Thailand has come principally from the local Chinese community.
For these reasons, the southern insurgency for many years was not con
sidered a major threat to the Thai government. Nevertheless, in 1965 the
Thai and Malaysian governments established a joint headquarters at Song-
khla, and have since then conducted limited joint operations against the
insurgents. In 1968, approximately 500-1,000 CTOs were believed to be
operating in the Far South.®

No major security problem existed in North Thailand in 1965 though
some efforts at communist organization had been underway since'the late

Os. In the latter part of 1967, however, armed insurgency broke out in
the remote and mountainous region immediately adjacent to the Laotian
border. The northern insurgency has involved few ethnic Thais, but has

support principally among the Meos, a hill tribe numbering some
50,000 in Thailand (with many times that number in nearby Laos). At its
inception, the Meo conflict with the government was less political than
cultural. The Meos have traditionally lived by "slash and burn" agriculture
burning off large tracts of forest to create fields for crops, then moving on
when the land is exhausted. Government efforts to protect the nation's
forest reserves have led to confrontation, as has official government dis-

CoZnnuI Kerdphol, Director of Operations of theCominumst Suppression Operations Command, to the American Women's Club of Thai-
Isnd. ScDteniber 24.land, September 24,1968 (mimeo).
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approval of opium production, the Meos' principal cash crop. These con
flicts were effectively exploited by the communists. Cultural barriers to com
munication between the mountain-dwelling, tribal Meos and the lowland
Thais, and the corresponding lack of integration of the Meos with the rest
of the Thai nation, further exacerbated the insurgent problem.^ Approxi
mately 150 active communist insurgents were believed to be operating in the
far northern provinces of Nan and Chieng Rai as of 1968.

By far the most security-sensitive area of Thailand, however, has been
the Northeast, a region encompassing nearly one-third of both Thai territory
and population. One aspect of the Northeastern equation has been ethnic,
as most of the population are Lao-Thais, related in both origin and dialect
to their cousins across the Mekong. The Thai government has been highly
sensitive to the possibility of appeals to these Thais by Laotian communist
propaganda. More important to the insurgent problem, however, have been
the economic backwardness of the Northeast and the history of government
neglect from which the region long suffered. An arid plateau. Northeast
Thailand suffers from a serious lack of rainfall and has few natural resources.

Transportation was until recently inadequate, and health conditions poor.
Per capita income for the Northeast in 1965 was $45, compared to an aver
age of approximately $100 for the rest of the country.^® Both government
services and investment were minimal, and government contact with the
rural villages sporadic at best. The relative economic deprivation of the
region, coupled with this history of governmental indifference and a general
weakness of central authority, made the Northeast the most insurgent-prone
area of Thailand, a vulnerability aggravated by a long and highly porous
border with Laos, over which men and equipment can flow freely.

It is small wonder, then, that the Northeast was chosen for the launch
ing of the Thai insurgency in 1965. That year saw the first appearance of
forced village propaganda meetings, and an accelerating frequency of politi
cal assassinations (generally of government informers, village headmen,
schoolteachers, and other hostile government officials). The next year, 1966,
witnessed a sharp upturn in such activity, with approximately 500 to 1,200
insurgents active in the area.^^ Of these, approximately 300 were believed to
have been trained at a special guerilla training school located at Hoa Binh,
North Vietnam. Despite some Sino-Thai participation, the majority of the
Northeastern insurgents were believed to be ethnic Thais—in marked contrast
to the case in the North and South. By 1968, the estimated number of in-

^ For further background on the securityproblemsof NorthernThailand,see ThomasA.
Marks, "The Meo Hill Tribe Problem in Northern Thailand," Survey, October 1973.

Millard F. Long, "Economic Development in Northeast Thailand: Problems and Pros
pects," Survey, July 1966, p. 355.

"U. S. Involvement Rises in Thailand," Aew York Times, November 27, 1966.
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surgents in the Northeast had risen to 1,700 to 2,000, supported by a base of
approximately 10,000 village sympathizers.^^

Despite this grov^th, the scale of the Thai insurgency remained small
compared to either the Malayan Emergency of the 1950s or to the situation
in Vietnam. The communists continued to lack a strong local base, \vere
poorly organized and equipped, and were in no position yet to pose a direct
threat to the government in Bangkok. It was a situation, however, which
some members of the official American community viewed with concern
and which threatened, if not dealt with effectively, to mushroom into an
expanded and far more serious guerilla war.^^

THE GENESIS OF AMERICAN COUNTERINSURGENCY PLANNING

Reports written at the time suggest that at least through 1964 the offi
cial American community in Thailand viewed the threat of a Thai insurgency
with little sence of urgency; though the problems of the Northeast were
recognized by some in Bangkok, on the whole they were viewed with com
placency.^"^

The general sense of optimism concerning Thailand's internal security
situation (Maynard Parker reported being told in a military briefing in Thai
land in late 1965 that the principal threat to Thai security was from external
invasion and that "we do not expect a guerilla war in Thailand")^^ dovetailed
with the substantial achievement of many of America's earlier development
goals in Thailand. The period through 1964 had seen a highly significant
expansion of Thailand's economic and transportation infrastructure, the
achievement of noteworthy advances in the fields of health and agriculture,
and the placing of the nation's economy on a reasonably sound footing. With
the achievement of both economic progress and the political stability it was
believed to bring, it was confidently predicted as early as 1961 that Ameri
can economic assistance to Thailand could soon be entirely phased out. In
1964, U. S. economic aid reached a ten-year low.

American assistance to the Thai police forces, disbursed through AID's
Office of Public Safety, was, however, maintained through the early 1960s,
and even experienced some small expansion. AID, it will be recalled, had
taken over assistance to the Thai police from the CIA following Sarit Than-
narat's coup in 1957. Particular emphasis was given to northern Thailand,
where American aid focused on enhancing the capabilities of the elite Border
Patrol Police (BPP). In 1960, a leadership training school was developed at a

Saiyud address.

For additional background on conditions in Northeast Thailand, see "Symposium on
Northeast Thailand," Survey, July 1966, pp. 349-80.

See Maynard Parker, "The Americans in Thailand," The Atlantic, December 1966; also
Denis Warner, "Thailand: Peking's New Front," The Reporter 32 (June 17,1965).

Parker, "The Americans in Thailand."
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site known as Mae Rim Camp, where training was given to BPP personnel
under the supervision of U. S. (AID) Public Safety Advisors. Mae Rim Camp
also served later as the site of a special ranger-style training course conducted
by U. S. Army Special Forces personnel.

Beyond its training function, U. S. assistance to the BPP also took the
form of school, medical, and other supplies, and various forms of agricultural
and livestock assistance useful in BPP civic improvement programs among
the northern hill tribe villages. These assistance programs underwent expan
sion from 1960 through 1963, as did assistance to the Thai Provincial Police
in both the North and Northeast.^^

Despite this expansion of American security assistance in the years
1960-64, the overall level of funding for such programs remained small. The
fact that assistance in the internal security field did not, like other AID pro
grams in Thailand, contract is indicative of the new interest then being taken
by the Kennedy administration in the problems of counterinsurgency, par
ticularly as they related to Southeast Asia. In 1961, a body known as the
Special Group (Counterinsurgency) had been established under the auspices
of Robert Kennedy and Averell Harriman as a coordinating mechanism and
ultimate court of review for the supervision of a global counterinsurgency
effort. Comprised of the Secretaries of State and Defense, and the Directors
of AID, USIS, and the CIA, the SO (CI) was the Kennedy administration's
means of turning a concerted focus on the challenges of communist sub
version in the developing world. In that effort, the State Department was
assigned, in addition to its normal diplomatic and political functions, the
role of coordinating the efforts of other government agencies; the Agency
for International Development was expected to tailor its economic develop
ment programs to the bolstering of friendly governments against the threat
of subversion; and the United States Information Agency, in addition to dis
seminating information about the United States to other countries, was now
to assist those countries threatened by communist subversion in the tech
niques of psychological warfare.

In 1961, twelve developing countries, predominantly in Southeast
Asia, were selected by the SO (CI) as likely targets of communist subversion;
and in June 1962, U.S. agencies in the field were directed to draw up
"Country Internal Defense Plans" in each country so-named, encompassing
the totality of local U. S. internal defense support. Among the nations
marked for attention was Thailand. Though under control, the insurgent
situation there was considered potentially serious. Accordingly, an Internal
Defense Plan was drawn up for Thailand by the U. S. mission in Bangkok.
Though in other target countries the IDPs were frequently shelved or ig
nored, in Thailand the plan was to become a working document of the U. S.
Embassy.^''

Briefing Book on North Thailand, USOM (Bangkok, July 1962).
Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., April 28, 1977).
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The complacency that had characterized the official American commu
nity in Thailand underwent a dramatic reversal in the fall of 1963 with the
arrival in Bangkok of Graham Martin. Immediately Martin, who viewed the
insurgent situation with extreme concern, worked to communicate that con
cern to the rest of the American mission and to Washington. In 1963 and
1964, American assistance in the counterinsurgency field experienced
modest increases. Planning cycles begun in those years ultimately bore fruit
when, in 1965, the previously declining trend in American aid to Thailand
experienced a sharp and dramatic reversal. Beginning in that year, American
military and economic assistance began flowing into Thailand in large quanti
ties, and with that a large number of American development specialists,
academics, and military advisers.

There are a number of explanations for this sudden inflow of resources:
(1) a desire to bolster the counterinsurgency capacity of the Royal Thai
Government against what was perceived to be a generalized communist
menace in Southeast Asia; (2) a desire to enhance the security of the region
in which most of America's air bases had been or were soon to be estab

lished; and (3) an implicit quid pro quo for the accelerating expansion of
American base rights in Thailand. Probably, all three considerations entered
into American planning. Bureaucratic considerations also played a role, as
program funds became readily available and positions and opportunities for
new projects and organizations in the field proliferated.

Concern in American circles quickly focused on Thailand as the next
country on Peking's insurgency timetable, and as possibly "another Viet
nam."^® Speaking in March 1965, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State
Marshall Green could point with alarm to "a growing and impressive array
of evidence that Thailand may become an important target for the com
munists," and ask the question: "What is Thailand doing about this situa
tion? What are we doing about it?"^^

MILITARY ASSISTANCE

As a result of this new concern for Thai security, the United States
undertook a major program of increased military assistance. The official
rationale behind the military aid program was outlined by Secretary of
Defense Robert McNamara in testimony before the Senate Appropriations
Committee:

See Seymour Topping, "Next on Peking's Hit Parade," New York Times Magazine,
February 20, 1966; Louis Lomax, Thailand: The War That Is, The War That Will Be
(New York: Vintage Books, 1967); Daniel Wit, Thailand: Another Vietnam?(New York:
Scribner's, 1968).

Marshall Green, "Thai Countermeasures to Communist Threat," Department of State
Bulletin, April 5,1965, pp. 489-90.
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Thailand is a nation of major importance to the U. S. in Southeast Asia because of
its size and strategic position on the mainland, its political stability, and its en
couraging economic growth. Thailand faces an immediate and growing threat of
subversion and insurgency, sponsored by Hanoi and Peking. By virtue of its geo
graphical position, it is also exposed to the danger of attack from conventional
military forces, and the threat of seizure by enemy forces of strategic areas in Laos
along the Thai border.

In light of the growing threat posed to Thailand by both internal and ex
ternal enemies, McNamara proposed a military assistance program for Thai
land aimed at increasing that country's counterinsurgency capability.^®

The actual increase in military assistance which took place was in no
small part the result of pressure from the Thais, who viewed with concern
the escalating violence in Vietnam. Though not yet seriously alarmed by
developments in their own countryside, RTG leaders did not hesitate to
capitalize on both American fears (of spreading communist influence) and
American needs (for military base facilities). In June 1966, Air Marshal
Dawee, Deputy Defense Minister and Supreme Command Chief of Staff,
told a visiting correspondent: "The United States had better put its military
aid to Thailand on a war footing, if it doesn't want to see this country go
the way of South Vietnam. ... If you want to protect a patient, you have
to protect him before he goes into a deep coma. If you wait for the coma,
you can only go to his funeral."^^

The American response was substantial. From a low of $30.8 million
in 1965, MAP/MASF (Military Assistance Supporting Funds) assistance rose
to $40.3 million in 1966, $59 million in 1967, $76.5 million in 1968, and
$73.5 million in 1969. American military assistance in this period, all of
which was channeled through JUSMAG, accounted for a substantial though
not preponderant fraction of the total Thai defense budget: 24.4 percent in
1965, 28.1 percent in 1966, 31.1 percent in 1967, 32.5 percent in 1968, and
28.6 percent in 1969.^^

Other military assistance provided the Thais included the advisory
services of U. S. Special Forces personnel, who arrived in Thailand from
Ft. Bragg, North Carolina, in October 1966. Numbering some six hundred
men, the 46th Special Forces Company was assigned three primary mis
sions: (1) to provide counterinsurgency training to the Thai armed forces;
(2) to act as senior advisers to the Royal Thai Army Special Warfare Center
and to provide counterinsurgency training to the Thai Special Forces; and
(3) to do "other tasks" as directed by COMUSMACTHAl (the U.S. MAC-

USIS (Bangkok), "McNamara on Military Aid to the Far East," Release No. 559,
April 21, 1966 (mimeo).

"Dawee: U. S. Must Hasten Military Aid," Bangkok Post^ June 13, 1966.

SymingtonHearings, Part 3—Kingdom of Thailand, pp. 633-34.
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THAI commander).^^ Though unspecified and undocumented, those "other
tasks" included activities undertaken, according to one former Special Forces
officer, "in support of the U. S. effort in Vietnam."^"* In later years, the
Special Forces also assumed responsibility for the training of the Thai ex
peditionary force to Vietnam.

The headquarters for the Special Forces in Thailand was established at
Lopburi, adjacent to the Thai Special Warfare Training Center, where a joint
training headquarters was subsequently organized. Special Forces were
active both at the Thai Army Special Forces Camp and at Camp Narai, the
Thai Airborne Battalion site, also located in the Lopburi area. Other Special
Forces units were established at various counterinsurgency training centers
around the country, including Trang (in the Far South), Nang Takoo (near
Korat), and Nam Pong Dam (in the Northeast). Special Forces personnel
were also located at the Thai National Police Training Center in Hua Kin,
where Thai police forces received counterinsurgency instruction, and at
Udorn, Ubon, and Chumporn, where Royal Thai Army personnel bound for
duty in Vietnam received preliminary training prior to their assembly at
Kanchanaburi. From 1967 through 1969, U. S. Special Forces provided field
training to over 29,000 Thais of all the armed services, plus police and para
military units.^^

Unlike their counterparts in Vietnam, SFs in Thailand were assigned no
combat role and were restricted in their training activities by what were
planned to be stringent guidelines. According to those guidelines, at first
informal but subsequently made explicit in 1968, no SF personnel were
allowed to operate below the battalion level; nor were American personnel
allowed to accompany their students in the field on training exercises,
except into areas determined beforehand to be free of communist activity.
They were allowed to give general advice, but were at least theoretically
prohibited from formulating operational plans. SFs were, moreover, pro
hibited from carrying sidearms off-base.^^

In practice, these guidelines were less than watertight. To circumvent
the prohibitions against U. S. advisers "carrying arms," SFs in the field em
ployed "gun bearers," who carried their weapons and were always close at
hand if needed. SFs, moreover, did occasionally accompany Thai units on
patrol in insurgent areas, and did become engaged in firefights with com
munist elements. Though no SFs in Thailand are known to have been killed
in action, some did lose their lives attempting to defuse mines. '̂̂ In such

Ibid., p. 632.

Confidential Interview(Washington, D.C., November 17,1977).
U.S. Army, 46th Special Forces Company, Thailand, Yearbook; also, Symington

Hearings, Part 3-Kingdom of Thailand, pp. 816-17, 629.

Symington Hearings, Part 3-Kingdom of Thailand, pp. 638, 831-32; also, Graham
Martin Interview.

Confidential Interview (Washington,D.C., November 5, 1977).
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cases, the remoteness of SF units and personnel from embassy or other non-
SFsupervision facilitated the relatively free hand most U. S. advisers enjoyed.
Nevertheless, the guidelines proved effective in distancing the United States
government from any official involvement in military engagements in Thai
land, and from the related escalatory potential.

The problem of contact between American personnel and insurgent
forces affected other American units as well, as some U. S. Army and Air
Force personnel had in the early years of the buildup become directly en
gaged in civic action activities in the Northeast. Following the mission's
promulgation of formal counterinsurgency guidelines in 1968, those activi
ties, which typically included well-digging, road or school building, and
medical care, were restricted to areas immediately adjacent to U.S. bases.
The formal rationale for those restrictions was that extended American in
volvement in civic action programs would create an undesirable dependence
on the part of the Thais, yet would not significantly affect the key counter-
insurgency objective of cementing the relationship between the RTG and the
local populace. Despite some internal complaints, the embassy request met
with Air Force approval, and by 1970 the extended regional civic action
program had been placed entirely in Thai hands.^®

These and other actions taken in compliance with the U. S. mission's
counterinsurgency guidelines were predicated on the rationale that (asstated
in the guidelines) "only the Thai candeal effectively with their own internal
security problem. If the U. S. is to achieve its basic objective of helping the
RTG develop its basic capacity for effective CI performance, U. S. personnel
must not assume responsibility for taking action which the Thai could take
for themselves." This was the basis of the U. S. policy of "training Thais to
train Thais" or "training the trainers" (meaning that no U. S. advisory or
other personnel were to become directly involved in the training of Thai
troops or in operational military planning). The difference between the
American counterinsurgency policy followed in Thailand and the course
taken in Vietnam was acknowledged by Dr. George Tanham, former Special
Assistant for Counterinsurgency at the U.S. Embassy, in testimony before
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee:

Sen. Fulbright: It is fair to ask you to compare the approach to counter-
insurgency programs in Vietnam andThailand; is it the same?

Mr. Tanham; No sir. I think in Thailand we have put greater stress on trying
to strengthen the local Thai government to do the job themselves and not try to
do it for them.

Sen. Fulbright: Then, is it another way of saying that in Vietnam we under
took to do it for them?

Mr. Tanham: 1think it would fit into that; yes,sir.^'

^® Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdom of Thailand, pp. 839-40; also, George K. Tan
ham, TYial in Thailand(New York: Crane-Russak, 1974), p. 147.

Symington Hearings, Part 2-Kingdom of Laos,pp. 840-41.
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Both the perils of escalating American involvement and the efforts that
were made to limit them are illustrated by another case, in which American
helicopters and crews were used to ferry Thai military personnel to and from
combat areas. In March 1966, ten CH-3C USAF helicopters were transferred
from Vietnam to Udorn to provide airlift capacity for Thai troops involved
in major communist suppression sweeps; these were later augmented by
fifteen UH-IF ("Huey") helicopters. The airlift effort was undertaken at the
initiative of Graham Martin, in anticipation of an expected acceleration of
the insurgency. Martin strongly believed that, although the insurgency itself
was a Thai affair, a delay while the requisite Thai helicopter pilots and main
tenance personnel were trained would result in the loss of a full dry season,
during which the insurgency might irreversibly imbed itself in the country
side. The assignment of U. S.-manned helicopters was made on the condition
that they would be withdrawn not later than January 31, 1967, and that the
Thais would in the meantime complete the training of thirty-eight helicopter
pilots and two hundred and forty-three maintenance personnel as replace
ments for the Americans when the withdrawal date came;replacement heli
copters would then be provided under the MilitaryAssistance Program.

In the meantime, American pilots and aircraft ferried Thai troops to
and from combat staging areas in what was referred to as a "taxi service";
Thai civil officials of the Accelerated Rural Development Program werealso
ferried into critical areas of the Northeast. Similar transport operations had
taken place in Vietnam in the Fall of 1961 and had proven a major step in
the escalation of U. S. involvement in that country. In Thailand, all craft
were under strict orders to avoid combat situations and not to return enemy
fire. Pilots were also underorders to deliver their Thaipassengers onlyin the
vicinity of the combat operation, never to the actual combat site itself. The
airlift operation proved successful, and no U.S. personnel or craft were lost;
to the relief of all, the Thai training program was completed on schedule and
the helicopters withdrawn in January 1967.^° The parallel with Vietnam had,
however, been uncomfortably close and the escalatory potential ever-present.
After all, in Vietnam, too, operational orders had been changed under the
pressure of circumstances. In the case of Thailand, it was the determination
of Martin and others in Washington not to repeat the mistakes of Vietnam
that held the U. S. short of the brink of intervention.®'

The United States approached the Thai insurgency on a number of
levels-economic, political, and psychological, as well as military. The prob-

Ibid., pp. 838-39, 890-91, 902-03; also. DepartmentofState Bulletin, February 6
1967, p. 199.

Martin's desire to minimize direct American involvement is further illustrated by a
parallel instance in which he prohibited U.S. personnel from riding in Thai helicopters
during counterinsurgency missions. MACTHAl appealed directly toWashington, request
ing recision of the decision, but Martin's policy was affirmed. Confidential Interview
(Washington, D.C.,May 18,1976).
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lems faced by the United States in these otherareas proved to beof a differ
ent nature from those encountered in the military assistance program, for in
them the United States was to become either directly or indirectly involved
in an attempted restructuring of the Thai political system. Whereas in mili
tary affairs the United States could draw on the wealth of technology and
experience at its disposal, in the political aspects of counterinsurgency the
U.S. was in a far weaker position to decisively influence the outcomeof the
struggle. Challenges faced by the United States included the problems of
effective planning (i.e., what was the correct strategy for counterinsurgency
in Thailand?), of coordination (both within the American mission and be
tween the U. S. mission and the Thai government), and of attempting to
implement a program designed according to American priorities through
the mechanism of a foreign government organized along frequently in
compatible lines.

One of the first challenges faced by American planners was the basic
reluctance of the RTG to adequately acknowledge the growing insurgent
threat. The long-standing centralization of political, economic, and social
power in Bangkok had produced in Thai officialdom a striking lack of
interest in the affairs of the provinces. In addition, there existed in Bangkok
a broad sense of complacency concerning the loyalty of the Thai people, it
was commonly believed that the communist movement was a local Chinese
phenomenon that could not appeal to a "true" Thai. This also explains a
similar assumption by many in the RTG that the Thai government was
capable of handling any domestic situation that might arise.®^ The close
association of Thailand with the United States in the late 1950s and early
1960s had in fact been brought about by Thai government fears of external
developments in Indochina rather than by fear of domestic revolt. This was
an obstacle with which Martin, his successors, and other American represen
tativesin Bangkok and the field were continually forced to contend.

Graham Martin's arrival in Bangkok in 1963 proved to be the catalytic
event for American counterinsurgency planning in Thailand. Martin, who
fully shared the counterinsurgency mind-set of the Kennedy administration,
viewed the smoldering threat of insurgency in the Northeastwith alarm and
made every effort to convey his sense of urgency to the U. S. mission, to
Washington, and to the upper echelons of the Thai government. His concern
for the necessity of prompt American and Thai action stemmed from his
belief that similar action in the early stages of the Vietnam insurgency might
have forestalled the development of a large-scale conflict in that country and
saved the United States its massive commitment of manpower and resources.
A jointState-Defense-CIA survey team visiting Thailand in the spring of

For all the problems it caused American planners, this positive attitude was considered
an asset by many in the U. S. mission. It therefore became necessary to walk a fine Une
between stimulating Thai concern for the problem and encouraging continued Thai con
fidence.
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1966 confirmed Martin's analysis of the situation and supported his recom
mendation that American counterinsurgency assistance to Thailand be
accelerated.

Martin thus became the prime mover behind the dramatic increase in
U. S. military and economic assistance to Thailand which took place in 1965
and 1966. Under his direction, all elements of the U.S. mission were made
to focus their attention on the problem of counterinsurgency. Most impor
tantly, the U. S. economic assistance program was expanded and given a
heavy security orientation; the U. S. Information Service (USIS) program
was also expanded and its psychological operations (PsyOps) activities up
graded; and in-country research conducted under the auspices of the Depart
ment of Defense's Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) was given
an expanded and sharpened counterinsurgency focus.

AID PROGRAMS

AID'S program of assistance to the Thai government in the period
1965-70, though continuing a number of basic economic projects, was
preponderantly oriented toward security objectives. Indicating this orien
tation, a 1965 USOM document divides the USOM/Thailand program into
two distinct categories: "Counterinsurgency" ("First Priority") and "Nation
Building" ("Second Priority").'^ Not surprisingly, the American effort was
concentrated in the politically sensitive Northeast.

The formal rationale of the American aid program in Thailand was
stated in a USOM papertitled "U. S. Aid to Thailand-U.S. Objectives":

Thailand is currently of enormous strategic importance in terms of U. S.
national interests:

1. Thailand is located in themidst of theall-out stmggle between Free World
and Communist forces in Southeast Asia.

2. Thailand is formally committed to the side of the Free World despite its
perilous location.

In this situation we seek to make this area less susceptible to Communist
influence. We are persuading and assisting the Thais toestablish programs and take
measures which will develop the depressed areas, economically and socially, and to
promote the ability of rural peoples to help themselves increasingly. We hope
thereby to lead rural peoples to identify themselves with their government and look
to that government for support and guidance.®'*

USOM defined its objective in Thailand as being "to build a bridge
between people and government," composed of building blocks linking
popular demand for and government supply of services.®® By assisting the

®® USOM/Program Office, "USOM Thailand Program Goals and Projects," November 26
1965 (mimeo).

USOM, U. S. Aid toThailand—U. S. Objectives," undated (circa 1965) (mimeo).
®® USOM, "The Strategy of the Thai/Aid Program," undated (circa 1965) (mimeo).
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government in meeting villager demands, USOM hoped to encourage rural
Thais in security-sensitive areas to identify themselves and their interests
with the RTG rather than with the communist insurgents.

USOM's counterinsurgency program developed, to this end, two basic
thrusts: security and development. Physical security fell under USOM s
Public Safety Program, which had begun in 1957 with the Civil Police Ad
ministration Project. That project was designed to improve the effectiveness
of the Thai National Police Department (TNPD), which was responsible for
overseeing internal security throughout the Kingdom. From 1957 through
1964, U.S. aid to the TNPD totaled slightly over $6 million. With the
appearance of armed insurgency in 1965, USOM's police assistance program
was quickly reoriented and expanded. Dollar funding increased to $12 mil
lion in 1966 and $17 million in 1967 (with basic equipment needs satisfied
by earlier programs, funding declined in 1968 to $13 million, and in 1969
to $7 million). Over that same period, Thai counterpart funds equivalent
to approximately $27 million supplemented the USOM effort, as did sig
nificant additions to the regular TNPD budget.

From 1964 through 1969, TNPD manpower also increased, from
51,000 to 74,000; annual recruit training capacity was in that same period
increased from 1,600 in 1965 to approximately 11,000 in 1969. The annual
police budget, which stood at $12.7 million in 1957, had by 1969 risen to
$62.5 million. Due to USOM's emphasis on rural security, police aid was
channeled primarily to the Provincial Police and Border Patrol Police, which
shared responsibility for counterinsurgency operations and rural law enforce
ment. Other assistance was provided to the Aviation and Marine Police
divisions of the TNPD, the Bangkok Metropolitan Police (in its riot and
crowd control capacity), andthe Special Branch (Internal Security).

The Provincial Police (PP) is the largest of all TNPD elements, and is
responsible for general police functions and rural security in all ofThailand
with the exception of Bangkok and Thonburi provinces. USOM aid through
the 1960s facilitated a rise in PP strength from 26,000 to approximately
42,000 men and focused primarily on communications, weaponry, mobility,
and training. Approximately 16,000 police received in-service counterinsur
gency training. CI training courses were included in the curricula of the
Provincial Police's four recruit training schools, and each changwat (prov
ince) was provided with a training officer and two NCOs who had been
specially trained as instructors. USOM also assisted inthe equipping of fifty
50-man units known as Special Action Forces (SAFs), which were specially
trained as quick reaction forces to respond to insurgent and other criminal
incidents beyond the capacity of regular security forces.'®

USOM, "A Brief ffistory of USOM Support to theThai National Police Department,
USOM Office of PublicSafety, August 1969 (mimeo).
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A particularly significant Provincial Police program that received U. S.
support was the Tambon Police Station program, which attempted to estab
lish an expanded police presence at the village (tambon) level. Prior to 1965,
the RTG had constructed only 150 tambon police stations throughout the
country, of which only twelve were located in the Northeast. USOM pro
graming called for the construction of an additional 854 stations through
1970, of which 499 were to be located in the Northeast and a smaller but
significant number in the North. '̂' Selection criteria for the location of
tambon stations were: "(a) the existence or threat of communist terrorist
activity, (b) a high rate of crime or banditry, (c) relatively high population
density without benefit of nearby police protection, and (d) protection of
vital installations such as air bases, ammunition and storage depots, and
communications facilities."

Inasmuch as the Tambon Police Station program expanded the police
presence in the countryside it was successful. From the outset, however,
the program was plagued with difficulties. Whereas USOM's planners had
predicated a large increase in the numberof police stations on a simultane
ous expansion in the ranks of the TNPD, the institutional rivalry of other
elements of the Thai bureaucracy forestalled the commitment of resources
necessary to produce that expansion. This, in turn, limited the rate at which
the tambon stations could be built, and caused most of those stations that
were built to be undermanned. While it had originally been planned that
each station would be responsible for patrolling the area ofits village cluster,
the lack of trained personnel precluded counterinsurgency patrolling in
strength and at the same time invited attack by local insurgents. The vul
nerability of the tambon stations and their frequent destruction in fact
tended to expose the government's vulnerability even further, thus negating
much of their hoped-for psychological impact. These problems, coupled with
the corruption and poor public image of the police personnel, led eventually
to the suspension of the tambon police program, pending (as one embassy
study described it)more effective management ofexisting police resources. '̂

Whereas U. S. aid to the Provincial Police emphasized traditional police
security functions, a noteworthy exception was the Border Patrol Police
(BPP), a paramilitary unit assigned responsibility for the policing and patrol
ling of Thailand's 3,000 miles of extended border. The creation of the BPP
was, as described in USOM documents:

37 ttAmerican Assistance to Thailand, 1950-1970," Thailand Development Report 5
(Bangkok; Ministry ofNational Development, April-June 1970): 1. Owing to a number
of administrative difficulties, the program fell far behind schedule, and as of 1974 still
had not been completed.

USOM, ABrief History ofUSOM Support to the Thai National Police Department."
Robert F. Zimmerman, Eddie W. Schodt, and Richard J.Slott, "Twenty-five Years of

Thai-American Mutual Cooperation, 1950-1975" (Bangkok: U. S. Embassy March 19751
pp. 49-50. "
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an effort to gain and maintain a favorable government image with the remote area
peoples inhabiting the border regions. The basic objective of the civic action pro-
gram is to develop a community of interest among the border population which
will give them avested interest in supporting government agencies such as the BPP
with voluntary intelhgence on the movements and activities of communists or
criminals in the critical border areas. Additional objectives are to develop relations
between the Border Patrol Police and the local populations to the point that size
able percentages of the population will engage in active and aggressive support of
the Border Patrol Police or other government agencies in the event a serious insur-

40
gency situation arises.

In order to achieve these objectives, the BPP engaged in a unique combina
tion of paramilitary, development, and political-public relations activity, in
what was termed "an immediate impact security development program."
BPP field units carried out security patrols, but more importantly engaged
in avariety oflocal development and community relations activities designed
to win the loyalty and allegiance of the local population. Since the BPP
operated in areas not normally reached by government services or personnel,
its units frequently provided the only government influence or presence in
the area. To win the cooperation of the villager, BPP personnel engaged in
such civic action activities as well-digging, animal breeding, road construc
tion, agricultural assistance, healthcare, and teaching.

The object of all this activity was "not a marked increase in the stan
dard of living, buta sudden and then continuing realization that cooperation
with the government can result in positive, measurable gain. As envisaged
by BPP/USOM planners, "the cycle is village projects, population commit
ment, improved reporting and isolating centers of anti-government activity,
and the cooperation of the people in their eradication.'"" USOM assistance
to the BPP consisted primarily of weapons, vehicles, communications equip
ment, and training; from 1966 through 1968, U.S. SEABEE construction
teams also worked in conjunction with BPP Development Platoons in rural
areas."^^ By recognizing the psychological aspects of insurgency and by
placing major emphasis on the key variable ofvillager-government relations,
the BPP achieved a considerable degree of success in building that bridge
between the government and the villages which the overall USOM program
sought to foster. Unfortunately, political constraints placed on BPP size and
area of operation by rival elements within the Thai system, and errors of
strategy by the Royal Thai Army, limited somewhat the effectiveness of the
BPP as a counterinsurgency organization."^

USOM, "The Border Patrol Police; Concept ofOperations," undated (mimeo).
USOM, "Border Patrol: Remote Security Development Program," undated (mimeo).
USOM, "Border Patrol Police: Remote Area Security Development Program," Septem

ber 1966 (mimeo).
For a more detailed discussion of American assistance to the Thai police, see Thomas

Lobe, United States National Security Police and Aid to the Thailand Police (Denver:
University of Denver, 1977).
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Beyond the police, other major security projects supported by USOM
included the Village Security Units, the Village Radio Project, andthe Secur
ity Roads Program. The Village Security Units, which were funded from
1966 to 1971, were originally seen as a means of supplementing regular
government security forces at the local level by the arming and training of
villagers for their own defense. According to theUSOM program description,
the VSUs "were trained to serve as a link between their villages and the
RTG." They were trained in the "when-who-and-how" of calling upon
appropriate RTG district officials for assistance to solve village problems.
Based in their own villages, VSUs served as full-time paid employees of
the Thai government, and, in addition to being provided with arms, were
equipped with radios intended to provide ready emergency communication
between the village and local RTG police and other security forces. USOM
support for the VSUs consisted of five U. S. advisers who provided advice
on organization and training, and material assistance in the form of arms and
communications equipment."'^

The Village Radio Project, begun on a pilot basis in 1964-65, was
funded by the U. S. from 1966 through 1970 to the tune of $2.1 million.
Through the project, over 4,600 radios were provided to the RTG to estab
lish a communications network linking the district (amphoe) police head
quarters with their respective tambons (villages) in security-sensitive areas,
and to provide ready communication betweencivil government officials and
local security forces. '̂ As of 1970, the Village Radio System covered thirty-
six of seventy-one provinces, with a primary concentration in the North
east.^®

The Security Roads Program was in effect an extension of road-building
projects under way since the mid-1950s. Under this program, a total of 310
kilometers of roadway and 114 bridges, evenly divided between the North
and Northeast, were engineered and constructed by the United States at a
cost of $5.1 million, with the objective of "strengthening communications
between the Thai government and the Thai people in remote areas of the
North and Northeast and to improve the capability of the Thai security
forces to reach those remote areas.'""

Government penetration of remote areas was also enhanced by what
were known as Mobile Development Units (MDUs). Begun at the initiative
of then-Prime Minister Sarit Thannarat in 1962, the MDU program was a
Thai concept that received U.S. military assistance in 1963 and USOM

^ "Village Security Units," Project 493-11-710-191.
"Public Safety and Public Administration (Village Radio)," Project 493-11-710-185.
Thailand DevelopmentReport, p. 1.

" "Security Roads Program," Project 493-12-310-139, RTG/USOM Economic and
TechnicalProject Summary.
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funding beginning in 1964. Operating under the supervision ofthe National
Security Command (the organization under the Ministry ofDefense responsi
ble for counterinsurgency planning), the MDUs generally numbered 60-100
persons, both civilian and military. As a joint civil-military undertaking
(though usually led by a military officer), the units operated in remote
security-sensitive areas, where they carried out civic action and development
activities and gathered intelligence for the NSC and other government
agencies. The primary objective of the MDUs was to establish a constructive
government presence where none had existed before, principally through the
carrying out of informational, psychological, and other operations designed
to provide amodicum ofservices and to impress upon the villager the central
government's interest in his problems.

Typical MDU programs consisted of an initial stage of 45-60 days,
during which quick impact village improvement projects were launched,
medical clinics held, and movies and folk-plays presented, followed by a
second phase lasting approximately one year, during which longer-term
development projects such as road building were conducted. In theory,
these activities would be continued until a more permanent government
presence could be effected. Unfortunately, the limited scale ofMDU opera
tions and their ad hoc nature caused the impact of the program in any given
area to be transitory. Nevertheless, as a Thai initiative, the MDUs deserved
and received American support and did establish an early RTG presence in
some areas prior to the arrival of longer-term programs such as ARD (see
below). As of 1970, the MDU program was operational in twenty-three key
changwats (provinces) nationwide. USOM assistance, which was supplemen
tal to an already substantial RTG budget, consisted mainly of construction
equipment, radios, pumps, generators, well-digging rigs, and farm imple
ments, plus limited advisory assistance. Between 1964 and 1973, that sup
port totaled approximately $5.7 million.'̂ ®

USOM also provided assistance to a number of village-oriented develop
ment programs under the authority of the Ministry of Interior. Most impor
tant of these was the Thai Community Development (CD) program. A
multifaceted effort, CD programs were aimed at improving localgovernment
institutions and capabilities in rural areas, and in particular at fostering a
local-level political apparatus. Emphasis was placed on the stimulation and
training of local leadership at the village level through villager involvement
in a range of local development projects. Begun in 1957, U. S. support for
the CD program included funding for CD activities; technical and advisory

Thailand Development Report, pp. 4-5; also, "An Overview ofUSAID Participation in
the Thailand Programs of Development and Security—End of Tour Report by Key M.
Hill, USOM Director," USOM, August 1973 (mimeo). Also see RAC, Counterinsurgency
Organizations andPrograms inNortheast Thailand, vol. 5,pp. 17-30.
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services; vehicles, audiovisual and office equipment, and light construction
equipment; and training for a number of Thai personnel at schools out
side Thailand."'

The major thrust of USOM s security development program, however,
occurred through the program known as Accelerated Rural Development
(ARD). The U.S. AID mission was highly instrumental in the shaping
of ARD. Preliminary discussions between Thai officials and members of
USOM's Office of Rural Affairs in late 1963 led to the official launching of
ARD in May 1964 with a U.S. grant of $2.3 million. Originally limited to
six critical northeastern provinces, by 1969 ARD was operating in all fifteen
provinces in the Northeast, seven in the North, and one in West Central Thai
land. The objectives of the program were to:

1. Increase income for rural people;
2.Strengthen ties between the Thai government and the people; and
3. Strengthen local self-government^®

ARD was essentially conceived as a counterinsurgency program:

The methods of accomplishing this have been through equipping and training a
changwat administrative organization to plan, design, construct and maintain rural
roads, village water facilities and other local public works in selected changwats
and to coordinate the planning and implementation of various other local level
developments. Changwats have been selected for ARD support on the basis ofecon
omic need and threat of insurgency. Therefore a basic underlying rationale for the
ARD program has been to provide support for the government's counterinsur
gencyefforts.''

Specifically, ARD sought to strengthen local government by decentral
izing many development functions to the local level and placing them in the
hands of the provincial governor. Prior to the inception of ARD, the direct
staff of a provincial governor had consisted only ofa secretary and a driver;
all other staff reported directly to their respective ministries in Bangkok. By
increasing the manpower of Changwat Administrative Organization (GAG)
both in quantity and quality, and by adding to the resources available to
the provincial governor for local development purposes, it was hoped that
ARD would increase resources from Bangkok for development and counter-
insurgency activity. At the same time, a more efficient and capable provin
cial government was to secure the loyalty of the rural populace through

RAC, Counterinsurgency Organizations and Programs in Northeast Thailand vol 5
pp. 37-62,62-98. ' '

USOM, "U. S. Aid to Thailand-U. S. Objectives (Accelerated Rural Development Pro
gram)," undated(circa 1965-66)(mimeo).
" "AJoint Accelerated Rural Development Office and PERM Team Effort: Some Plan
ning Challenges for ARD," I.S. No. 5 (Bangkok: Office of the Prime Minister, Mav
1972), pp. 1-2.
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small, rural public works projects designed to meet short-to-medium run de
velopment needs.'̂ In this aspect of its program, ARD was to have a central
coordinating role;

Other Thai government agencies also carry out projects in the insurgency-relateo
areas; but the task ofsystematically planning for the development of these selected
security-sensitive areas rests primarily with ARD.'®

One aspect of ARD's rural development program was the Mobile Medi
cal Team (MMT). Assisted by USOM from 1966 through 1970, the MMTs
were a quick impact counterinsurgency program designed to extend health
and medical services to remote areas, with an emphasis on ARD changwats
not served by regular medical facilities. The provision of those services was
based on the premise that "a man will feel gratitude and a sense of obligation
toward the person who heals his diseases and in turn to the institution which
that healer represents."''* Each team was initially composed of three U. S.
medical technicians and one Thai physician operating under the overall
direction of a U.S. Medical Corps officer. Helicopter transport was provided
by U. S. air commandos, and vehicles by USOM and the U. S. Army; drugs
were jointly supplied by the army, embassy medical unit, and through ARD
local purchase funds." After March 1969, the U. S. Mission determined that
the Thais were capable of carrying the program forward without the help of
U. S. personnel. Thereafter, typical MMTs were staffed exclusively by Thais.
The shortage of qualified Thai medical personnel and the concentration of
Thai doctors in metropolitan Bangkok resulted in a continuing and chronic
deficiency of staff. Nevertheless, through 1970 some thirty-three MMTs
operating in nineteen changwats succeeded in treating over four million
people."

ARD's primary emphasis was, however, on small construction projects.
Major stress was placed on road construction as the necessary prelude to the
introduction of more extensive ARD services. In the ARD concept, these
roads not only opened up hitherto inaccessible areas to commerce and civil
ian use but also increased access to security-sensitive areas for Thai counter-
insurgency forces. Through April 1970, ARD constructed 2,452 kilometers
of all-weather roads, 1,468 kilometers of service track and access roads, 125
dams, 244 ponds, and 1,336 shallow wells (thus improving access to potable

USOM, Office of Field Operations, "USOM and ARD: The First Ten Years," Sep
tember 1973, pp.1-2.

" "Some Planning Challenges for ARD," p. 5.
"* USOM, "Memorandum to USOM Mobile Medical Teams, from Captain Michael B.
Kurtz," December 14,1966 (mimeo).

" USOM, "Mobile Medical Teams," March 13,1966 (mimeo).
" "USOM and ARD: The First Ten Years," p. 8. See alsoRTGIUSOM Economicand
TechnicalProject Summary, Project 493-11-540-179.1.
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water for both villagers and livestock). Construction activity, particularly of
roads, continued at an accelerated pace in subsequent years.®'' USOM sup
port for ARD's road construction program (which accounted for most U. S.
expenditures) was focused primarily on the creation of new provincial con
struction and engineering capabilities. This consisted principally of heavy
equipment (tractors, graders, trucks) in a unit package known as a "spread,"
which on delivery became the property of the changwat.®® Through 1970,
USOM funding totaled $54.6 million.

Was ARD successful? Quantitative indicators suggest the answer is yes,
although overall the results have been mixed. The resources and staff avail
able to the provincial governors of ARD provinces fordevelopment purposes
were dramatically increased. By 1973, changwat-employed personnel in the
twenty-seven ARD provinces had expanded from less than one hundred to
overfive thousand, including for each province an Assistant Deputy Governor
for ARD and trained planning, engineering, and medical staffs. By 1973,
each changwat also possessed construction equipment valued at an average
of $1,200,000.®' Physical conditions also improved in many ruralcommuni
ties. It was found, for example, that within two years of the construction of
an ARD road the following patternof events tended to occur along its route:
(1) vehicular movement increased from an average of one vehicle per hour
during daylight in the dry season to 12-18 per hour; (2) commercial and
industrially-related traffic expanded rapidly; (3) annual land and business
tax revenues for the changwat moved upward by an average of 1,000 baht
per kilometer constructed; (4) government services flowing along the road
increased substantially: post and telegraph business expanded between 300
and 1,000 percent; movement of "line agency" technicians increased by at
least 200 percent; creation of new schools, midwifery centers, and other
health care centers doubled and tripled in volume; and police patrolling and
security-related actions expanded by over 500 percent.®" ARD, furthermore,
was highly instrumental in altering the regional distribution of Thai govern
ment expenditures. Whereas in 1962 approximately 36 percent of allgovern
ment expenditures went to the Central Plains and Bangkok areas and 28
percent to the Northeast, by 1974 that proportion had shifted to 30 per
cent and 36 percent respectively. While ARD-funded activities accounted
for only about 2 percent of total government expenditures in the region.

58

ThailandDevelopmentReport, pp. 5-6.
RAC, Counterinsurgency Organizations and Programs in Northeast Thailand vol 5

pp. 120-23. ' • '
®' Orlin J. Scoville and James J. Dalton, "Rural Development in Thailand: The ARD Pro
gram," Journal ofDeveloping Areas 9 (October 1977): 64.
®" "Goals and Work of ARD's Research and Evaluation Divisions-Annex C(Significant
Findings)," (Bangkok: Office of Accelerated Rural Development, Office of the Prime
Minister), by James J. Dalton, Adviser toARD (USOM, November 25, 1970).
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the program stimulated an increased emphasis on the Northeast by other
agencies.

Even with this scale of activity, ARD could only begin to address the
security and development problems of the Northeast. Despite the accelerated
pace of ARD's construction activities, it was estimated in 1977 that an
additional 19,000 kilometers of roadway were required to link every village
with a basic, all-weather road system. Moreover, the economic gap between
the Northeast and the rest of Thailand remained wide, and educational levels
comparatively low. While per capita income in the Northeast rose from $50
to $80 between 1962 and 1969, over that same period percapita income in
the Central Plains/Bangkok area rose from $150 to $270.®'

The success of ARD in decentralizing government decision-making and
the extent to which indicators of economic development relate to counter-
insurgency objectives also raise questions. Despite ARD sgoal ofgovernment
decentralization, 2,380 out of 6,300 ARD employees, or fully one-third,
were located in Bangkok in 1973.®^ Likewise, according to USOM Director
Rey M. Hill, only 13 percent of USOM-sponsored Thai graduates who had
been educated abroad in the field of agriculture between 1964 and 1969
actually chose to locate in rural areas; the vast majority elected to remain
in the capital. ®^ While some slow decentralization ofactual decision-making
authority and more genuine local planning did occur during the period of
American aid, the termination of American support for ARD resulted in
1973 in a recentralization of authority in Bangkok. Though ARD continued
to operate in the provinces, particularly in its construction capacity, deci
sions concerning program priorities shifted back to Bangkok rather than the
governor/changwat level.®® The failure ofARD toachieve effective decentral
ization was such that the U.S. Embassy could report in 1975 that "one of
the original objectives of ARD was to facilitate decentralization ofauthority
and resources to the provinces. In fact, however, decentralization hardly
occurred at all."®®

A further question concerns the security impact of ARD roads. While
road building was premised in part on the assumption that other ARD-
supported services would follow, that goal was never fully realized, owing
to inadequate expansion of the Thai budget to support those services.
Furthermore, while roads afford rural villagers greater access to markets and
greater freedom of movement, they also make those villages more accessible

®' Scoville and Dalton, "Rural Development in Thailand," p. 66.
®^ Hill, "End of Tour Report."

®® "Graduates Reneging," August 7, 1969.
®® Interview, JamesJ. Dalton (May6,1977).
®® Schodt, Zimmerman, and Slott, "Twenty-five Years ofThai-American Mutual Cooper
ation," p. 49.
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to officials and police who, by their corrupt behavior, can offset other posi
tive counterinsurgency benefits. In a counterinsurgency sense, then, the
availability of a paved road is no more important than the attitude of the
officials who come by way of it; this was a problem not directly addressed
by ARD (though aspects were addressed elsewhere by USOM's support for
the Nai Amphoe Academy, a highly successful institution for the training of
amphoe-level officials).

UNITED STATES INFORMATION SERVICE PROGRAMS

The United States aid program also directed considerable attention to
the psychological warfare aspects of counterinsurgency. Major psy/war
support was provided the Thais by the United States Information Service
(USIS). The Thai government at first showed little interest inpsychological
operations; as a result, the task lay with the United States to convince the
Thais to initiate programs in that field. To effect such a program, USIS
established eleven provincial field offices which engaged in psychological
operations at the provincial level and attempted to motivate provincial-level
officials to do the same. A USIS adviser on psychological operations was
also assigned to the Communist Suppression Operations Command (CSOC).

Even more than USOM, the USIS program in Thailand was geared to
develop support for the RTG among politically vulnerable elements of the
Thai peasantry. According to a 1966 USIS document, USIS objectives in
Thailand were:

(1) Explain and win support for programs and activities designed to strengthen the
security, development, independence, and unity of Thailand; (2) Explain and
help counter the stepped-up communist threat to Thailand; and (3) Maintain and
strengthen Thai confidence in the U. S. as a strong, reliable, and cooperative ally.*®

USIS had been involved in Thailand as early as the mid-1950s in what was
known as the "PIT Program." PIT was essentially an informational effort
carried out in those critical border provinces believed to be most vulnerable
to communist infiltration or invasion. Designed to warn villagers against the
danger of subversion and invasion, the program carried a heavy anti-commu
nist message.

A similar program, though somewhat less ideological, was the Mobile
Information Team (MIT), begun at the initiative of a USIS officer, Robert
Lasher, in 1962. The principal purpose of the MITs was to create a link be
tween the Thai government and the villages by providing simple services, in
formation concerning government welfare programs, and an anti-communist
political message; the teams were also a useful vehicle for obtaining infor
mation about subversive activities. A typical MIT was composed of 8-
12 persons and normally included a representative of the Ministry of the

USIS (Bangkok), "USIS Program in Thailand," December 15,1966 (mimeo).
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Interior (with which the USIS primarily dealt), a doctor, a veterinarian, an
education officer, provincial officials, and a representative of the USIS.
Teams most often visited a village for one or more days, during which time
team personnel talked to local people about their problems, while a doctor
dispensed simple medical services. In theevening, a political message was pre
sented through the screening of a film (which was often a wonder to the
villagers) on government activities or the narration of an anti-communist
story. The job of the USIS officer on such missions was to tell the villagers
about the United States and to provide an image generally supportive of the
Thai government. Before leaving, a small development project was carried
out in the target area, generally suggested by the team and carried out under
its direction by the local populace.

On completion of a mission, a report was filed by the MIT with the
Interior Ministry. On this occasion, the American team member often
served as a catalyst or medium for the communication of the desired infor
mation to the Thai government. The required filing of reports by both the
American and Thai team members enabled the American to lend extrasup
port to the evaluation ofhis Thai counterpart, which otherwise might have
been overlooked in the Ministry, owing to the reporter's lower rank. This
parallel reporting mechanism also provided the appearance of Thai initiative,
obscuring the fact that the team's recommendations were often more Ameri
can in origin than Thai.

The MIT concept was sound. One problem, however, was m follow-up,
as team contact with targeted villages was both brief and sporadic. By 1964-
65, the system had begun to break down. Reports from the U. S. field officer
began to be sent exclusively to U. S. sources rather than Thai, and Thai re
ports were reviewed only by Thais.A survey taken in 1971 indicated that,
as they were then being utilized, the MITs had become increasingly less
effective. Movies were no longer the novelty to villagers they once had been,
and most villagers were able by that time to obtain information from other
sources such as radios. More importantly, the MIT visits had become per
functory, with officials interested more in whether regulations were being
observed than in the provision of information and services to villagers. Fol
lowing a team's visit, it was reported that there was little or no follow-up to
meet villager needs.®®

During its life span, the MIT program touched every province in the
Kingdom. Over the period 1965-71, USIS allotted 58 percent of its $26
million total program budget, or $15.1 million, to the MITs. The program
was terminated in 1971.®'

®'' Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., May 21, 1976).
®® Tanham,Trialin Thailand, pp. 104-05.
®' Schodt, Zimmerman, and Slott, "Twenty-five Years of Thai-American Mutual Co-
operation."
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USIS also provided assistance, in a joint effort with USOM, in estab
lishing a 50-kilowatt radio transmitter at Sakon Nakhon, in the Northeast.
Known subsequently as Radio 909, the station was equipped with a radio
transmitter provided and installed by U.S. Army engineers, with USOM and
USIS jointly responsible for providing a senior adviser, training for Thai
programers, and vehicular and production equipment. Once in operation.
Radio 909 served as the Thai government's principal voice in the Northeast,
in direct competition with Radio Peking, Radio Hanoi, and the VPT. Pro
grams were designed, with American assistance, to publicize and support
the government's security and development programs in the Northeast;
many were broadcast in the Northeastern dialect. Among other things, the
station encouraged villagers to provide intelligence on subversive activities
in their areas; some success was achieved in this, as wellas in a related effort
to encourage communist cadres to defect. A 1969 survey indicated that
Radio 909 had the largest audience of all stations reaching the Northeast.
USIS assistance was also extended in the establishment of a second radio
station, located in the North at Lampang, which broadcast similar messages
in the major hill tribe languages.'"'

In addition to these more visible forms of support, USIS provided
major assistance in the areas of program design and advisory services. In
1966, USIS was producing forty-one hours of radio programing per week,
consisting of 16 percent music, 19 percent news and commentary, and 65
percent other "message-type" programing. The predominant theme of USIS
programs was security, development, and the communist threat to Thailand.
USIS programs were also written for Thai television and scheduled inprime
viewing time.

USIS maintained its own motion picture production unit in Bangkok,
with an annual budget (in 1966) to produce forty reels per year. Films pro
duced were "feature type, documentaries, or specials. All support thePost's
psychological objectives." It was estimated that in 1965 USIS motion pic
tures were seen by as many as 20,765,000 people in Thailand (out of a total
population of approximately 35,000,000). In the printed media, USIS pro
duced a monthly magazine titled Seripharb, printed in 125,000 copies.
"More than 50%" of the magazine's space was devoted to "articles and
stories on security and development in Thailand, especially in the north
east." USIS also produced a series of four-color posters under the title
Communism and Freedom. Printed in quantities of 150,000 each, the
posters compared life in Red China and North Vietnam to life in Thailand.
This "anti-communist" material was distributed toschools, temples, libraries.

Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., May 21, 1976); Tanham, Trial in Thailand,
pp. \Q5-Q6\RTGIUSOMEconomic and TechnicalProject Summary, Project 493-11-225-
193; USOM, "50 KW Radio Station," Memorandum from J. W. Limbert, ADA/Sakol
Nakorn, to Frank W. Sheppard, DAD/RA, August 19, 1966 (mimeo).

108



armed forces units, and village leaders, "with special emphasis being given to
the areas where communist activities have been reported." All tactical and
anti-communist posters were reduced to a 5" x 7" leaflet format and repro
duced in hundreds of thousands of copies for distribution among teachers,
students, soldiers, and villagers."

USIS personnel also served as advisers to U. S. military forces in the
area, assisting in Civic Action and Troop Community Relations programs,
and as advisers to a number of special Thai units in security and develop
ment matters. These included theMDUs, Special Operations Centers (special
reinforced platoons assigned to limited, critical border areas and charged
primarily with responsibility for gathering intelligence, as well as with civic
action and psyops functions), the Border Patrol Police, Accelerated Rural
Development Program, Communist Suppression Operations Command
(CSOC), and special units of the Public Relations Department, Community
Development Department, and other Thai government organizations.

RESEARCH PROGRAMS

Thailand was, in this period, also the focus of a massive American re
search effort devoted largely to the application of technology and the social
sciences to the problems of counterinsurgency. This wide-ranging effort
probed Thai society at a number of highly sensitive points, concentrating
on information considered useful in countering the insurgent threat.

American social science research in Thailand found its earliest seed in
a prescient 1950 article written by Lauriston Sharp, the father of modem
Thai anthropology and at that time a professor at Cornell University. Writing
in Far Eastern Survey, Sharp pointed out that the United States was funda
mentally ignorant about Southeast Asia, and most particularly about what
was happening at the village level. The lesson for U. S. policy. Sharp implied,
was that in order to influence the course of change in Southeast Asia posi
tively, it would first be necessary to penetrate the village in order to dis
cover the true wants, needs, and attitudes of the villagers. "A government
which hears and acts, whatever that government's constitution," Sharp
wrote, "will have the support of these Thai farmers, and of all others like
them in Thailand for years to come."" As a pilot project. Sharp had con
ducted a "community study" in the Thai village of Bang Chan, located not
far from Bangkok. Bang Chan subsequently became the site of an ongoing
Cornell research effort, and the Bang Chan community study became the
prototype for many similar academic studies in the years that followed.

" USIS (Bangkok), "USIS Program in Thailand," December 15,1966 (mimeo).
" Ibid.; also, Memorandum to SA/Cl George Tanham from G. W. Murchie, Information
Liaison, RIG,Subject: Open Arms Program, June 18, 1969 (mimeo).
" Lauriston Sharp, "Peasants and Politics in Thailand," Far Eastern Survey, Septem
ber 13,1950, pp. 157-61.
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The importance of the Sharp article lies in the fact that it suggested the
application of social science research to political rather than purely academic
ends, the effectiveness of American policy could be enhanced, it was said,
by village-level field research into peasant attitudes and desires. Though the
lesson was not systematically applied for some years, Thailand was in fact
selected in the mid-1960s as a testing ground for the application of tech
nology, and most particularly of social science techniques, to the challenge
of counterinsurgency.

The harnessing of American intellectual and academic resources was in
large part an outgrowth of the new counterinsurgency thrust that grew out
of the Kennedy era and that received its initial direction from the Special
Group (Counterinsurgency). One major product of that effort was Project
Agile, a worldwide research program focused on the problems of counter-
insurpncy. Launched by Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara in 1961,
Agile's stated purpose was to:

conduct R&D programs for systems to provide improvements in allied nations'
capability to meet the threat of insurgency, and DOD [Department of Defense]
capability to assist them in doing so with the particular goal ofminimizing U. S.
operational involvement. In particular, it will concentrate on such areas as coun-
terinfiltration, local security, capability of small units in guerilla warfare, and
specialized systems for specific related purposes.'''*

Agile was administered by the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA),
a division of the Department of Defense. Operating in Thailand through aii
ARPA field office established in 1961, U. S.-supported research was con
ducted under the auspices of the Joint Thai/U. S. Military Research and
Development Center (MRDC), a mutual undertaking of ARPA and the Thai
Ministry of Defense. Though some MRDC projects were in fact joint under
takings, most research was primarily American both in concept and execu
tion.

According to Congressional testimony, ARPA objectives in Thailand
were:

1. Working with the pertinent Thai researchers on a project to describe and
design the most effective RTG measures tocounter the insurgent threat;

2. Research counterinsurgency topics in response to ad hoc requests gen-
erated by the U. S. mission;

3. Help develop Thai Ministry of Defense capability to define, manage and
perform military research, development, testing, and evaluation.''̂

At its height in 1969-70, ARPA employed as many as five hundred anthro
pologists, political scientists, engineers, equipment specialists, and other
researchers in its Bangkok office, with an annual budget of $10 million.

Quoted in Michael T. Klare, "Counterinsurgency's Proving Ground," The Nation
April 1971, pp. 527-31.
75 Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdom ofThailand, p.632.
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Including Thai military personnel, the complement of the Joint Thai-U. S.
MRDC exceeded seven hundred. While some U.S. military personnel were
assigned to the center, the majority of ARPA staff were civilian personnel
supplied under contract by such organizations as RAND Corporation, Re
search Analysis Corporation (RAC), American Institutes for Research (AIR),
General Research Corporation (GRC), Cornell Aeronautical Laboratory
(CAL), and Stanford Research Institute (SRI). The U. S. counterinsurgency
effort, through USOM, also drew on the general American academic com
munity through the Academic Advisory Council for Thailand (AACT), a
body of professional academics assembled in conjunction with the South
east Asia Development Advisory Group (SEADAG) of New York's Asia
Society; Lauriston Sharp served as the first chairman of AACT. AACT was
expected to aid USOM in the recruitment of professional research personnel
and in the assembly of a directory of U. S. citizens having specialized knowl
edge useful to U. S. research activities in Thailand. AACT was also expected
to organize conferences aimed "to provide the mission [i.e., USOM] with
substantive recommendations on security and development programing as
well as methodological advice on how to analyze the problem in the field"
and to "provide reports on agricultural development and/or methodological
problems dealing with security research.'"® AACT was also to "identify
research that is being, has been, or will be conducted in universities, founda
tions, and other institutions that may relate to the developmental and coun
terinsurgency activities in Thailand."'^ In brief, by producing "coordination
between the academic community of Thai scholars and AID,"'® AACT was
"to act as a think tank and data base for the mission"" in its counterin
surgency capacity.

Initially, Thailand had been chosen as a major research site because of
its environmental features (which, as in Vietnam and many other insurgent-
troubled areas, combine varied terrain features in a tropical climate), its
relatively peaceful domestic situation, and the existence of an "incipient
internal security threat. ARPA research in its early years (1962-65) centered
on the agency's traditional function of technology development, but with a
marked emphasis on counterinsurgency warfare.

Beginning in 1966, ARPA's program was reoriented to give heavier
emphasis to counterinsurgency research relating directly to Thailand; the
production of ARPA's Thailand studies was rapidly accelerated. All research
projects required the approval of ARPA's Washington office and asa practical

" USOM, "Relation Between AACT and the Research Division/USOM," Briefing Paper
for Ambassador Young,undated (mimeo).
" Contractbetween AID and Regents of the University of California, dated September 1,
1968,reproduced in part in TheStudentMobilizer 3 (April 2,1970): 4.
" Ibid.

" USOM, "Relation Between AACT."
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matter were subject to veto by the embassy's Special Assistant for Counter-
insurgency; MACTHAI approval was also required. As a criterion for ap
proval, all but a few of the projects undertaken by ARPA/Thailand had to
be justified in terms of their contribution to the overall counterinsurgency
effort.®" The range of ARPA projects during its peak production period of
1965-69 was extraordinarily broad, ranging from jungle radio development
to manuals for the identification of local vessels in the Gulf of Siam (popu
larly known as "Jane's Fighting Junks"). ARPA researchers developed a
combat ration suitable for use by the Thai armed forces and Thai National
Police Department; compiled a directory of Thai highways suitable for use as
emergency airstrips; developed a combat pack suitable for the needs of Thai
infantrymen; studied terrain features affecting ground vehicle mobility in
Thailand; developed magnetic sensors for surveillance of boats on Thai in
land waterways; developed a similar system for the scanning of rural trail
traffic; evaluated communications systems requirements for counterinsur
gency forces in northeast Thailand; studied systems for the surveillance and
control of insurgent traffic crossing the Mekong River into Thailand; studied
village alarm and security systems for rural Thailand; and studied the vulner
ability of Thailand's electric power system to insurgent sabotage.®'

As many as one-third of ARPA's projects were within the broad field
of social science research. The following projects suggest the range of ARPA
interest in this area;

• Border Patrol Police Capabilities and Potentials for Counterinsur
gency in Thailand (1966).

• Thai Law andCivil Administration in Counterinsurgency (1966).
• The Communist Terrorist Organization in Southern Thailand (1967).
• The Evolution of Successful Counterinsurgency Operations in Malaya

(1967).
• Counterinsurgency Systems Manual-Northeast Thailand (1967).
• Communist Terrorist Logistics in Southern Thailand-A Quantative

Analysis (1968).
• Insurgent Support Denial Methods for Southern Thailand (1968).
• An Analytic Approach to the Estimation of Counterguerilla Capa

bilities (1968).
• Insurgent Organizations and Operational Patterns: A Primer for

Northeast Thailand (1969).
• Socio-Economic Approach to the Political Integration of the Thai-

Islam: An Appraisal (1969).

Batelle Memorial Institute, Columbus Laboratories-Tactical Technology Center, RDC-
TIMRDC Reports Bibliography (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, Contract
No. DAAHO1-72-C-0982, ARPA Order No. 2209, July 1974).
®' RDC-TfMRDCReports Bibliography.
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• Village Leadership inNortheast Thailand (1971).
• The Impact of RTG Assistance and Communications on Defense-

Related Attitudes of Remote Villages (1970).®^

ARPA produced maps ofthe names and approximate locations ofThailand's
many hill tribe villages, as well as separate handbooks providing information
concerning the geographical, cultural, political, and economic characteristics
of the Meo and the Karen, two of Thailand's most important tribal group
ings. Under one three-year program, the trail networks of Thailand's four
northern provinces were mapped in detail and supplemented with adminis
trative and environmental charts. ARPA also developed a course of instruc
tion on the application of intelligence to operations in Northeast Thailand
and an operational gaming curriculum for the RTAF War College. Under
another contract, the Stanford Research Institute was commissioned to
develop a "village data base" containing information on the size, location,
geometry, economy, leadership, population characteristics, and proximity
to police posts of all Thai villages, beginning with the Northeast. The infor
mation was to be incorporated in a "Village Information System (VIST),
which would computerize the data for easy reference by the RTG in its
counterinsurgency planning. The VIST, however, was only partially com
pleted before ARPA funding was terminated and the system was transferred
to the Ministry of the Interior.

The concrete results produced by this massive ARPA effort (not to
mention USOM's smaller but parallel research program) are debatable. One
problem inherent in the U. S. research effort was the sensitivity of many of
the topics proposed by American researchers. The reluctance of both Thai
and American officials, military and civil, to open certain subject areas to
the examination of outside investigators occasionally frustrated what might
otherwise have been valuable research proposals. Another difficulty be
setting the American research effort was that the volume of research was
often justified as much by the availability of funding as by a demonstrated
need or desire for such information on the part of the Thais. Much of what
was produced was too voluminous or too technical to be effectively trans
lated by ARPA's overextended translation staff, and much of what reached
the Thais was seen only at the senior staff level, where it was often received
with indifference. U.S. research input was most often accepted passively, as
a concession to the peculiar American proclivity for data accumulation.
Subsequent application was rare. Testimony by ARPA head Dr. Eberhardt
Rechtin in 1971 acknowledged that "the results of past research have been
mixed, with some projects (border zone security) paying offvery well and
the results of others (village security) not being implemented for a variety
of non-technical reasons. . . . The core of the problem is the relationship of

Ibid.
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the Royal Thai Government to its people This government-to-people re
lationship is inherently so political that it has proven generally impractical
as a field of ARPA research producing implementable results."®' Owing in
part to this realization, ARPA funding in Thailand was cut back from $10
million in fiscal 1969 to $4million in fiscal 1970, and its traditional empha
sis on military hardware research was restored.®^

PROBLEMS OF PROGRAM DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION

The problems encountered by ARPA in the design and implementa
tion of its projects were shared by other U. S. agencies in the field. Despite
the massive scope of the American counterinsurgency effort in Thailand,
Thailand's communist insurgency grew rather than shrank in the years after
1965. Why the U. S. counterinsurgency effort was not more effective may lie
in part in its theoretical premise. USOM's security program was explicitly
predicated on an assumed direct relationship between economic develop
ment and counterinsurgency. As USOM Director Tracy Park observed in
1965:

Economic Development is, after all, one of the best counterinsurgency weapons
we have. If we can develop among the rural people a friendship and loyalty toward
their government, we shall have gone a long way toward making it possible for them
to resist communist subversion attempts from outside.®®

It was generally believed that a large-scale infusion of economic re
sources from the central government would, by satisfying basic village de
mands for development services, bring the rural populace to identify itself
with the central authorities. Villager loyalty was, in this sense, an economic
variable, to be secured by a variety of economic development projects and
administrative services designed to demonstrate the government's interest
and involvement in local affairs. This was one of the basic rationales of the
Accelerated Rural Development program. One USOM document, titled
The Strategy of the Thai/AID Program," describes the agency's objectives

as follows:

Objective-The objective of the Thai/AID program is to build a bridge be
tween the people and the government.

The Bridge-The bridge between people andgovernment must beconstructed
of a number of building blocks, representing on one side the demand for services
and on the other side the supply of services.®^

Quoted in Klare, "Counterinsurgency's Proving Ground," p. 531.
For a detailed discussion of Project Agile and the U. S. counterinsurgency research

program, see also Seymour L. Deitchman, TTie Best-Laid Schemes-A Tale of Social Re
search andBureaucracy (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1976).
®® "Interview with Mr. Tracy Park, U. S. AID Mission Director to Thailand," The General
ElectricForum (April-June 1965).

USOM, "The Strategy ofthe Thailand/AID Program," undated (mimeo).
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How appropriate was such a strategy to the objectives ofcounterinsur-
gency? Put differently, the issue is whether a direct relationship exists be
tween economic development and villager loyalty. As late as August 1976,
USOM Director Roger Ernst could acknowledge that "no link has been
proven."" Plausible arguments have in fact been made" that economic
development acts as a spur rather than an antidote toinsurgency by increas
ing the awareness among villagers of their own deprivation relative to other
segments of their society, and by encouraging villagers to expect and demand
services or benefits which the government is frequently incapable of pro
viding.®'

Disagreement existed within USOM itself concerning the course the aid
program was taking. Writing in April 1965, John W. Limbert, an AID Area
Development Adviser, complained of a confusion of ends in the Thai pro
gram: "The essence ofthe danger in mixing overall development and security
considerations with counterinsurgency is that in overall development and
security projects the immediate involvement of the people based on a felt
need is not a realistic expectancy, while in counterinsurgency such involve
ment is an irreducible must." The mixing of long-range development goals
with the short-range high-impact objectives of counterinsurgency, Limbert
warned, could result in a dilution of theeffectiveness of both.

Similar reservations were expressed by others at USOM.'' Two years
later, in November 1967, the issue was again raised inside the agency when
ARD Advisor James Dalton observed:

There is virtually no evidence available to support the commonly accepted
theory that econoinic development can counter aninsurgency....

The notion that one ought to attempt to satisfy the vUlagers' expectations
is probably sound, but are we justified in assuming that those expectations are
primarily economic? I believe that the Thai villager is looking for a measure of
security, of which economic security is just one aspect and is not necessarily at
the top of the list.'̂

This poses the question: If the goal of a program is to strengthen vil
lager-government ties by meeting villager demands, then what is the nature

Interview, Roger Ernst (Bangkok, July14, 1976).
®® See Ted Robert Gurr, Why Men Rebel (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970).
®' Communist terrorists were, of course, already encouraging dissatisfaction among rural
Thais. Given the RTG's commitment to themodernization ofthe country, the real ques
tion was how to do so with minimal dislocation.

" USOM, Memorandum to Mr. J. Sheldon Turner, Assistant Director ofRural Affairs,
from John W. Limbert, Area Development Adviser; Subject: Counterinsurgency and
ARD; AprU23, 1965.

" USOM, Memorandum to Mr. T. Park, from Frank W. Sheppard, Jr., SD; Subject:
Mr. limbert's Memorandum onCounterinsurgency andARD; May 6,1965.
^ USOM, "The Relationship of Economic Development to Counterinsurgency," by
James Dalton, November 1967 (mimeo).
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of those demands? Demands of an economic nature are inevitable, but in
the Thai case tend to be highly personalized and not necessarily satisfied by
macro-level projects such as roads, especially when the decisions affecting
project selection are made in Bangkok or regional centers rather than in the
affected province or district. The standing of the government with the local
populace tends, moreover, to be undermined rather than strengthened when
local projects carried out under official auspices are poorly planned and
bring no lasting benefit to the community. This was the case with many
RTG well-digging projects, which were undertaken according to set formulas
devised in Bangkok rather than tailored to local ground conditions, and as
a result proved to be dry. Villager demands for other government services-
relating particularly to individualized health, livestock, and agricultural
problems-can be met by economic development programs if those programs
are pursued in a consistent, sustained manner. The problem with many
USOM-supported RTG programs of this nature was their short-term, high-
impact quality, which often failed to produce lasting, long-term effects; the
basic problem in this case was one of sustainability.

Afurther problem lies in the establishment ofalinkage in the villager's
mind between the development project being carried out in his area and the
actual concern of the government for his welfare. According to one USOM
study made in 1966-67: "Villagers 'know about' programs, but in then-
minds there is practically no connection between 'programs' and the govern
ment s concern for their needs, problems, or opinions about how progress
can be made. The survey of 1,200 respondents reveals an appalling gulf
between official actions and intended and absolutely necessary results."®'
This, in turn, was largely a problem ofadministration, growing out of the
inadequacy oflocal government structures, the indifference oflocal officials,
and the lack of truly local consultation and decision-making.

Local identification with the central government can be developed
through the encouragement of local self-government, undertaken in such a
way as to foster a sense of responsibility and participation among the rural
populace. This, in turn, is related to the critical role that meaningful commu
nication plays in government-villager relations. The provision of physical
security and limited pvernment services will be inadequate to establish a
strong sense of individual identity with the government if the individuals
who represent that government at the local level are indifferent to the needs
of the populace or use their position for excessive personal enrichment. This
is not to say that all or even most Thai officials were corrupt, or that ARD
roads brought no other material benefits to the villagers. Much government
contact was no doubt beneficial and, as pointed out above, increased access
to and within rural areas, tied those areas more closely to the rest of the
nation, and increased the services and commercial opportunities available

USOM, "RTG/USOM Programs-Northeast Thailand," undated (circa 1966)(mimeo).
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to them. Nevertheless, the quality of government contact remained an area
inadequately addressed or affected by American planning. Much of this was
recognized by USOM's planners. At the same time, however, this was the one
aspect of successful counterinsurgency which USOM, as an American agency
functioning in Thailand, was least equipped to affect. Good intentions not
withstanding, the degree to which foreign advice and conceptual input were
capable of influencing the traditional workings of Thailand's political system
was limited.

As with any foreign aid program, this question of Thai interest inexe
cuting American initiatives proved to be amajor factor affecting the success
or failure ofAmerican efforts. Frequently, the problem was one ofcoordina
tion of bureaucratic interests-in particular, the coordination of American
programs with Thai, and of policies within the Thai government itself. In
more than one case, the implementation of U. S. programs fell victim to
interbureaucratic and interpersonal rivalries which American advisers and
planners were poorly equipped to influence. This frequently resulted in a
gap between American notions of how "things ought to be done and the
realities of the Thai political system.

Herbert Phillips has identified the core ofthe problem in observing that
local officials:

resist foreign innovation in their administrative arrangements, and from their point
ofview, the resistance is quite justifiable. To them, agovernment agency exists not
only to' get a job done, but to provide the people in the agency ... with status,
power, and influence. To them, coordination with, as contrasted to domination of,
other 'agencies is the first step in the relinquishment of one's own power and in-
fluence.

As Phillips points out, this problem of intrabureaucratic and interpersonal
rivalry can be aserious factor in considering how best to administer an effec
tive aid program:

American technical advice about administration is a political phenomenon, and
one cannot divorce efficient administration from the polifical fuiictioris it serves.
In Thailand the political system is identical with the Thai administrative system,
so the advice that looks very good on paper and might work very well in a small
city in Iowa, where the administrator can distinguish his political activities from
his administrative activities, just makes no sense inThailand where an administrator
isfirst and last and foremost a political animal."*

Coordination proved a challenge within the official American establish
ment itself. Through the early 1960s, individual agencies operating in Bang
kok had each pursued their own program goals with little attempt at over
all coordination. Beginning in 1964, an effort was made, at the direction
of Graham Martin, to achieve greater coordination within the mission.

Herbert P. Phillips, Thai Attitudes Toward the American Presence (Berkeley: Center
for Southeast Asian Studies, University ofCalifornia, 1971), pp. 22-23.
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Montcrief J. Spear, then Deputy Chief of Mission and Martin's right-hand
man, attempted to achieve this informally through consultation and persua
sion. In the summer of 1966, as the resources of nearly all American agencies
were being brought to bear on the challenge of counterinsurgency, Graham
Martin attempted to more formally unify American efforts by appointing
a Special Assistant for Counterinsurgency (SA/CI), who was to act directly
under his authority in all CI matters. Martin's choice for the job was Peer
de Silva, a former Central Intelligence Agency official who had previously
served as Special Assistant to the U. S. Ambassador in Vietnam and who
shared most of Martin's judgments concerning the American experience
there. De Silva was to function as the Ambassador's alter ego in all matters
pertaining to counterinsurgency, with responsibility for coordinating the
U. S. mission effort. As George Tanham was later to point out, however
"coordination" and "regulation" are two different matters.

With Martin's approval, de Silva established amechanism known as the
Tuesday Group," aselect group of 25-30 agency heads and key staff which

met weekly to discuss and decide counterinsurgency policy. The SA/CI held
nocontrol, however, over budgets orpersonnel, which remained in the hands
of the individual agencies. USOM and MACTHAI presented particular prob
lems. In the case of MACTHAI, Martin and de Silva claimed ultimate policy
authority based on the Kennedy letter of1961," while Stilwell claimed full
operational authority over U. S. military forces under his terms ofreference.
Though Martin ultimately prevailed, the issue continued to smolder through
1968. In such cases, the Ambassador and the SA/CI were largely limited to
the application of their personal influence, with the occasional assistance of
pressure from Washington (which proved critical in the Martin-Stilwell
dispute).

The SA/CI was also expected to serve as principal liaison with the Thais
on counterinsurgency matters; all related contacts of U. S. personnel with
their Thai counterparts were made by or cleared with the SA/CI, and all
papers dealing with the subject were to cross his desk. De Silva thus became
the mam point of contact with the RTG's principal coordinating body for

Communist Suppression Operations Command

nSu requirement for clearance proved particularly objectionable toMACTHAI, which was thereby precluded from direct contact with CSOC.
U. S. military officers generally resented this barring of unimpeded commu
nication with their Thai counterparts, with whom they shared both many
interests and a common technical language. In practice, it proved impossible
to prevent such contacts, and informal discussions ofmilitary matters took
place regularly. Despite the obvious weaknesses ofhis position, de Silva took
his role seriously, meeting regularly with leading Thais and frequently intimi
dating his agency representatives into agreement. De Silva met on aweekly

" See above.
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basis with General Saiyud Kerdphol, Operations Chief of CSOC, and fre
quently with Dr. Chamnan Yuvpurna, Director General of the Department
of Local Administration (DOLA) and a close associate of General Prapart,
who, among other things, was Commander of CSOC.

When Leonard Unger replaced Martin as Ambassador in February 1968,
de Silva elected to leave; his replacement was Dr. George Tanham, who pre
viously had been an AID Director in Vietnam. In order to enhance his
authority within the mission, Tanham was given the rank of Minister. He
continued the regular meetings of the Tuesday Group, supplementing these
with small "executive sessions" attended only by agency heads; often held
in resort settings, the executive sessions were intended to elicit more frank
and open exchanges of views. In his capacity as SA/CI, Tanham encountered
much the same problem as de Silva: a myriad of different agencies, each
protective of its prerogatives and each with its own goals and interests, pro
gram definitions and budgets, and channels of communication and institu
tional loyalties. His approach to the challenge of coordination differed from
de Silva's in that where de Silva had attempted to personally direct the
counterinsurgency effort, Tanham tried "to get consensus," though admit
tedly along the lines he desired.Tanham functioned as SA/CI until 1970.

If coordination of the concerned American agencies with each other
and with their Thai opposites was difficult, coordination of the key Thai
ministries was largely absent. Parochial interests in and rivalries between
RTG line ministries and departments created major problems of coordina
tion and program rationalization for USOM, in many cases diluting program
effectiveness. By entering the world of Thai bureaucratic politics, USOM also
encountered by definition the phenomenon of interpersonal and factional
rivalry that has characterized the Thai political system in the modern era.
By positing goals other than efficiency, the Thai political structure served
to frustrate more than a few goals established by USOM in its drive for
economic development, political decentralization, and the development of
an effective counterinsurgency plan.

In some cases, USOM simply ran afoul of the economic interests of
leading Thai politicians.^'' More often, however, the obstacles encountered
by USOM were institutional. Three programs—the Thai Communist Sup
pression Operations Command (CSOC), the Village Security Force (VSF),
and Accelerated Rural Development (ARD)—illustrate this institutional
environment within which USOM operated.

The Communist Suppression Operations Command was formed in
Bangkok in December 1965 with the express purpose of coordinating RTG
counterinsurgency efforts. The CSOC concept had originated with American

Tanham, Trial in Thailand, pp. 115-50.

Interview, James C. Dalton, Senior USOM Adviser to ARD (Washington, D.C., May 6,
1977).
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advisers who perceived the need for nonmilitary as well as military responses
to the insurgent challenge, and for a special unit concerned exclusively with
counterinsurgency coordination. Colonel (now General) Saiyud Kerdphol,
a graduate of the U.S. Army Staff College, was selected as Director of
Operations, with Field Marshal Prapart serving as commander. The theoreti
cal concept on which CSOCwas based was known as CPM, or Civilian-Police-
Military. CPM postulated a joint counterinsurgency effort by all concerned
agencies of the Thai government, including the civil bureaucracies (the
Department of Community Development, ARD, and the Department of
Local Administration [DOLA]), the police, and the military. Beyond its
role of coordination, CSOC was to execute operations where necessary.

Subordinate CPM suppression centers were established by CSOC in
seven critical northeastern provinces, with each unit headed by the provincial
governor and a cadre of military, civilian, and police advisers. While CPM-1,
the central regional coordinating unit, was directly assigned military units,
provincial CPMs were supported primarily by police and village security
forces. CSOC was given command and control of all police and military units
under its authority.

Not surprisingly, CSOC benefited from extensive American advice and
consultation. CSOC worked closely with the office of the SA/CI, which in
addition to the weekly meetings held between the SA/CI and Saiyud also
detailed a USIS psyops adviser to the unit. American advice within CSOC
was tendered and received gingerly. The principal vehicle for such advice
was a regular morning coffee break held by Saiyud, at which both Thai
officers and American advisers informally discussed counterinsurgency mat
ters. Through this device, the Thai staff absorbed both ideas and advice;
sensitive to Thai national pride, Saiyud correctly perceived that American
advice tendered directly would have been unacceptable to his staff.'® (It
should be noted that this indirect method of proferring advice was con
sistent with the view of the American policy establishment that the Thais
ought to be led to decisions, but that decisions ought not to be made for
them. Accordingly, ideas were often implanted through a process of sug
gestion described by GeorgeTanham as the "Socratic method.")

CSOC proved, however, one area where American advice, despite
wholehearted acceptance in some Thai quarters (notably Saiyud and his
staff), was frustrated by domestic political factors. In October 1967, the
army (through Second Army Forward, which had been CPM-1) unilaterally
assumed full control of all counterinsurgency operations in the Northeast
in what was felt by many to be an internal coup. Thereafter, the military
appropriated to itself the dominant role in CSOC, overshadowing both the
police and civilian elements. An emphasis on suppression rather than secur-

^ Interview, Gen.SaiyudKerdphol (Bangkok, July 22,1976).
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ity and a return to primarily military methods of dealing with the insurgent
problem spelled, at least for the moment, the end in practice of the CPM
strategy.

CPM foundered less for operational reasons than political ones. One
factor undoubtedly behind its eclipse was the disagreement of the majority
of Thai officers not under Saiyud's influence with his slow, civil-oriented
approach to counterinsurgency strategy. More important, however, was the
growing competition of certain officers of the Army General Staff (notably
Chief of Staff, General Surakit Mayalarp) with Saiyud, whom they saw as
building up a powerful politico-military network outside their immediate
control. By allowing CSOC to deal directly with commanders in the field,
an effective and dynamic CSOC was perceived as a threat to their own
authority. Fearing a split within his army constituency, therefore. General
Prapart authorized the transfer of full authority over regional counterinsur
gency operations to the Royal Thai Army. The result was an emasculation
of CSOC, which, though retained as an institutional framework, was largely
bypassed in the years immediately following. Prapart's influence continued
undiminished, owing to his unimpaired power base in the Army; Saiyud,
however, was the primary loser and was allowed to retain his position
largely because of his favored standing with the Royal Family and the Amer
ican Embassy

In the case of the Village Security Force (VSF), interagency rivalries
succeeded in undercutting a major American effort. The VSF was another
American proposal conceived among officials at the Embassy and at USOM
who envisaged a program that would engage Thai villagers in their own
defense and simultaneously engender a sense of participation in and identity
with the government. As proposed in 1967, the VSF was to involve several
thousand villagers, approximately ten in each village selected, who were to
receive arms and training from the government for their own defense. It
was expected that the village teams would have the backup support of dis
trict and provincial officials and quick-response support as needed from the
Army and police.

The major problem was that the VSF was to operate under the Interior
Ministry, which was then divided into two major but loosely related satrap
ies: the Police Department, under General Prasert (over whom Prapart,
though Interior Minister, had little operational control), and the Department
of Local Administration (DOLA), which is generally responsible for the local
governance of all areas of Thailand outside of Bangkok, and was headed by a
dynamic and ambitious Thai, Dr. Chamnan Yuvpurna, a close associate of
Prapart. DOLA and Chamnan came out strongly for the VSF, and lobbied

Partial references: Interview, Gen. Saiyud Kerdphol (June 22, 1976); Interview,
Gordon Murchie (May 21, 1976); "Thai Feud Slows Drive on Rebels," iVew York Times,
October 8,1967.
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intensively with USOM for its support. A successful VSF would have pro
vided DOLA with an additional channel of influence at the local level, where
previously the police had enjoyed a monopoly in matters of security.

Ranged against the VSF was, most importantly. General Prasert's
TNPD. Village security was at that point under the exclusive authority of the
police department; as a major paramilitary force not under the direct control
of the police, the VSF therefore represented a major threat both to the
organizational prerogatives of the TNPD and to the expansion of Prasert's
personal power. With the exception of General Prapart, the Army was also
against the proposal, fearing the possibility that VSF arms might find then-
way into the hands of insurgents or rival political groups.

Despite a number of dissenting views, the VSF was viewed as a first-
priority project within the U. S. mission. Joint Thai-American committees
continued to meet through 1968 to discuss the operational details of VSF
planning. The pilot VSF program was in the meantime, however, proving
less than successful. Arms were in fact finding their way into insurgent
hands, and major problems of organization had arisen on an operational
level. Most important was the failure of the police and DOLA to agree on a
unified program. An open breach between Prapart and Prasert over control
of the VSF led in June 1968 to the withdrawal of U.S. support for the
program. Prapart was informed that until the Ministry could resolve its
internal conflicts, no additional U. S. funding would be available,^®® although
some support was continued for a smaller-scale compromise program.

USOM's principal bureaucratic difficulty arose from the fact that, with
the greater part of its program focused on Thailand's rural areas, the Ameri
can aid mission and its various subdivisions had developed a close working
relationship with the Ministry of Interior (MOI), which was then headed by
Prapart. In 1966, approximately four-fifths of American economic aid to
Thailand was budgeted to projects primarily under the control of the Inter
ior Ministry. This circumstance led to the belief among many Thais in other
ministries that USOM was assuming the role of prime backer of Prapart.
Though this was not intentionally the case, the perception was important
to USOM's efforts to move its programs successfully through the Thai
bureaucracy. Little enthusiasm could be mustered among competing minis
tries and departments for cooperation in programs that appeared to further
the MOI's seemingly ambitious plans at their own expense.

These problems of interministerial rivalry are best exemplified in the
case of ARD. In one sense, ARD was an attempt to circumvent the personal
and organizational rivalries of Bangkok through a devolution of power to
the provincial level, and through the establishment of an umbrella develop
ment agency outside the immediate framework of the main-line ministries.

Partial references: Thompson, Unequal Partners, pp. 46-48; Tanham, Trial in Thai
land, pp. 136-37.
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At the end of 1964, Dr. Chamnan was made ARD chairman, whichensured
both the participation of DOLA and the backing of General Prapart. Later,
ARD was transferred to the Prime Minister's office, where, however, the
chairman of the multiministerial council responsible for ARD was the
Deputy Prime Minister, Prapart himself.

By its very nature, ARD was beset by bureaucratic problems. Main-line
ministries through which USOM had formerly worked in its development
programs-notably Agriculture and Education-were resentful of their loss
of influence. At the staff level, some ARD officials were seconded from the
MOI, where their loyalties and basic interests remained. Thoseofficials who
worked exclusively for ARD were ineligible for promotion outside of ARD,
while the major development administration positions at the changwat level
were filled by MOI appointees. First-rank civil-service positionswithin ARD
were extremely limited; and given the nature of Thai bureaucratic relation
ships, interministerial transfer was extremely difficult. As a separate agency,
therefore, ARD was incapable of providing opportunities for long-range
career advancement.

Moreover, the fact that ARDsought to placegreater power in the hands
of the provincial governors aroused considerable bureaucratic suspicion,
since provincial governors in Thailand are selected by and dependent for
their tenure on the Interior Ministry. Not unnaturally, therefore, ARD was
commonly considered by other ministries to be under the MOI, especially
once Prapart himself assumed the chairmanship. This made circumstances
less than ideal for the development of the broad cooperative framework on
which the ARD concept so depended. This also served to frustrate attempts
at coordination in the related fields of security and development, where a
unification of authority over both could have tipped the political balance.
Viewed in these terms, ARD's uneven record of achievement becomes more
comprehensible. Not insignificantly, ARD was most successful in its road
construction program, for while ARD was amply provided with its own
construction equipment and personnel, in projects other than road-building
it was dependent on the cooperation of other elements of the Thai civil
bureaucracy.

The institutional problems encountered by CSOC, the VSF, and ARD
go to the root of the success or failure of the American counterinsurgency
program in Thailand. Despite the catalogue of institutional and operational
difficulties which surrounded the American effort, the U. S. aid program
could claim, to its credit, a number of achievements. Though Thailand's
rural insurgency continued to grow through the late 1960s and early 1970s,
it might well have grown faster in the absence of American assistance. Un
questionably, the Border Patrol Police have made a major contribution to
the Thai security effort, and the USOM-sponsored expansion of the TNPD
permitted an extended and necessary government security presence in the
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countryside. USOM-supported programs designed to improve the quality of
local administration, such as the Nai Amphoe Academy, were to a consider
able degree successful; and whether or not the idea firmly took root, Ameri
cans did succeed in communicating to some echelons of the Thai govern
ment the need to decentralize decision-making to the local level. That reali
zation was to some extent operationalized by ARD, which placed significant
new resources and authority in the hands of the changwat governors. It is
also apparent that USOM's road construction and other economic develop
ment programs, though not on a sufficient scale to produce dramatic socio
economic changes, have in fact contributed in a meaningful way to the
development of the Northeast and other target areas. Transportation, health,
education, agriculture, and livestock have all seen improvement as a result of
USOM programs, and Thailand's rural villages are now more effectively
linked to Bangkok and the rest of the nation.

Viewed in terms of its formal objective of counterinsurgency, however,
the results of the American research and assistance program in the years
1965-70 are less clear. If indeed the critical variables in a successful counter-
insurgency effort are the availability of adequate security and the quality
of the relationship between a government and its people, then quantitative
indicators of resource allocation and economic growth should prove less
indicative of a development program's accomplishment than the qualitative
indicators of government structure, official attitudes, and the availability
of effective channels of government-village communication. Though it was
recognized within USOM that no American counterinsurgency proposal
could be successfully implemented in the absence of full acceptance by the
Thais, there was no way to force that acceptance. American technical advice
was broadly welcomed, but advice on administrative organization was less
so, and tended to be discarded when the wellsprings of American money
with which it had been associated dried up. This resistance on the part of
the Thais found its origin, in turn, in the failure of many American planners
to take fully into account the likely effect of their proposals on the domestic
political balance. Experience has proven that in a country such as Thailand,
where administration and politics are so inseparable, the rationalization and
coordination of administration are frequently less important considerations
in the minds of planners than the political effect those programs may have
on the local distribution of power.

The relationship between a government and its people, and the admini
strative patterns that are a part of it, tend to be an evolutionary outgrowth
of attitudes and structures deeply rooted in the indigenous political culture,
and as such not easily susceptible to outside influence, particularly when
that influence is exerted in a concerted manner over only a short time span.
As a result, American economic assistance was able to provide ideas, program
designs, and physical and monetary support, but was unable to transform the
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structure of Thai intragovernmental and government-villager relations. In
the absence of such structural and attitudinal changes, much of American
assistance in the counterinsurgency field could, as with most foreign aid
efforts, be effective only at the margins.
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Part III

The Falling Curve, 1969-1976

Thepartners to the Treaty will carry out that treaty obligation only if then-
national interests are concordant with us, but not otherwise. There are many
escape clauses, called by such names as "constitutional processes" and so
on and so forth. So, we believe that we can rely only on ourselves, and only
when our national interests are concordant with the national interests of
others can weexpect other nations to carry out, to implement, their obliga
tion, not otherwise.

Thanat Khoman,

Statement to the members of
the Foreign Correspondents'

Club of Thailand, August 19, 1969
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Chapter 5
Commitments Under Stress

If Thai-American relations had followed a generally upward-rising curve
through 1968, 1969 proved to be a watershed year. That year marked the
beginning of a period of growing strain between the United States and Thai
land, as both governments responded, if reluctantly, to internal and external
pressures arising from the continuing Vietnam War. At the heart of the
issue lay a divergence of interest growing out of America's short-run military
requirements in Southeast Asia and Thailand's long-run political needs.
Those needs were to take on increased priority for Thailand with the passage
of years and the growing certainty of the withdrawal of U. S. power from
Southeast Asia. The story of the years 1969-73 in Thai-American relations
is essentially one of how contending proponents of national interest strug
gled in both countries for the control of policy, and how the resulting
policies either hindered or advanced the process of adjustment to the in
ternal and external forces that were then forcing both nations apart.

With the withdrawal of American forces from Vietnam, Thailand was
to take on new importance as the primary base for residual Americanpower
in mainland Southeast Asia. Thai air bases provided the principal under
pinning for whatever direct military clout the United States retained in
Vietnam, as well as for American air and other operations in supportof the
anti-communist governments of Laos and Cambodia. Thai "irregular" forces
were also called upon to play an increasing role in the Laotian civil war. In
Washington, policy splits occurred between Henry Kissinger's National
Security Council and Pentagon planners over the continued use of Thailand
as a base for Indochina-related air operations and of Thai mercenaries in
Laos. In Bangkok, a similar split was to develop between Thanat Khoman
and the Thai government's military leaders over the extent to which the
continued large-scale operation of U.S. military missions out of Thailand
was either desirable or effective. One overarching question underlay the
arguments of both sides: to what extent should or should not Thailand
remain wedded in the future to America's war effort in Vietnam? At stake
for the United States were a variety of tactical interests (e.g., continued
access to those Thai facilities considered essential to American activities in
Laos and Vietnam); at stake for Thailand was the continued flow of large-
scale American aid, some economic but primarily military. More important
for Thailand, however, was the critical problem of national survival.
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The immediate problem lay in the apparent intention of the United
States to withdraw its military power from South Vietnam. The threat posed
to the Thais by such a withdrawal was acute. From 1950 onward, Thai
foreign policy had been predicated on the American defense commitment
embodied in the Manila Treaty and reiterated in the Rusk-Thanat Commu
nique of 1962. Consistently throughout the preceding fifteen years, the RTG
had sought reassurance of that commitment, and if possible its expansion.
Based largely on that commitment, Thailand had abandoned its traditional
policy of flexible, adaptive diplomacy in favor of an unqualified politico-
military alignment with the United States against the emerging commu
nist forces of the region. With Thailand so exposed, the prospect of a major
American military withdrawal from South Vietnam presaged to many an
eventual withdrawal from mainland Southeast Asia as well. The question
this posed for the Thais was inescapable: given the trend of events in both
South Vietnam and domestically within the United States, would the United
States be either capable or willing to come to Thailand's defense in the event
of a major communist threat?

The Thais first became seriously aware that there was a problem on
March 31, 1968, when President Lyndon Johnson announced a partial uni
lateral halt to the bombing of North Vietnam and his own decision not to
seek a second term as President. Major shock waves passed through the Thai
government. Prapart, on learning of the bombing halt, declared: "The bomb
ing must not be suspended but increased."' Leonard Unger, present with
Thanat at a SEATO meeting at the time, reports that the Foreign Minister
"went through the roof." Little more than a year before, Johnson, with
whom the Vietnam War had beenso identified, had assured the Thais, during
a visit to Bangkok, of the unity of purpose of both nations in Vietnam, and
of the firmness of America's intent to stay the course in that country.
"Thailand can count on the United States to meet its obligations under the
SEATO Treaty," Johnson had pledged. "The commitment of the United
States under the SEATO treaty is not of a particular political party or ad
ministration in my country but is a commitment of the American people.
... I repeat to you: America keeps its commitments."^ A scant two months
earlier, on January 20, 1968, Johnson had reiterated that pledge to the Thais
in the same firm, unqualified terms.^ Now, with Johnson preparing to with
draw from the political arena, the old fears of American wavering and
SEATO unreliability were resurrected. With Johnson gone, the validity of
his promise would be put to the test: would the new American administra
tion stand by Thailand as well?

' "AChange ofS^ots," FarEastern Economic Review, June 12,1969.
^Department ofState Bulletin, November 21,1966, p.767.
®"Johnson Renews Pledge toThailand," BangkokPost, January 21, 1968.
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Speculation in Bangkok immediately centered on the probable policies
of the next American President; the candidacy of Robert Kennedy was a
source of particular concern. Reacting to the news of Johnson s pending
abdication, Prime Minister Thanom expressed his belief that "if Robert
Kennedy is elected, there could be a radical change in U. S. foreign policy
which would mean the abandonment of Southeast Asia by America.
Both Hubert Humphrey and Richard Nixon, the latter of whom hadvisited
Bangkok several times and was considered friendly to Thailand, were more
highly favored. Through the remainder of 1968, the American election
campaign was closely watched from Bangkok. Nixon s election in November
was thus the source, at least at first, of great satisfaction within the Thai
government. According to Thanom: "News of his election has given us con
fidence, since we know that he will not abandon Asia.

Once in office, however, Nixon indicated that the policyof hisadmin
istration would be significantly different from that of his predecessor.
Realizing the political imperative of extricating the United States from Viet
nam, Nixon announced early in his tenure that the subject of troop with
drawals from South Vietnam was "high on the agendaof priorities, and that
just as soon as either the training program for South Vietnamese forces and
their capabilities, the progress of the Paris Peace Talks, or other develop
ments make it feasible to do so, troops will be brought back."® Nixon
anticipated no immediate withdrawals. On May 14, however, Nixon outlined
in a nationally televised speech an eight-point plan for peace in Vietnam,
which called for, among other things, withdrawal "of all non-South Viet
namese forces.'" The following month, on June 8, Nixon met with South
Vietnamese President Thieu on Midway Island to announce the unilateral
withdrawal of 25,000 American troops from Vietnam within the next two
months.

Despite a public show of support, the Thai government was deeply
concerned over the failure of the United States to consult with Thailand
prior to its public announcement of withdrawals on Midway. Washington
hastened to reassure the Thais of America's undiminished intent to stay the
course in Southeast Asia. In March 1969, Nixon privately assured the Prime
Minister of the firmness of America's commitment to Thailand, while
Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Marshall Green
carried the same message to Thanat.® As an astute diplomat, however.

"ThailandLooks to Its Neighbors," BangkokPost, April2,1968.
®"Ministers Welcome Result," Bangkok Post, November 7,1968.
®"News Conference-January 5, 1969," in Background Information Relating to South
east Asia and Vietnam, p. 66.

' United States Foreign Policy, 1969-1970: A Report of theSecretary of State (Wash
ington, D.C.: Department ofState Publication 8575, March 1971), pp. 356-60.
®"U. S. Assures Thanom of Commitment," Bangkok Post, March 30,1969.

131



Thanat had already dissected the conflicting signals emanating from Wash
ington and had come to his own conclusions. The tentative American moves
toward withdrawal from South Vietnam in the spring of 1969 and the in
creasingly strident attacks on America's Indochina policy then occurring
throughout the United States belied the reassurances of America's politicians
and diplomats, and indicated to Thanat the need to alter Thailand's politi
cal course so as to adjust in advance to the new realities forcing themselves
on the region. As a result, Thanat, the father of the Rusk-Thanat Commu
nique and architect of the Thai-American alliance, embarked on a new
political tack: henceforth, he would publicly advocate the withdrawal of
American military forces from Thailand and a limited rapprochement
between Thailand and the communist powers of the region. Thanat describes
the evolution of his thinking as follows:

In 1962, I thought that the U. S. presence was beneficial. When the U. S.
involved itself in Vietnam, the U.S. government said, and we agreed to it, that it
was for the purpose of stemming the aggressive communist tide. We agreed, and I
advocated close cooperation with the United States because our objectives were
similar. 1 did not want, and still do not want, Thailand to be swamped by com
munism.

But in 1968 the United States, for domestic reasons, was no longer able to
pursue that objective. The turning point was the 1968 election. There was a change
in policy-to a policy of "compromise and coexistence"-for better or worse, be
cause it could not get the support of the American people-a change from resis
tance to communist expansion.It became obviousthat the objective to resist, under
which Thailand had joined with the United States, was nolonger there. The objec
tive was changed on the part of the U.S. It was not we who changed; it was the
U.S. that changed. 1 felt that the presenceof Americanforces in Thailand had lost
its justification.'

Beyond the question of Vietnam policy, an accumulation of other
irritants had lent credence to the growing Thai concern with the solidity of
the American defense commitment. Developments within the United States
had increasingly indicated that the support of the American people for the
Vietnam War was wavering. Large-scale and repeated student demonstrations
against the war had put its proponents on the defensive, and major American
political figures, most notably in the U. S. Senate, were increasingly assuming
a critical stance toward both the Vietnam War and American involvement in
Southeast Asia generally. In September 1969, a subcommittee of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, chaired by SenatorStuart Symington, opened
a series of far-reachinghearings on the subject of "United States Agreements
and Security Commitments Abroad." Probing American military relation
ships with a large number of countries, subcommittee investigators examined
American activities in Thailand through the summer of 1969; and from
November 10 to 17, the full subcommittee turned its attention to the Ameri-

' Interview, Thanat Khoman (Bangkok, July 21,1976).
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can security relationship with Thailand. Senator J. William Fulbright, in par
ticular, assumed the offensive, asserting that theUnited States had no signifi
cant interest' in maintaining defensive agreements with far-flung nations
remote from the United States and its domestic concerns.

Committee members repeatedly probed administration witnesses on the
extent of the American security commitment to Thailand and on the specific
forms of assistance which that commitment entailed. Of particular concern
to the Committee wasa tentative joint Thai-American defense plan for Thai
land which envisaged the use of American ground forces in the event of a
major invasion by Pathet Lao or North Vietnamese forces. Known as the
"Taksin Plan," the military agreement in question had originally been drawn
up in the years 1964-66 as an outgrowth of thedecision to undertake joint
military planning within SEATO. The plan was comprised of two separate
but related parts: "Project 22,"anoperational plan, and "Project 33,"which
covered the necessary equipment support. Under Project 22, American
ground forces were to be deployed alongside Thai forces in the event of an
invasion, with approximately two U. S. divisions operating in theNorth and
Northeast. Overall authority would rest with the Thai Prime Minister, but
with operational command falling to MACTHAI. Subsequent to itsdrafting,
"P22" was the subject of bilateral meetings between Thai and American
military officers."*

Having learned of the plan, the Symington Committee demanded
access. Initially, however. Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird refused, on the
grounds (shared by theJoint Chiefs of Staff) that military contingency plan
ning was no concern of Congress. Release of the plan was also opposed by
the Thai government. Smarting from the rebuff, the Committee subse
quently chose to regard the plan as a "secret agreement" which threatened
to embroil the United States in another Vietnam. Under continuing pressure,
administration witnesses repeatedly assured the Committee members that
the plan was no more than a routine contingency procedure and constituted
no binding commitment on the United States.

Not surprisingly, the Committee was unsatisfied with those explana
tions. Fulbright, in particular, remained unconvinced. Senator Jacob Javits,
another Committee member, asserted that "the people ought to know every
thing that is knowable without impairing our security as to what we have
been doing under these various agreements in Thailand on the theory that
Thailand could very likely become another Vietnam."" On the floorof the
Senate, Senator Frank Church charged that "the refusal of the Secretary of
Defense to submit the plans to the committee is typical of the arrogant way
the Pentagon has come to deal with Congress. On the one hand, the Presi-

Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., May 7, 1976); interview. Gen. Kriangsak
Chomanan (Bangkok, May 11,1984).

" Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdom of Thailand, p. 672.
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dent assures the country that he does not intend to commit American troops
to another Vietnam in Asia; on the other hand, our military plans for just
such a contingency in Thailand are withheld from us."'^

By late summer, then, access to the plan had become a point of honor
with the Committee. In point of fact, the Taksin Plan was a nonbinding
planning document, the stock and trade of any functioning alliance. It had
served as a convenient means by which to reassure the Thai government of
the seriousness of the American commitment, but had little meaning in the
real world of 1969, where U.S. forces were already overcommitted to Viet
nam and where the Nixon administration was already on the political defen
sive over its Indochina policy. The existence of the plan, however, provided a
convenient means through which the Committee could attack the adminis
tration and its Indochina policy and thereby pry loose those ties which in
their viewthreatened to involve the United States even more deeply in South
east Asia. By the summer of 1969, therefore, the Taksin Plan had taken on a
significance more political than military.

Feeling the political heat. Laird attempted to assuage Committee con
cerns by declaring that "this particular plan was drawn in 1965 and as far as
I am concerned does not have my approval and does not have the approval
of this administration."" Separately, the Thais were informed that all such
military planning was to stop. Laird, however, remained under continuing
pressure to release the plan itself. A Defense Department offer to allow
members of the Senate Foreign Relations, Armed Services, and Appropria
tions Committees to examine the plan at the Pentagon was refused on the
ground that the circumstances would not allow Senators and their staffs to
examine it in sufficient detail.'" Finally, Laird agreed to produce the plan
for Committee members behind closed doors, after which the Committee
pronounced itself satisfied. With the political battle over, Fulbright in fact
was subdued, emerging from the hearing to remark only that there were no
surprises in the plan despite some "interesting language," and that whether
or not the document constituted a commitment rather than a simple con
tingency plan was open to question."

For its part, however, the Thai government was far from satisfied. The
Prime Minister had asserted the viewfrom Bangkok that Thai permission was
required before the United States could legitimately release the document
to either the public or the Committee. While sympathizing with the Thai
position. State Department officials countered that in their view no such
permission was required.'® Above all, the Thai wanted, as a sovereign right.

"Pentagon Again Balks onPact with Thais,"iVew York Times, August 13,1969.
"Laird Opposes Contingency Plan with Thais," Washington Post, August 22,1969.

'" "Pentagon Again Balks on Pact with Thais," Afew York Times, August 13,1969.
" "Secret Pact Shown toU. S. Senators," BangkokPost, November 9,1969.
'® "Thailand and U. S. Differ," BangkokPost, August 1969.
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to keep the details of Thai-American bilateral military planning away from
the critical eyes ofthe Committee. Not surprisingly, then, the decision ofthe
administration to release the text of the plan was taken as a breach of faith
by the Thai government.

In addition to the Taksin Plan, the Symington Committee probed a
wide range of sensitive topics affecting Thai-American relations, including
the degree ofAmerican commitment entailed in the SEATO Treaty and in
the Rusk-Thanat Communique, and the circumstances under which Thai
ground forces were dispatched to South Vietnam. Fulbright, in particular,
assumed a leading and generally caustic role in theexchange, alleging, among
other things, that the Thai forces in Vietnam were "mercenaries" rather than
volunteers.'' The Senate hearings and the charges made in them generated
new strains in the Thai-American alliance. Thanat, counterattacking with
extraordinary and undiplomatic vehemence against those in the United
States whom he perceived as self-declared enemies ofThailand, later retorted
that "Thailand refuses to recognize the jurisdiction and competence of the
United States Foreign Relations Committee over the foreign policy of this
country.'"®

The criticism of Thailand which was taking place in the United States
was attributable, in Thanat's view, to "certain quarters in the United States,
the press, particularly some elements of the New York-Wphington axis
media group, certain academic and congressional elements,"" which, "as
the struggle [for Vietnam] did not yield the expected results,. . . began to
pour their bile to avenge their frustration on allied nations, such as Thailand.
They crucified them for no other crime than that of faithfully cooperating
with their country...." I think that if ever communist aggression were to
be staged in Thailand, these people would be jubilant.""

" Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdom of Thailand, p. 660. Questioned on this point,
Nixon acknowledged that the United States was subsidizing the Thai expeditionary force
in Vietnam, but went on to point out: "These are newly developing countries. They are
unable to rnaintain their forces for their own defense. Therefore, we think that subsidy
is correct. I can only say this: it seems to me itmakes agreat deal ofsense. The Thais are
inVietnam as volunteers; and if they are willing togo there as volunteers, Iwould nmch
rather pay out some money to have them there than to have American men fighting there
in their place." Department ofState Bulletin, December 29,1969, p. 619.
" "The State ofU. S.-Thai Relations and the Prospects for Their Future Development,''
address to the American Chamber of Commerce (Bangkok, July 15, 1970), Foreign
Affairs Bulletin 9 (June-July 1970): 503-08.
" Ibid.

" Thanat Khoman, "What Does the U. S. Want in Vietnam?" Collected Statements of
Foreign Minister TTianat Khoman, Vol. VII (December 1970-April 1972), p. 13.
" Interview given by Thanat Khoman to Harvey Stockwin of the Sydney Bulletin and
London Economist, J. Cohn of Fairchild Publications, and Hilaire du Berrier ofAmeri
can Opinion Magazine, March 10, 1969, in Collected Interviews ofHis Excellency Dr.
Thanat Khoman, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Thailand, Vol. Ill (Bangkok: Mimstry
of Foreign Affairs, 1969),p. 44.
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So sensitive was Thanat and his Ministry to foreign criticism that re
buttals were issued on a tit-for-tat basis to negative reports in the American
press (some of which were remarkably distorted and ill-informed). The
ferocity of the Thai response to criticism in the United States, being so at
odds as it was with Thailand's tradition of diplomatic subtlety, suggests a
fundamental insecurity on the part of the Thai government concerning its
security ties with the United States. Any criticism from the United States
touched raw nerves with Thanat and other like-minded Thais. This sensi
tivity became all the more acute as the United States began to visibly with
draw from Southeast Asia.

THANAT'S VOLTE-FACE

From 1968 through 1972,Thanat assumed the leading role in the effort
to extricate Thailand, at least partially, from the more overt bonds linking it
both to United States policy in general and to the Vietnam War specifically.
As a politician, Thanat undoubtedly perceived that long-term Thaiinterests
required a fundamental alteration in his country's security relationship with
the United States. He could look to the recent experience of other nearby
Asian nations. One by one, the Western imperial powers had withdrawn over
the years-the French from Indochina, the Dutch from Indonesia, and the
British from Malaysia. In this broad historical process, it must have appeared
that the same would happen with the United States, the last of the Western
powers still present in force in Southeast Asia. It was against that unspoken
background that Thanat implicitly strove to bring Thailand into the new
pattern of relationships developing in the region. It is clear in retrospect that
he sensed the departure of the United States from the region even before
American policymakers would admit this could occur. Rather than leave the
initiative to the United States on how and when it would depart, Thanat
moved first.

In contrast to his political sparring, Thanat's policy for dealing with
the anticipated American withdrawal was brilliantly calculated. Reading the
shifting winds, he enunciated a new foreign policy based on three key prin
cipals: (1) the withdrawal of American military forces from Thailand, (2)
the achievement of a rapprochement with the communist government in
Beijing, and (3) the construction of a regional politico-economic frame
work capable of providing a counterbalance to expansive communist power.

Thanat had long been a proponent of a Southeast Asia regional organi
zation, having played a conspicuous role in the founding of ASEAN (the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations). Faced with what he perceived to
be a decUning willingness on the part of the United States to live up to its
security commitments in the region, Thanat revived his concept of a "con
cert of Asia," which in the changed world of the 1970s would be capable
of filling the vacuum left by the departure of American power. Thanat
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referred to the entity he was proposing, which was political and economic
rather than military in its concept, as "collective political defense :

Anew direction has clearly emerged. The old concept ofsecurity based on military
power and alliance, even ifit may still be valid as far as nuclear and world powers
are concerned, is likely to yield its place to a new concept ofpoUtical security, or
more exactly, a security founded on concerted and coordinated political actions,
particularly in regard to smaller non-nuclear states. For the latter, now that the
larger powers have already indicated their intention to relinquish or reduce their
role and responsibility for overseas security, salvation lies in redoubling their
national efforts and inworking closely and systematically with those like-minded
nations which share the same stake inpeace and the secure well-being ofthe area.

Through the construction of such a united front of Asian nations, Thanat
hoped to entice Beijing and possibly Hanoi into an attitude ofcoexistence
and cooperation which force had been unable to compel. It is also clear
from Thanat's remarks that SEATO was regarded as no more than a shell
which, though still having its uses, was no longer areliable source of military
security. Short of disbanding the body, Thanat suggested, SEATO should be
reoriented to serve as a "forum for political consultation."^®

Parallel with this multilateral approach, Thanat advocated the opening
ofan unprecedented dialogue with Communist China. Ifsuch apolicy could
be effected, the shift would be a radical one for Thailand, which for the
previous twenty years had viewed the People's Republic as the principal foe
and threat to Thailand's independence. The implication, unstated, was that
Thailand was returning to her old policy of diplomatic independence and
flexibility. As much as anything else in this period, it was important to
Thanat that the image of Thai independence be restored. "Relations be
tween Thailand and the United States," Thanat observed, "will evolve
toward a more selective basis."®''

The third pillar of Thanat's policy complemented the other two; in
a fundamental reversal of a half-decade of increasing military involvement,
he asked that discussions begin looking toward the withdrawal of American
military forces from Thailand. The Symington Committee hearings pro
vided Thanat with a convenient vehicle with which to rationalize his de
mand: if the presence of U. S. troops in Thailand was causing tension in
Thai-American relations, and if some misguided elements in the United
States were fearful that U. S. troops might, despite both Thai and U. S.
government assurances, become embroiled in a Vietnam-like conflict in
Thailand, then the most effective way to ease those tensions and fears

®® Address of Thanat Khoman before the Board ofTrustees of the Asia Society, Febru
ary 24, \910, Foreign Affairs Bulletin 9(February-March 1970): 347.
®® Interview withOliver Woods, LondonTimes, May 1,1969, p. 109.

American Chamber of Commerce address, July 15, 1970, Foreign Affairs Bulletin
9 (June-July 1970): 507.
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would be to eliminate their source by withdrawing the forces in question. '̂
Thailand, he claimed (misleadingly), had always held firmly to the belief
that foreign troops should not become embroiled in another nation's in
ternal wars.

Thanat s demand for the opening of withdrawal negotiations was in
large part a reaction to President Nixon'sannouncement of the "Guam Doc
trine" on July 25, 1969. He was making a virtue of necessity. Arriving on
Guam from his historic meeting with the returning Apollo 10 astronauts,
Nixon indicated at an informal press conference that, while the United
States fully intended to uphold its treaty commitments in the Pacific (and
here Nixon specifically referred to the American commitment to Thailand
under SEATO), henceforth in nonnuclear military scenerios in Asia the
United States would "furnish military and economic assistance when re
quested and as appropriate. But we shall look to the nation directly threat
ened to assume the primary responsibility of providing the manpower for
its defense."" American aid, in other words, would be supplementary, not
primary, and in any event would not involve the use of American ground
forces.

The enunciation of the Nixon Doctrine was fraught with major impli-
cations for the Thais. Would the United States abandon Thailand to its fate
in the event of communist aggression? Nixon's specific reference to SEATO
and Thailand in his Guam press conference was designed to allay those
fears. Flying on to Bangkok from his Guam stopover, Nixon attempted to
further reassure the Thais of the steadfastness of America's commitment to
them. Arriving in Bangkokon July 28, Nixon observedthat:

Inreturning once again to Thailand, I am deeply conscious of thefact thatThailand
has a special interest in the strength of America's determination to honor its com
mitments in Asia and the Pacific. We will honor those commitments.^*^

Speaking later the same day in a downtown Bangkok ceremony, he con
tinued:

We will honor our obligations under that treaty. We wiU honor them not simply
because we have to, because of the words that we have signed, but because we
believe in those words, and particularly beheve in them in association with aproud
and a strong people, the people ofThailand. We have been together in the past, we
are together in the present, and the United States will stand proudly with Thailand
against those who might threaten itfromabroad, orfromwithinp^

25 "n"The State ofThai-U. S. Relations," as printed in the Bangkok Post of February 21,
1971, in Collected Statements ofForeign Minister Thanat Khoman, Vol. Vll, p. 22.
" United States Foreign Policy, 1969-70, pp. 36-37.

Foreign Affairs Bulletin 8 (June-July 1969): 430.
Department ofStateBulletin, August 25,1969,p. 153.
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In private meetings later with Prime Minister Thanom, Nixon reiterated his
pledge. Thanom, in turn, indicated Thailand's full support for the principles
contained in the Nixon Doctrine, adding that Thailand fully accepted re
sponsibility for defending itself with its own armed forces. Thanom ob
served, however, that his country would require supplemental equipment
from the UnitedStates; this Nixon promised to provide."

The occasion suited Thanat perfectly. Thailand, he asserted, had always
accepted responsibility for its own defense, and had always agreed with the
concept that local peoples bear primary responsibility for their own security
and well-being (although this was, at the least, an exaggeration)." American
troops in Thailand were related to the conflict in Vietnam. They were not
then, nor had they ever been, involved in the suppression ofThailand's own
insurgency. To prove the point, discussions on American troop withdrawals
would begin immediately. As if to drive the point home, Thanat also an-
nounced-within hours of Nixon's departure from Bangkok-that Thailand
wished to withdraw its 12,000 combat troops from Vietnam. Nixon, Thanat
said, had urged the Thais to rely on their own defense resources to meet
internal subversion, and Thailand's Vietnam force was now required at home
to meet local defense burdens.^'

For Thanat, the notion of limited withdrawals served two immediate
functions. The removal of American forces would, in the first place, facili
tate the rapprochement he was seeking to achieve with the People s Repub
lic of China. At the same time, and perhaps more importantly, Thailand
would demonstrate to the world her political, military, and diplomatic
independence ofthe United States. This could be achieved without prejudice
to Thailand's fundamental security because the withdrawals envisaged were
in the first instance to be limited, and would involve the removal of only
marginal elements unnecessary to the basic American force structure. The
implicit American security guarantee provided by American forces would
thus remain intact, but an important political point would be made.

The negotiations for withdrawal were good press for the United States
as well. By 1969, concern was growing among many Thais over the large
number of American forces in-country. In the fall of 1968, the RTG had
proposed that any additional Americans being brought into Thailand be off
set by the withdrawal of others already in place. Unger's agreement to the
proposal had resulted in a de facto ceiling on the American troop presence.

" "We Will Stand on Our Own-Thanom," Bangkok Post, July30,1969.
" "Thai Foreign Policy in the Midst ofa Changing World," address before the Thai
Council ofWorld Affairs, November 30, 1970, inForeign Affairs Bulletin 10 (October-
November 1970): 76,

"Thailand Wants to PuU Troops Out ofVietnam," Washington Post, August 2,1969.
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which then stood at approximately 48,000.®^ The actual withdrawal of some
forces, on a limited scale, would ease those concerns and at the same time
would reduce public pressure on Nixon at home.

On August 26, 1969, it was announced in a joint Thai-American state
ment that "talks to arrange for a gradual reduction of level of United States
forces in Thailand consistent with the assessment of both governments of
the security situation" would be held in the near future.^^ Soon after, on
September 3, Unger and Thanat met to announce their agreement in prin
ciple on limited withdrawals; specified in their communique was the point
that "the U.S. forces now stationed in Thailand have as their mission to
protect the lives of American and allied fighting men in South Vietnam
against the aggressors, rather than assisting Thailand in its internal defense
against communist subversive activity," and that the reductions being
planned were consistent with that principle. Six days later, the political
talks were followed by joint military consultations to determine the schedule
for withdrawal. Simultaneously, however, Thanat began to pull back from
his farthest position by indicating that Thailand did not intend to "drive
out" the American forces from Thailand, and that if their presence was
necessary to save the lives of U. S. troops in South Vietnam through bomb
ings from Thai bases, they would be welcome to stay.^" Some days later,
Thanat further qualified his position by stating publicly that the majority
of American forces stationed in Thailand would remain as long as needed
to defeat communist aggression in Vietnam and Laos, and that only a
"small number" would be withdrawn initially, mainly those forces not
directly supporting the U. S. and allied troops in Vietnam.^® On Septem
ber 11, Thanat and Unger met again to review the results of the joint mili
tary group's deliberations. This was followed by a joint statement, released
simultaneously in Washington and Bangkok, announcing that approximately
6,000 U. S. military personnel would be withdrawn from Thailand by July 1,
1970. "The two governments," the statement indicated, "will continue to
evaluate the level of U. S. armed forces in Thailand in light of their assess
ment of developments in the Vietnam conflict."'®

The 1969 withdrawal negotiations served as a pressure valve for the
tensions that had begun to accumulate as a result of events in the United
States and Vietnam. The fears of concerned bureaucrats and politicians
on both sides of the Pacific regarding what had appeared to be an ever-

" Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdom ofThailand, pp. 767-69.
" USIS (Bangkok), Joint Thai-U. S. Statement, August 26,1969 (mimeo).
^ Theh Chongkhadikji, "U. S. Forced Withdrawal Talks Begin," Bangkok Post Septem
ber 9,1969.

Theh Chongkhadikji, "Most GI's to Stay Here for VN War," Bangkok Post, Septem
ber 9,1969.

'® USIS (Bangkok), press release, September 30,1969.
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mounting American presence in Thailand were allayed; in Thailand, in par
ticular, a public impression had been created that the government had an
independent policy of some sort for dealing with the Americans. The United
States, at the same time, had retained intact the military structure required
to carry out its mission in Laos and Vietnam. Actual withdrawals began
shortly after the conclusion of the negotiations. Effected in several stages,
the withdrawal ofall 6,000 troops was completed by June 30, 1970, drawing
the total U. S. troop presence in Thailand down to42,000 from the previous
September's high of slightly over 48,000.

With the completion of Phase I of the withdrawals, machinery was im
mediately set in motion to effect Phase II. Asecond round ofjoint military
consultations was held on August 31, 1970, followed by a further meeting
of Thanat and Unger on September 8. Out of that meeting came agreement
for the withdrawal ofan additional 9,800 military personnel by July 1,1971.
Through both unit deactivization and reductions-in-strength of remaining
units, the goal was met on schedule, leaving approximately 32,100 U.S.
military personnel inThailand on May 31,1971.

Beyond the issue of troop negotiations, Thanat was beginning to
experience some success in his Chinese policy as well. The announcement
on July 15, 1971, that President Nixon had accepted an invitation to visit
Beijing bolstered Thanat's efforts. While it was shocking enough for Thai
leaders that Nixon would actually venture into their archenemy's lair, what
was even more disturbing was the fact that they had not been consulted or
informed beforehand. As if to add salt to the wound. National Security
Adviser Henry Kissinger, on his way to his secret meeting in Beijing, had
stopped in Bangkok to reassure Thai leaders that the Thai-American alli
ance was on a sound footing and not subject to change. With the principal
pillar of SEATO publicly seeking rapprochement with Communist China,
the Thais could not help being impressed, if reluctantly, with the necessity
of some sort of adjustment on their own part. "No matter from what angle
one looks at it," one high-ranking military authority observed, "the Sino-
American communique [i.e., the Shanghai Communique] constitutes a seri
ous problem for our country. It calls for an immediate reconsideration of
both defense plans and political concepts."" Thanat was authorized to con
tinue his overtures.

No response from the Chinese was immediately forthcoming, however.
It was not until early 1971 that the first signs appeared of Chinese interest
in what the Thais had to offer. By October of that year, according to Ross
Terrill, secret reciprocal contacts facilitated by the French (who had shortly
before' established full diplomatic relations with Beijing) had advanced to
the point where the PRC was prepared to open talks leading to the establish
ment of formal state-to-state relations between China and Thailand. Osten-

" "Thanom's Middle Course," FarEastern Economic Review, March 8,1972, p. 12.
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sibly, the Chinese were prepared to enter into such a relationship on the
understanding that American troops would leave Thailand with the settle
ment of the Vietnam War, as Thanat himself had been claiming; in turn,
Beijing was to pledge a policy of noninterference in Thailand's insurgent
problem, consistent with Beijing's Five Principles of Coexistence.^® On both
major fronts, then-American and Chinese-Thai foreign policy in the fall of
1971 wason the brink of significantnew departures.

ONE STEP FORWARD, TWO STEPS BACK:
THE UNITED STATES REBUILDS

Any significant movement toward a major restructuring of Thailand's
external relationships faced severe institutional and psychological obstacles
within the political structure of the Thai government, however. As Thanat
staked out new ground for his government, the pressures working against his
policy approached the breaking point. That point was reached on Novem
ber 11, 1971, when Thailand's rulinggenerals carried out what amounted to
an internal coup against the Parliament and other rival political elements. As
has happened more than a few times in Thailand's political past, the exist
ing constitution was suspended, the Parliament dissolved, and the nation
declared secure under the leadership of a new political grouping known
as the Revolutionary Party." In point of fact, the coup amounted to little
more than an internal reshuffling of the existing hierarchy, with nearly all
of the old faces from the previous cabinet resurfacing in the Revolutionary
Party; significantly, however, Thanat's was missing.

There are many possible explanations for the November coup. Tension
had been building within the government for some time, as opposition and
dissident government MPs confronted Thanom in a legislative battle over the
budget which threatened his government with parliamentary defeat. This
was evidently too much for Thailand's conservative military leadership to
accept from a Parliament lacking any sound political base. There are also
indications that the coup may have been an outgrowth of factional strug
gles within the upper echelons ofthe government, with Prapart the principal
engineer and beneficiary.®'

Asecond possible factor behind the coup lies in the discomfort felt by
Thailand's military leaders with the new policy ground being staked out by
Thanat and others of similar mind. Given the concentration of political
power in the hands of Thanom, Prapart, and other military figures, it is

®® Ross Terrill, "Reports and Comment-Thailand," Atlantic Monthly, October 1972
pp. 10-14.

For further details on the 1971 coup, see David Morell, "Thailand: Military Check
mate," Asian Survey, February 1972; and Michael L. Mezey, "The 1971 Coup in Thai
land: Understanding Why the Legislature Asian Survey, February 1973.
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obvious that Thanat could not have acted as he did without their approval
or at least their acquiescence. At the same time, however, it seems equally
clear that support for Thanat's policies within the cabinet was less than en
thusiastic. By Thanat's own account, his military colleagues permitted his
activities less out of agreement with his ideas than from fear of the logic of
his arguments.'"* Given that fundamental ambivalence, Thanat was allowed
to proceed only so far asthe military authorities thought it in their interest.

By November 1971, apparently, that point had been reached. Threat
ened with loss of political control at the hands of anunruly Parliament, and
ill at ease with the road down which Thanat was leading them, Thailand's
military leaders opted in the November coup for the safe course, a return to
traditional authoritarian politics and to the security of the American rela
tionship. This, unfortunately, represented a fundamental misjudgment of
American intentions in the region and of the changing nature of the Thai
political climate. In both cases, the leaders of the Thai government were
seeking in 1971 a retreat into a past that had become increasingly eroded
and would soon become perilously insecure.

It is one of the misfortunes of this period that by 1969, and certainly
by 1971, much of the idealism and goodwill had gone out of the Thai-
American relationship. In earlier years, the American attitude toward Thai
land had reflected what has been called a "diplomacy of admiration," a
term that suggests the high regard in which Thai independence, culture,
and diplomacy were held in official American circles. With the escalation of
the war in Vietnam, the Thais had commonly been viewed and depicted as
staunch, fighting allies who shared the American ideals of national indepen
dence, free enterprise, and individual liberty. Together, the United States
and Thailand had been embarked on a crusade to prevent the submergence
of those shared values by the onrushing tide of communist aggression. By
1969, however, much of that perception had changed. With the U. S. Con
gress growing more dovish by the day, Thailand s hawkish calls for a more
vigorous prosecution of the Vietnam War met with scant welcome on the
other side of the Pacific. Senatorial and other critics discovered newground
for criticism in the agreements, real and supposed,. governing America's
military involvement with Thailand. Some pointed with concern to the
price demanded by Thailand for the support of its forces in Vietnam, sug
gesting that those forces were "Hessians" or "mercenaries"; others pointed
with disapproval to the sizable contribution the United States was making
to the Thai economy through its militaryconstructionand militaryand eco
nomic aid programs. On the public level, then, many Americans concerned
with Southeast Asia began to suspect what others in the field had long been
aware of: that with great sums of money to be made from the American

^ Interview, ThanatKhoman (Bangkok, July 21,1976).

143



presence, perhaps the Thais were not the noble and crusading idealists they
had once supposed.

It is important to remember, in considering this, that American dis
illusion was not focused on Thailand alone. America's reevaluation of its
relationship with Thailand was only one aspect of a more generalized malaise
and frustration felt toward Southeast Asia as a whole. By 1969, the United
States was, quite plainly, weary of the Vietnam War, disappointed with the
results achieved in that conflict, and anxious for any plausible rationale that
would allow it to extricate itself with a minimum of embarrassment and
dislocation.

While the United States was so deeply immersed in the Vietnam fight
ing that little could be done to effect a dissociation there in the short term,
other American programs in Southeast Asia could be dealt withmore readily.
In Thailand, by 1969, disillusion had overtaken the American aid program,
leading to major cutbacks in the programs of all majorfield agencies. At the
root of the agency cutbacks was a specific disillusionment with the counter-
insurgency field. American forces in neighboring Vietnam had been con
spicuously unsuccessful in their efforts to suppress the communist insur
gency by force; while in Thailand, despite millions of dollars of aid devoted
to counterinsurgency projects, the government effort to deal with the
northern and northeastern insurgencies had also failed to achieve clear-cut
results. Despite some fluctuation, the local insurgencies in all affected
regions of Thailand had continued to grow steadily, if slowly, through the
late 1960s, even as small armies of American military and development
advisers had struggled with the problem in the field. By 1969, the counter-
insurgency bubble, which had peaked in the years 1966-67, had deflated.
Fear of deeper involvement in Southeast Asia, and failure to achieve the
anticipated results, led to a decision on the part of the United States to
get out of the counterinsurgency game.

The United States Information Service was the first major agency to
quit the field in Thailand. Though USIS had generally welcomed theoppor
tunity to do ideological battle with the enemy in the early 1960s, psyops
operations in Vietnam and Thailand had been less than fully successful, and
in 1969, under the directorship of Frank Shakespeare, the decision was
consciously taken to remove USIS from thecounterinsurgency arena; opera
tions in Thailand were significantly cut back. USIS program costs in Thai
land subsequently fell from $2.9 million in FY 1970 to $2.4 million in FY
1971, and $2.1 million in FY 1972.

The Advanced Research Projects Agency, which had assumed the lead
ing role in counterinsurgency research, decided, too, to abandon the counter-
insurgency field. Though interest still remained within the agency, the
Department of Defense was compelled to retreat, owing to growing Con
gressional pressure. Increasingly, criticism of ARPA's rural security research
programs threatened to undermine funding for the agency's broader research
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programs. The attack on the Defense Department's research program (and on
social science research in particular) began in earnest in 1969, and was led
by Senators J. William Fulbright and Mike Mansfield. Early criticism focused
on DOD's conduct of what was termed "foreign policy research"-an area
said to be more properly reserved to the State Department. In August of
1969, Fulbright successfully introduced an amendment to the FY 1970
Defense Authorization bill which reduced the Defense Department's re
search budget by $9.5 million, including $5 million cut from Project Agile.'̂ '
Shortly thereafter, Mansfield introduced a further amendment, which be
came Section 203 of the bill, specifying that:

None of the funds authorized to be appropriated bythis Act may be used to carry
out any research project or study unless such a project or study has a direct or
apparent relationship toaspecific military function or operation.

DOD's social science and university research, Mansfield stressed, were the
target. The immediate impact on this provision was to eliminate as much as
$10 million ofDOD research projects.'*^ Continuing pressure from Fulbright,
Mansfield, and others in succeeding years convinced the Defense Department
of the need to abandon its social science research program. Essentially an
aberration in any event, counterinsurgency research was dropped in favor of
a return to ARPA's more traditional function of weapons and systems re
search; Project Agile was gradually phased out. ARPA funding for Thailand,
which had originally peaked at nearly $10 million, fell to $2.5 million in
FY 1972 and to $25,000 inFY 1973; the number ofU. S. researchers under
contract to ARPA, which had peaked at 192 in 1967, had by January 1972
dropped to only four. ARPA operations in Thailand were terminated in
December 1972.^"^ u

The experience in AID was similar, with the difference that AID had
never been enthusiastic in the first place about the idea of harnessing de
velopment assistance to the plow of counterinsurgency. At the time it had
been proposed, the counterinsurgency rationale had encountered wide re
sistance within the agency, based primarily on the objection that economic
development was a difficult enough task by itself without the added and
probably diverting job of propping up overseas regimes. Essentially forced
on AID, therefore, the counterinsurgency objective was willingly relin
quished in 1969, when AID priorities were reordered to emphasize the
agency's more traditional economic development goals. AID s Public Safety

Department of Defense Appropriations for 1970, Report of the Subcommittee of the
Committee on Appropriations, Report No. 91-607, 91st Congress, 1st session (Washing
ton,D.C.: U. S. Government Printing Office, 1970), p. 81.

PL91-121,91st Congress, S. 2546, November 19, 1969, p.2.
Deitchman, TheBest-Laid Schemes, p. 423.
Ibid., p. 10.
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Program was terminated in FY 1973. By 1975, the transition of programs
and goals was complete. In a statement provided to the Congress in June of
that year, the objective of AID's program in Thailand was explained as
being:

to encourage Thailand's continued political and economic growth by—
• helping the Thai mobilize theirhuman resources while
• reducing the economic disparities that exist among certain segments of the

population and among various sections of thecountry.

Counterinsurgency was replaced by astrategy focused on improving the
well-being of the rural poor, with specific concentration on (1) Food and
Nutrition, (2) Population Planning and Health, (3) Education and Human
Resources Development, and (4) Narcotics Control. Development assistance
itselfwas shifted from grant funding to a mix of grants and loans."*^

The shift in AID policy corresponded with a general and continuous
decline in the overall level of American economic assistance to Thailand, a
trend that accelerated from 1969 onward. The decline was reflected in the
rapidly falling number of Thai and American employees at USOM/Bangkok.
From a high of 741 in 1968, the number of USOM personnel (Thai and
American) plummeted to 210 by 1975."® From a peak of $65.9 million in
total obligations in FY 1967, U. S. economic assistance to Thailand fell by
FY 1975 to a low of $9.2 million.'*''

The symbolic capstone to the U. S. exit from the counterinsurgency
field was perhaps the departure of George Tanham in May 1970. Aware of
the drift of American policy and sentiment, Tanham had come to the con
clusion that he had accomplished all that he could under the circumstances.
Following his departure, Tanham s position was downgraded from Minister
to Counsellor (primarily because no replacement of sufficient stature could
be found), and the title of his office was changed from Special Assistant for
Counterinsurgency to Development and Security Section. The new head of
that office was William Stokes, a foreign service officer who had served
under Tanham but who lacked his authority and personal weight. Stokes was
to report to the Deputy Chief of Mission, George Newman, who assumed the
chairmanship of the Tuesday Group and inherited overall responsibility for
Tanham's former functions; following Newman's departure, Unger under
took to chair the Tuesday Group personally. Stokes formed a low-level
working committee for operations that carried on much of the work begun

Foreign Assistance and Related Agencies Appropriations for 1976, Hearings before a
Subcommittee of the Committee on Appropriations, House of Representatives, 94th
Congress, 1st session. Part 2, pp. 564-74.
46 AShift in Priorities," Business inThailand, September 1975, p. 138.

Animal Financial Report, Cumulative Data as ofJune 30,1975, U. S. Agency for In
ternational Development, Office ofFinance, USOM/Thailand, September 1975, pp. 1-3.
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under the SA/CI, but for all practical purposes the American experiment
in counterinsurgency wasat an end."®

WAIST DEEP; LAOS AND CAMBODIA

With the time-honored facades of moral crusading rapidly falling away,
Thai-American relations were quickly reduced to their most pragmatic bases.
With the withdrawal of American aid funds, complaints were increasingly
heard from many Thais that what Thailand needed was technical specialists,
not meddlesome generalists who interfered in domestic political concerns.
Some American ideas that had met with particular resistance, such as the
concept ofbureaucratic decentralization, withered when no longer watered
by substantial infusions of American financial support. To many Americans,
it thus became evident that the welcome given American advisers and their
advice had been closely related to the funds that had accompanied them.

On the military level as well, relations were reduced to their most fun
damental terms. For the United States, with a declining military presence
in South Vietnam, yet an undiminished need to retain intact its air power in
Southeast Asia, Thailand offered a critical base from which to continue its
air operations over Indochina. From the American perspective, the military
slack left behind by departing American ground forces could be taken up
by an increased reliance on American air support throughout the region. If
anything, then, the value of Thai property rose in inverse proportion to the
pace of American withdrawal from Vietnam.

America's growing need for Thai facilities was related not only toViet
nam but also to the requirements of Laos and, to an increasing extent, Cam
bodia. With the decline of American air activity over Vietnam, military
missions over Laos had been increased. With the overthrow in 1970 of
Cambodia's Prince Norodom Sihanouk, Thai-American involvement in that
country also rapidly escalated. The intensive American utilization of Thai
base facilities thus served to draw Thailand even deeper into the Indochina
conflict just as the United States was in the process ofwithdrawing.

In Laos, fighting had, with brief exceptions, been continuous since the
days of the First Indochina War, when the conflict in Vietnam had first
lapped over its borders."® As permitted under Article 6of the 1962 Protocol
to the Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos, American military assistance
had been provided the Royal Lao Government since 1964. Official American
involvement in aerial activity over Laos had dated from February of that
year Bombing of Laotian territory along the Ho Chi Minh trail (in southern
Laos) had begun in January 1965, with American air activity remaining ata

"® Written comments, George Newman, August 29,1977; also Tanham, Trial in Thailand,
p. 150.

Symington Hearings, Part 3—Kingdom ofThailand, p. 712.
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high level thereafter. In 1964, U.S. planes had flown twenty strikes over
northern Laos; by 1968, U.S. sorties for all of Laos totaled 67,000, with
U. S. aircraft playing a prominent role in direct support ofthe RLG. Ameri
can air activity over Laos continued at ahigh level through 1969 and peaked
in 1970 and 1971, with U. S. aircraft flying 106,872 attack and 75,431 other
missions the first year, and 95,495 attack and 91,069 other missions the
second. Also, 8,823 B-52 sorties (or 70 percent of all B-52 strikes for Indo
china) were flown over Laos in 1971.®® In that year, 47 percent ofU. S. tac
tical air strikes into Laos were flown from Thailand.®' The purpose of U. S.
air activity over Laos, as explained by President Nixon on March 6, 197oi
was (1) the protection of U. S. lives in South Vietnam through the interdic
tion of troop and supply movements along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and (2)
reconnaissance and combat support requested by the Royal Lao'Govern
ment.®^

The maintenance of that air effort, and indeed of the entire military
supply program for Laos, was dependent on the intensive use ofThai facili
ties. In permitting their use, the Thais were motivated by special concerns
distmct from those that allowed the use of Thai facilities and troops against
North Vietnam. Whereas in the latter case it could be said that the Thais
were acting in support of what were primarily U.S. objectives, in the case
of Laos historical Thai ties to that country were involved, as well as the
long-standing Thai concern over the consequences of a communist regime
establishing itself on their long eastern border. For reasons of direct national
interest therefore, the Thais were willing to cooperate closely with the
United States in Laotian operations.

Udorn and Nakorn Phanom were the primary bases for the Laotian sup
port program. Both bases served as rescue centers for American, Thai, and
Laotian airmen downed in missions over Laos and North Vietnam, and as
eparture points for the supply of remote Laotian outposts. Udorn in addi

tion to serving as the headquarters ofthe 7/13th Air Force and as the launch
point for an undetermined number ofbombing missions, housed the follow
ing units in their Laotian support capacities:

Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia: January 1972, pp. 34-35.
®' The bala^e were flown from South Vietnam and from American carriers In that
vT accounted for 64 percent of all radical air strikes against NorthVietnam. Ibid p. 36 (declassified material). The Thai Air Force was by that time no
longer mvolved mcombat sorties in Laos, the practice of having Thai pilots in Lao-
marked planes fly out of Udorn having been stopped in late 1970. Thai Army and Air
Eofin^nnorrf' helicopter gunship missions in northern^os in support of medical evacuation missions. Ibid., p. 35 (declassified material).
• rr^! of US. Involvement in Laos," Statement by the President, March 6 1970
436^0 Secretary of State, pp.'
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1. The CIA installation responsible for the Thai "irregular" program
in Laos. This facility maintained information on the Laotian order
of battle, recorded information on Chinese road-building activity
in Northern Laos, provided logistical and operational support to
both Thai and Lao irregulars, and served as liaison with the Thai
government unit (also located on base property) responsible for
administering the Thai irregular forces in Laos.

2. The Deputy Chief/JUSMAG-Thailand, whose office administered the
Defense Department-funded military assistance program for Laos.

3. Detachment One of the 56th Special Operations Wing, which was
responsible for the training of Royal Lao Air Force pilots, forward
air guides, and ground support personnel. tt c a

4. Ahelicopter detachment attached to the Office of the U. S. Army
Attache in Laos. Helicopter training of Laotian personnel-pilots,
instructors, and mechanics-was conducted by aU. S. Army training
team. .

5. A Coast Guard unit operating the Loran navigational system, usea
toguide air strikes over both Laos and North Vietnam.

6 Air America and Continental Air, both of which operated on a
(CIA) contract basis out of Thailand. Air America operaUons
included the transport of personnel and supplies into and within
Laos, performance of medical evacuation missions, and mainten
ance of all Royal Lao Air Force planes (except for C-47s, which
were a Thai monopoly). As of January 1972, Air America em
ployed 2,000 persons at Udorn-250 Americans, 150 Nationalist
Chinese, and 1,600Thais.'®

Nakhon Phanom, in addition to housing a large number oftactical and
other aircraft, was the center of the "electronic battlefield"-the most so
phisticated system of bombing then in existence. Near the base, in a large
concrete blockhouse called "Task Force Alpha," were housed two massive
IBM-360 computers that received and processed signals from thousands ot
seismic and other detectors planted along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. From those
data base computers selected with great precision the exact site and timing
of subsequent air strikes."^ Air power of this nature, which increasingly util
ized the capabilities of machines rather than men, underlay the feasibility ot
President Nixon's "Vietnamization" program. The rapid mobilization and
delivery of that air power would have been impossible, however, without the
facilities made available by Thai cooperation.

" Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia: January 1972, pp. 12, 23, and 32 (declassified mate-
rial).

Michael Malloy, "The Death Harvesters," Far East Economic Review, January 29,
1972.

149



Thailand was also enmeshed in the Laotian struggle in a more direct
sense. Inside Laotian territory, Thai irregular forces were actively involved in
military operations in support of the Royal Lao Government. By the winter
of 1970, the military position of the Laotian government had again deterio
rated sharply. Communist forces threatened the vital base at Long Thieng,
leaving open the possibility ofan imminent communist advance to the Me
kong. Thailand's offer to send a volunteer artillery battalion to Laos to
support the RLG (if requested to do so by the Lao government) sparked
sharp dispute in Washington. The State Department, joined by other agen
cies, resisted the proposal, arguing that it constituted an unnecessary escala
tion and presented formidable military risks. These reservations were over
ruled, however, by Nixon, with the support of Kissinger. As described later
by Kissinger: "[Nixon] was convinced and I agreed that to refuse the offer
would raise doubts in Thailand about our commitment to its defense and
might panic Souvanna."" Shortly after, on March 27, Thai artillery units
joined Laotian government forces in a successful counteroffensive against
the communist positions.

Thailand also fielded Special Guerrilla Units (or SGUs), irregulars com
posed of "volunteers" recruited inside Thailand by the Royal Thai Army for
service in Laos." Ostensibly operating under the overall command of the
Royal Lao Army, the SGUs wore Laotian uniforms, and all Thai officers
carried Laotian names and identity cards for the period oftheir service there.
Pay, allowances, and training costs were paid out of the Defense Depart
ment's military assistance program and disbursed through the CIA liaison
office at Udorn. Training was carried out at anumber of sites in Thailand by
a special detachment ofsixty Special Forces personnel and by Thais under
their supervision. As of January 1972, the United States was providing
support for nineteen SGU battalions (numbering 6,812 men), with an
additional 5,309 men in training in Thailand. As the result of a decision
taken shortly thereafter to expand the SGUs, total SGU strength rose by
September 1972 to 21,413." The Thai units, particularly artillery, played a
major role in the RLG's military operations through 1973.'®

Henry Kissinge^ The White House Years (Boston: Little, Brown, 1979), p 457 See

9^)*
" While some "volunteers" were in fact just that, the officer and NCO cadre in the pro
gram were ordered to serve in SGU units just as they would be ordered to any other

r 'r considered to be good combat experience. ThailandIMS, and Cambodm; January 1972, p. 19 (declassified material).

° declassified), 22-23,32-33;Subcommittee on UnitedStates Security Agreements and Commitments Abroad, Committee on Foreign Relations
toted States Senate, Staff Report, June 11, 1973, 93rd Congress, 1st sSm^S'
Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam: April 1973, pp. 14-15. '
" Thai forces refrained, however, from direct intervention in Laos. Faced with adeteri-
oratmg mihtary situation, the RLG sounded out both the Thai and American govern-
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In a similar fashion, Thailand was drawn into the emerging conflict in
Cambodia. The process of political and military deterioration in Cambodia
had begun on March 8, 1970, only two days after President Nixon's public
disclosure of American operations in Laos. On that date, villagers in Svay
Rieng province had demonstrated against the Viet Cong, who with the in
tensification of American bombing in Laos and North Vietnam had increas
ingly used Cambodian territory first as a staging area and later as a major
logistical thoroughfare. On March 11, three days after the first provincial
demonstration, government-sponsored demonstrations in Pnompenh de
stroyed the North Vietnamese and NLF embassies. On March 13, the govern
ment issued an ultimatum demanding the withdrawal of all Vietnamese
troops from Cambodia within three days. A new wave of even more violent
anti-Vietnamese demonstrations ensued in Pnompenh, followed on March 17
by armed conflict between Cambodian government and North Vietnamese
and Viet Cong troops near the Vietnamese border. The next day, March 18,
Prince Sihanouk was formally ousted as head of state and replaced by a new
government headed by Lt. Gen. Lon Nol and Prince Sisowath Matak.

From that point, events in Cambodia quickly snowballed, drawing the
deeper intervention not only of the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong but
also of South Vietnam, the United States, and Thailand. On March 23,
Sihanouk announced in Beijing the formation of a "National Liberation
Army"; offers of support immediately followed from North Vietnam, the
NLF, and the Pathet Lao. On March 27, South Vietnamese forces launched,
with U. S. helicopter support and the approval of the new Cambodian gov
ernment, their first major attack against Viet Cong strongholds in Cambodia;
and on April 30, American and South Vietnamese troops attacked Viet
namese communist sanctuaries inside Cambodia in an operation intended "to
protect airmen who are in Vietnam and to guarantee the continued success
of air withdrawal and Vietnamization program.Soon after, the United
States announced its intention to supply the Lon Nol government with mili
tary assistance.

American assistance to Cambodia led to Thai involvement as well. The

change of government in Pnompenh was warmly welcomed in Bangkok,
which had long been at odds with Sihanouk and his brand of Cambodian
neutralism. The Thai government, moreover, had much the same fears over
Cambodia as it had for Laos—that is, a concern for the possible consequences
of the establishment of a communist regime on its eastern border. (Cam
bodia had in recent centuries served, like Laos, as a buffer between Vietnam
and Thailand. Military conflict over control of Cambodia had actually

ments in late 1971 about the possibility of obtaining the intervention of Thai regular
forces. The request was refused by the Thais. Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia: January
1972,^,5 (declassified material).

"The Cambodia Strike: Defensive Action for Peace," address by President Richard
Nixon, April 30,1970, in United States Foreign Policy, 1969-70, p. 380.

151



erupted between the two states in the mid-nineteenth century, before a
form of dual suzerainty was reestablished by gentlemen's agreement.) On
May 28, 1970, Thailand formally recognized the new Lon Nol government.
One immediate issue for the Thais was the question of military aid for
Cambodia. Serious consideration was given within the cabinet to sending a
Thai expeditionary force to Cambodia, but no troops were committed when
the United States proved unwilling to foot the bill.®° On August 3, however.
Deputy Prime Minister Prapart revealed that Lon Nol and Thanom had
reached an unwritten "gentlemen's agreement" that Thai troops could enter
Cambodia at any time Thailand felt her security threatened by communist
forces in that country.No regular Thai forces were actually ever sent, but
an undisclosed number of Thai volunteers of Cambodian origin were trained
and equipped with U. S. financial support to fight in that country.

United States funding also supported the training in Thailand of regu
lar Cambodian armed forces personnel. During 1971, twenty-four Cam
bodian Army infantry companies numbering from 2,663 to 2,953 men were
trained in Thailand. Between September 20, 1970, and March 30, 1973, a
total of 5,790 Cambodian military personnel were trained in Thailand, some
by U. S. Army, Air Force, and Special Forces personnel, but the greater part
by the Thai Army and Air Force. A small number of Cambodian Air Force
pilots were, along with Laotians, trained at Udorn by Detachment One of
the USAF's 56th Special Operations Wing.^^ As in the case of military assis
tance to Thailand, American instructors were limited by embassy directive
to teaching teachers, as opposed to direct instruction of Cambodian person
nel. An exception to this, however, was the U. S. program for training Cam
bodian Special Forces in unconventional warfare, in which U. S. Special
Forces assumed a direct training role.

Thai facilities also played a major role in the American bombing of
Cambodia. Through 1971, almost all U. S. air strikes in Cambodia originated
in South Vietnam^^ (the exception being B-52 strikes flown from Thailand
in support of the U. S.-South Vietnamese incursion into Cambodia in May
1970, and in support of joint South Vietnamese-Cambodian offensives in
January 1971).^"^ With the withdrawal of American air and ground power
from South Vietnam, however, Thailand assumed an increasing proportion
of those strikes, to the point where, by 1973, Thailand (Ubon and NKP) was

^ Background InformationRelatingto SoutheastAsiaand Vietnam, p. 122.
Ibid., p. 123.

''Flying into an Uncertain Past," Far Eastern Economic Review, February 11,1974.

Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia: January 1972, p. 33; Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and
Vietnam: April 1973, pp. 31-33.

^ "Thai-Based B-52's Hit Red Sanctuaries," Bangkok Post, May 2,1970; "B-52'sBack in
Cambodia," Bangkok Post, January 15, 1971.
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the sole base for the round-the-clock bombing carried on by the United
States over Cambodia.

COVERING THE AMERICAN RETREAT

This was the situation in which Thailand and the United States found
themselves at the dawn of 1972. The United States was in the process of
drawing down its forces in South Vietnam, in pace with the progress of
"Vietnamization" in that country. At the same time, however, the intensi
fication of combat in neighboring Laos and Cambodia had led to increased
Thai-American involvement in both countries. With the withdrawal of
American power from South Vietnam, Thailand found itself in a position of
growing importance as the primary launching site for both strategic and
tactical American air strikes over Indochina. The substitution of Thai-based
air power for the allied ground forces being withdrawn from South Vietnam
was leading to a situation in which, in Ross Terrill's apt phrase, "Thailand
started to become ransom to Vietnamization,"^^ for Vietnamization could
only succeed with Thai-based American air power as its guarantor. As Con
gressional action made direct American intervention less and less feasible,
and as the United States sought feverishly for ways to bolster the sagging
regimes of Indochina, Thailand was to be asked even more than in previous
years to provide the forces and air basing facilities which alone could hold
the rear line for departing American power.

Though all Thai troops were withdrawn from South Vietnam by the
end of 1972 (in keeping with President Nixon's "Vietnamization" program
and with the desires of the Thai government), the Thai military presence
in Laos was simultaneously expanded. Faced with a deteriorating military
situation in that country, but unable to increase American involvement
directly, Washington decided in January 1972 to expand the Thai irregular
forces to their full authorized strength (Thai battalions in Laos had con
sistently been understrength). As a result of that decision, the total number
of SGUs, which had stood at approximately 6,000 at the end of 1971, grew
to 14,028 by the early summer of 1972, and to a high of 21,413 by Septem
ber of that year. Though total numbers subsequently dropped, owing to
decimation, desertion, contract attrition, and the absence of new recruit
ment after 1972, by April of 1973 Thai SGUs in Laos still numbered 17,330,
divided between twenty-seven infantry and three artillery battalions. These
were kept in place in Laos to increase the leverage of the Lao government in
negotiations on foreign troop withdrawals.^®

Terrill, "Reports," p. 6.

®® Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam: April 1973, pp. 14-15 (declassified material
on p. 15), 18.
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Why should Thailand have increased its exposure to its enemies at the
very moment when the ability and willingness of the United States to pro
vide emergency military support were visibly declining? The fact that such
an action was conceivably prejudical to the long-term interests of Thailand
was recognized in the Pentagon and elsewhere in the administration. Any
deepening of Thai military involvement in neighboring countries, some
argued, would be an unnecessarily provocative step that might negatively
affect Thailand's long-term security and position in the region. Questions
were also raised concerning the military effectiveness of the Thai units.
These concerns were communicated by Defense Secretary Laird to National
Security Adviser Henry Kissinger in a memorandum arguing against the SGU
force increase. It is difficult to know what motivated Kissinger at the time,
but it appears most likely that he was anxious to hold the tenuous fabric of
the Laotian government together for as long as possible while he constructed
a favorable negotiating scenario for Vietnam. Laird was overruled, and the
SGU expansion was authorized.^''

In the air as well, Thailand's involvement in the Indochina conflict was
visibly expanded in 1972. As the United States drew down its military
presence in South Vietnam, American air power was increasingly transferred
to Thailand, as the only secure base from which that power could be directed
on a large scale in support of friendly forces in Indochina and against infil
tration routes along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In April 1972, Defense Depart
ment sources had indicated that U. S. air power in Southeast Asia would in
the future be concentrated in Thailand, and that an American air presence
would be maintained in Asia "for many years to come."^® In the fall of
1971, it was announced that the U.S. withdrawal from Thailand had been
temporarily suspended by common agreement, owing to the increased need
of the Laotian and Cambodian governments for U. S. air support; the protec
tion of those countries from North Vietnamese aggression was, according to
Thanat, "a mutual interest" of the United States and Thailand.

The suspension of the American withdrawal from Thailand was a pre
lude to a major policy reversal. In the spring of 1972, in response to a mas
sive communist Easter offensive in South Vietnam, American air power in
Thailand skyrocketed. American requests to dramatically augment the U. S.
force presence in-country were readily acceded to by the Thanom govern
ment. Additional B-52s were flown in large numbers into U-Tapao between
April and June. By May 6, ten squadrons of F-4 fighter-bombers had been
ordered returned to Thailand.^^ In late June and early July, an additional
126 aircraft, including all fighter squadrons based at Da Nang and 8,000

'̂'Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., May 7, 1976).
"U. S. May Center Airpower on Thailand," Bangkok Post, April 15,1971.

"U. S. to Reopen Takhli Air Base," Bangkok Post, May 6,1972.
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military personnel, were transferred from South Vietnam to Thailand in
order to meet Nixon's Vietnam withdrawal schedule. All in all, U.S. air
power in Thailand rose in the spring and summer of 1972 to the highest
level ever; twenty-six tactical air squadrons, a dozen combat support squad
rons, fifty-eight B-52s, and eighty-six KC-135 tankers.™

One result of the sudden influx of American men and planes was a
serious overcrowding at Thai facilities. Thisnecessitated the reopening of the
air base at Takhli, which had been closed in 1970, and the opening at Nam
Phong (in May 1972) of a seventh base (a partially completed airfield that
had originally been planned for B-52 staging but whose construction had
been halted in 1968). Takhli became the base for F-111 tactical fighters,
which in their eleven months of combat flying prior to the bombing halt of
August 15, 1973, delivered more than 179,000 bombs over Indochina.''*
Temporary home to 2,100 marines and three bomber squadrons, Nam Phong
launched flights of F-4 Phantoms and A-6 Intruders on an average of one
every fifteen minutes, day and night, through the spring and summer of
1972.''2

By mid-summer 1972, U.S. military strength in Thailand had risen
from 32,200 (the number fixed by Thanat's Phase II ceiling) to more than
45,000 men plus 600 aircraft. Throughout the period of the American
buildup, however, the Phase II ceiling officially remained in effect, as the
additional American forces being brought in were, by mutual consent, con
sidered to be "temporary." This arrangement grew out of an agreement
(made at the time of the buildup) that the United States could bring in
additional personnel up to the level at which the U. S. presence hadpeaked
in 1968-69, a level of about 48,000. This, in the haste of the moment,
avoided the necessity of negotiating a new ceiling.

Following the repulse of the communist Easter offensive, however,
America's "temporary" forces remained firmly in place, the Thai govern
ment having acceded to a further American request to be allowed to main
tain its air units intact as a guarantor of the Paris and Laotian cease-fire
agreements and asvital support for the hard-pressed Cambodian government.
Thai-based air power was subsequently used in the extraordinarily heavy
bombing of North Vietnam which occurred on Christmas Day and New
Year's Day of 1972 (operation "Linebacker"), during which Thai bases
(and particularly U-Tapao) launched strike aircraft on a round-the-clock,
day-and-night basis.

The denouement of the American buildup took place at approximately
the same time as the Christmas bombing, when, on December 16, 1972, it

"Thai/U.S. Relations," Department of Defense working paper, December 1972
(mimeo).

" BangkokPost, July 11,1972.
"A Brief History of the F-111 at Takhli," U. S. Air Force, July 1974 (mimeo).
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was announced in Bangkok that the Thai government had granted the
United States permission to move its military headquarters for Southeast
Asia to Thailand in the event of a cease-fire in Vietnam. That transfer
occurred early in 1973 with the dismantling of U.S. Military Assistance
Command Vietnam (MACV) in Saigon. Simultaneously, the United States
Support Activity Group (USSAG) was created, with headquarters at Nakom
Phanom. Officially billed as a mop-up command concerned primarily with
establishing the fate of American servicemen still missing in action, USSAG
in fact functioned as the command headquarters for American military activ
ities in Indochina following the American withdrawal from Vietnam. Also
known by the code name "Blue Chip," USSAG's main function was to
oversee and coordinate American air activity over Indochina. Thoughactive
American bombing by that time was occurring only in Cambodia, USSAG
continued its tasks of target updating, planning bombing missions, and run
ning reconnaissance flights for the entire Indochina theatre. Other USSAG
functions included the operation of an integrated radar system for plane
direction and computerized bombing, and a sensor-monitoring facility
known as DART-essentially a reduced version of NKP's electronic battle
field center.With the establishment of USSAG, then, Thailand became in
the truest sense of the word the last bastion of American power in mainland
Southeast Asia.

Even with the repulse of the Vietnamese communist offensives of
Easter and Christmas 1972 and the conclusion of the Paris Peace Accords in
January 1973, Thai-based American air power remained intact to be used,
as United States and Thai spokesmen explained it, to ensure communist
compliance with the cease-fire agreements. In April 1973, one year after
the Easter Offensive buildup, bases in Thailand still housed 419 U. S. strike
aircraft, 56 B-52s, and 43 noncombatsupport aircraft, not including assorted
aircraft based at Udorn related to U.S. military assistance to Laos. U.S.
forces in-country numbered 44,000 personnel, of whom 36,690 were
attached to the U. S. Air Force, and the remainder were associated with
MACTHAI, the Deputy Chief/JUSMAG, SEATO, the U. S. Army Support
Command/Thailand, and USSAG. Except for Germany, this represented the
largest concentration of American forces in any country outside the U. S. at
that time.'^

The expanded American air presence in Thailand from the spring of
1972 onward raises two major questions: (1) how was the massiveAmerican
presence in Thailand justified, even after the Easter bombing had ceasedand
the Paris Accords had beensigned; and (2) why did Thailand permit itself to
be drawn deeper into the Indochinese conflict at the very moment when its

'̂ Michael Morrow, "America's Bastion," Far East Economic Review, July 2,1973.
Thaibnd, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam: April 1973,pp.4-5.
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sole protector, the United States, was visibly withdrawing? The answer to
both questions lies in the makeup of the respective Thai and American gov
ernments of the time.

In the United States, the questionof an appropriate scale for the Amer
ican military presence in Thailand became the subject of a running, though
low-key, dispute within the Nixon administration-with the Department of
Defense and the White House, represented by three successive Secretaries of
Defense and by National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger respectively, the
principal antagonists. That dispute had first flared in January 1972, as al
ready noted, over the question of increased Thai irregular involvement
in Laos. Soon, however, the rapid buildup of American air power over
shadowed all other issues. By the fall of 1972, that presence had become a
source of concern to responsible officials in the Department of Defense.
According to Department analysts, the American force structure inThailand
was top-heavy for the mission assigned it. The existing seven bases were
overcrowded, overloaded with aircraft, and excessively expensive to main
tain, while the aircraft on those bases lacked anadequate number of targets;
in the absence of a force mission, morale problems were developing among
the servicemen. At the heart of the DOD position was a question of manage
ment: the United States Air Force, it was asserted, could perform its mis
sion in Indochina more efficiently and more effectively with fewer planes;
under the circumstances, it was felt, two bases could be closed and their
forces withdrawn without seriously affecting American theatre capabilities.
These views were communicated to the Joint Chiefs in a memorandum from
the Secretary of Defense dated September 1972. Since all such decisions
required White House approval, the memorandum came before Henry
Kissinger in his capacity as National Security Adviser to the President.
Kissinger vetoed the plan.

The Defense Department persisted, however. Some months later, in
February 1973, Secretary of Defense Elliot Richardson called (in a similar
memorandum) for a reduction in force in Thailand, again on the grounds
that an effective deterrent capability could be maintained with far fewer
forces. Kissinger remained adamant, however, directing in a memorandum,
dated April 6, that the Defense Department cease all further planning fora
force drawdown in Thailand.''

The passage of the Fulbright-Aiken Amendment, terminating Ameri
can bombing of Cambodia after August 15, 1973, prompted one final DOD
effort. With the rationale for American bombing in Indochina effectively
removed by the Congressional ban, and with no credible mission left to the
American men and aircraft still stationed in Thailand, Secretary of Defense
James Schlesinger proposed, in a further memorandum to Kissinger, a

" Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., May 7,1976).
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reduction in the force level of the U.S. Marine air wing stationed at Nam
Phong. No reply to that memorandum was ever received.''® By that time,
however, events had passed the United States by, leaving the decision on the
future U. S. military presence in Thailand not in Washington but in Bangkok.

Kissinger's reasons for blocking DOD's plans are not difficult to find.
Whereas the Defense Department was approaching the question of force
structure from a military management standpoint (though the Defense posi
tion was not without its element of concern for Thai interests), Kissinger's
perspective was highly political. Above all, he was seeking to maintain a
visible, high-profile concentration of military power in Thailand as a deter
rent to renewed communist aggression in Vietnam and Laos and as an in
dispensable support for the tottering government of Lon Nol in Cambodia.
Thai-based air power, then, was to be the lever with which the United States
could deter or beat back new or continuing communist aggression in Indo
china-first, as a cover for "Vietnamization" and the American withdrawal
from Vietnam, and later as a means of guaranteeing communist compliance
with the Paris Peace Accords. In Laosand Cambodia in particular, American
air power (and Thai ground support) was viewed as essential to prevent the
collapse of the non-communist governments in those countries-a develop
ment that would have imperiled the settlement which Kissinger was then
trying to construct in Vietnam. While this served American purposes in those
countries, it nevertheless compromised Thai interests in the region. By per
mitting use of its forces and its territories for stepped-up attacks on nearby
communist elements, Thailand inevitably exposed itself anew to communist
wrath and retribution. As analysts in the Defense Department correctly
perceived, the intensive utilization of Thai facilities stood as a bar to the
adjustments Thailand would inevitably be forced to make to the new politi
cal realities created by the American withdrawal from Indochina. The ques
tion remained, when the United States had departed, would Thailand be left
to stand alone?

It is fairly clear, then, what led the United States to its position. What,
however, led the Thais to accept a position so apparently prejudicial to their
long-term interests? The signs that the American commitment to Southeast
Asia was fading were ubiquitous. Though the Nixon administration had
attempted to maintain a brave front before its allies, the U. S. Congress had
increasingly demonstrated its disinclination to support further U. S. military
endeavors on the mainland of Southeast Asia-or anywhere else, for that
matter. The landmarks of that process were a seriesof Congressional amend
ments and resolutions which progressively restricted the administration's
freedom of military action on the Southeast Asian landmass.

Of most concern to Thailand was the Cooper-Church Amendment to
the Defense Appropriations Act of 1970. Passed in the Senate on Decem
ber 15, 1969, Cooper-Church stated that "in line with the expressed inten-

Ibid.
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tionof the President of the United States, none of the funds appropriated by
this Act shall be used to finance the introduction of American ground com
bat troops into Laos orThailand."As a follow-up to Cooper-Church, the
Senate passed, on July 14, 1970, an amendment to the Armed Forces Ap
propriations Authorization Act of 1971 barring the use of appropriated
funds for the support of Vietnamese "or other free world forces" inactions
designed to provide military support and assistance to the governments of
Laos or Cambodia.'® With Cooper-Church barring the use of American
ground forces in Thailand or Laos, and with the Fulbright Amendment
preventing (theoretically) American support of Thai proxy forces in Laos
and Cambodia, all that remained to the Nixon administration for thesupport
of those countries was American air power. Operating out of Thailand, that
lever continued to be used liberally through the summer of 1973, when it,
too, was prohibited by the passage on July 1ofthe Fulbright-Aiken Amend
ment. Terminating all U. S. funding "directly or indirectly for combat
activities by United States military forces "in orover or from offthe shores
of North Vietnam, South Vietnam, Laos, or Cambodia after August 15,
1973," Fulbright-Aiken in effect forced a total cutoff of the American
bombing of Indochina, thus legally ending the mission ofthe approximately
450 aircraft and 45,000 U. S. military personnel then stationed inThailand.

THE PRICE OF COMMITMENT

If a gap between illusion and reality existed for the Thais where Ameri
can intentions were concerned, the UnitedStates government did not go out
of its way to dispel it. The Nixon administration, in fact, continuously
sought to bolster Thai confidence that America, if called on, would come to
their nation's aid. Vice-President Spiro Agnew, in a January 1970 visit to
Bangkok, reaffirmed to Thanom in a private meeting that the United States
intended to uphold its responsibilities under the SEATO Treaty and would
continue to shield Thailand from communist aggression.®" One year later, on
January 7, 1971, Defense Secretary Melvin Laird reassured Thanom in an
other Bangkok meeting that the United States would keep itscommitments
to Asia and would make available to Thailand increased military aid through
the 1970s.®'

Two weeks later, onJanuary 21,Nixon informed Thanom ina personal
letter that the United States would stand by its commitment to Thailand;
according to Thanom, Nixon's letter indicated that United States coopera-

•" Background Information Relating toSoutheast Asia and Vietnam, p.574.
" Ibid.

" Ibid., p. 577.
®° "U.S.Will Stand byThailand," BangkokPost, January 5,1970.
®' "Laird PromisesAid Increase," BangkokPost, January 8,1971.
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tion with Thailand would continue at the same level as it had to date.®^
On July 6, 1971, National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger assured Prime
Minister Thanom that the United States did not intend to disengage itself
totally from the region and would remain firm in its commitment made to
Thailand under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson.®'

Assistant Secretary of State for Asian and Pacific Affairs Marshall
Green carried the same promise to Thai leaders during a March 8 stopover
in Bangkok made shortly after Nixon'sChinatrip.®'* In April 1972, as North
Vietnamese troopspoured across the Vietnamese Demilitarized Zone (DMZ),
Nixon again assured Thanom by private letter that the United States would
stand by Thailand.®® In October 1972, that pledge was reiterated by Nixon
to Thailand's newly appointed Ambassador to the United States, Anand
Panyarachun. The United States, Nixon told Anand, intended to keep its
treaty commitments to Thailand and to continue providing military and
economic assistance to help Thailand maintain its stability and indepen
dence.®® The following month. White House Chief of Staff Alexander Haig
carried a personal letter from Nixon to Thanom assuring the Prime Minister
that the United Stateswould continue its full economic and military support
of Thailand.®'' Given the mood of the U.S. Congress and of the American
public at the time, however, it is clear that (administration instincts not
withstanding) the United States would have been neither willing nor able to
defend Thailand in the event of a serious threat to its security.

Nevertheless, the repeated assurances of support offered by an impres
sive array of responsible American officials did succeed in convincing many
of Thailand's military leaders that the United States could indeed be relied
on to stand by Thailand in the crunch. On February 24, 1973, General Kris
Sivara, Deputy Army Commander-in-Chief, stated that: "The American
presence will act as a deterrent against any major communist offensive in
Indochina.... It also gives us a warm feeling of security."®® Thailand's
leaders seemed unwilling to believe that the United States would actually
abandon Thailand and Southeast Asia to their fates. They were undoubtedly
reassured by President Nixon's decision to mine the port of Haiphong and by
his intensified bombing of Haiphong and Hanoi in December 1972. Their
concern as to American intentions was also allayed, it appears, by the stiff

®' "Nixon: We Abide by Commitment," BangkokPost, January 21,1971.
®' BangkokPost (date uncertain).
^ FederalAffairs Bulletin 11 (February-March 1972): 166,167,177-79.
®® BangkokPost(date uncertain).
®® "Nixon Lauds Thais," Octobers, 1972.

Haig Promises Thanom Full Support from U. S.,"BangkokPost, December 22,1972.
Theh Chongkhadikji, "U.S. Bases to Stay as Deterrent," Bangkok Post, February 25

1973.
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resistance being offered by the Nixon administration to the domestic peace
lobby in the United States.

What Thanat had clearly seen several years earlier, Bangkok's generals
were unable to perceive in 1972 and 1973. Or were they? As strong anti-
communists, Thailand's military leaders naturally, and as a matter of na
tional interest, were inclined to support any policy thatwould hold in check
the communist forces of Indochina. This would account, in particular, for
the Thai government's willingness to involve itself more deeply in Laos,
where Thailand was perceived to have a continuing and overriding security
interest. It is likely that the more perceptive among them did in fact under
stand that the United States was in a process of withdrawing from mmnland
Southeast Asia, and that the withdrawal from Vietnam was only one stage
in that process. It is likely also that, as highly conservative military men,
Thailand's leaders were ambivalent as to how to deal with that situation.
Should Thailand continue to tie its security to the American defense com
mitment, or should the nation venture alone into the uncertainty of an
attempted rapprochement with Thailand's longtime enemies? Thanom, Pra-
part, and the balance of the Thai military hierarchy remained wedded both
philosophically and practically in 1972 and 1973 to the concept that Thai
land's security was best assured by a close relationship with the dominant
power of the region. In their perception, that power remained the U. S.
Though evidence was abundant to indicate the declining validity of that
perception, the predelictions of Thailand's leaders strongly inclined them to
follow the safer course.

Evidence suggests that material support accruing to the Thai military
establishment may have also played a role in tipping the balance toward the
United States-for the United States still held one trump card with which
it could bargain to obtain the Thai concessions necessary to pursue its tacti
cal objectives in Indochina. That bargaining chip was military assistance. Pro
vided in large quantities and in a variety of forms, military assistance consti
tuted the grease that kept the machinery of the Thai-American alliance run
ning through the difficult years 1969-73. That aid was generally divisible
into two major segments; appropriated program funds and supplementary
Department of Defense add-ons. Under the allocation system then in effect,
the total of add-ons could approach or even surpass the official program
level. For several years, the program level for American aid to Thailand had
remained at approximately $60 million. It will be recalled, however, that
under the 1967 agreement governing the dispatch of Thai combat forces to
South Vietnam, the Department of Defense-funded military assistance pro
gram for Thailand was raised from its original level of $60 million to $75
million for both FY 1968 and FY 1969. Add-ons, including the cost of sup
port for Thai forces in Vietnam, raised the total 1969 expenditure level to
$106 million. In FY 1970, the program figure forThailand returned to $60
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million, but other supplemental allocations raised the level of actual expen
ditures to $104 million. In 1971, when the program ceiling was again fixed
at $61.6 million, actual expenditures totaled $89 million.®' In 1972, as U. S.
military forces poured into Thailand from both Asia and the United States,
the level of U. S. miUtary assistance soared. Again the program figure for
DOD-funded military assistance was set at $60 million, yet the actual level
of assistance provided in 1972 more than doubled that figure. On top of
the officially programed $60 million, there was added $15 million in what
was known as "Additional Assistance to Thailand," or AAT. This "addi
tional assistance" was provided for in a March 1972 exchange of letters be
tween Major General Andrew Evans and Air Chief Marshal Dawee Chulya-
sappa, in which the United States agreed to provide the Thais with an
additional $15 million in military assistance for 1972, on the understanding
that they in turn would add to their military budget for 1972-73 an addi
tional $20 million to finance specific mutually agreed means to improve
the military readiness and capability of the RTARF."'"

Officially explained as a one-shot add-on designed to build up Thai
forces to cope with the greater external threat posed by developments in
Laos and Cambodia and by Thailand's own insurgency, the AAT program
was in reality a vehicle for circumventing the restrictions imposed on U. S.
involvement inCambodia by the Cooper-Church and Fulbright amendments.
Under those two amendments, the United States was barred from sending its
own ground forces into either Laos or Cambodia, or from providing MAP
financial support to Thai forces aiding the governments of those countries.
In the face of those prohibitions, the AAT attempted to continue Ameri
can combat support to Cambodia by indirectly funding Thai emergency
forces. The $15 million being provided by the United States was theoreti
cally earmarked for the use of the Thai armed forces, with no formally
stated relation to Cambodia operations. This aid was provided, however, on
the understanding that the RTG would supplement its defense budget by a
comparable sum, which would be freed by the American assistance from
alternative uses; that increment, drawn in a legal sense from purely Thai
funds, was to be used for possible Cambodian operations, including an up
grading of both air and ground forces designated for possible use in that
country.'' AAT also included $20 million in PL-480 funds, which acted as
budgetary support to free Thai foreign exchange for Foreign Military Sales
(FMS) purposes.

Other military assistance add-ons provided by the United States during
1972 included a special increment of $4.5 million for helicopters and ar-

Thailand,Laos, Cambodia,and Vietnam: Aprill973, pp. 12-13.
"Ibid., p. 9.
" Confidential Interview (Washington, D. C., May 7,1976).
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mored personnel carriers (promised the Thais by Vice-President Agnew on
his visit to Bangkok in June 1972); a further $6.5 million in helicopters,
given in lieu of the Hawk missile batteries originally promised when Thai
forces were sent to Vietnam (by 1972, it had been judged that the Hawks
had become excessively expensive and were no longer suited to Thailand's
defensive needs); $1.7 million worth of equipment released to the Thais
from the Overseas Replacement Training Center (ORTC), where Thaitroops
bound for Vietnam had been trained; $13.6 million in excess transfers ,
and $26.86 million in equipment used by Thai forces in Vietnam and turned
over to them at the time of their departure.'^ In the latter case, it had been
agreed when Thai forces were dispatched to Vietnam in 1967 that those
forces would be permitted, on their return, to retain their U. S.-supplied
equipment. In fact, however, large-scale exchanges of used equipment for
new were permitted, on a one-for-one basis, at U. S. depots in Vietnam some
four to six months prior to the departure of the Thai forces. The difference
in value between the new and used equipment, unaccounted for in official
figures, resulted in an undervaluation of the equipment retained by the
Thais. In the evaluation of one Defense Department analyst, the actual
value of the equipment transferred to the Thai forces in Vietnam totaled
closer to $50 million than $26 million.'®

The net result of these assorted add-ons to programed military assis
tance levels was that in 1972 U.S. military aid to Thailand totaled $128.3
million (not including the excess value of Vietnam-related equipment),
more than twice the value of the officially planned program. Calculated
differently, U. S. aid may have risen as high as $146.25 million."

In FY 1973, the programed level of military assistance dropped sub
stantially, from an original figure of $60 million down to $35.8 million. As
in previous years, considerable excess funding was added to the program fig
ure, so that totalU. S. military assistance was substantially higher. The search
for additional excess was in fact the object of an "intensive" embassy effort.
Nevertheless, the total amount of American assistance for 1973 remained
considerably below the level of the previous year. This decline is largely ex
plained by the fact that,beginning in FY 1973, U. S. Military Assistance Sup
porting Funds (MASF) were subsumed under theMilitary Assistance Program
(MAP), which, falling under the Foreign Assistance Act, required Congres
sional approval through the authorization and appropriations processes. Be
ginning in FY 1973, therefore, the Thai military assistance program was sub
ject to far more legislative control and scrutiny than in thepast. Through the
years of theVietnam War, in fact, such scrutiny had been all but non-existent.

Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam: April1973, p. 9.
'® Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C.,May 7,1976).
" Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam: April 1973, p. 9.
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It is difficult to escape the conclusion that the rapid and large-scale
augmentation of American military assistance to Thailand in the years 1970,
1971, and 1972 served in part as ameans to placate Thailand's military lead
ers while the United States continued to utilize Thailand's military facilities.
In bothcountries, then, policy was led by essentially tactical considerations.

ADJUSTMENTS IN BANGKOK: TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE?
Eventually, Thailand's leaders did begin a slow process ofreadjustment.

The necessity for some sort ofaccommodation with the future was impelled
by three major developments. The first was President Nixon's visit toBeijing
in February 1972-a development that indicated a dramatic easing of the
hostility which had long prevailed between Thailand's closest ally and her
greatest enemy; if Thailand chose to retain her militantly anti-Chinese pos
ture, she would henceforth be alone. The second development was the sign
ing of the Paris Peace Accords. Indications of a breakthrough had surfaced in
October and November 1972, with the actual signing of the Peace Agree
ments taking place on January 28, 1973. At that point, no doubt could
remain in the minds of Thai government leaders that the U. S. withdrawal
from Vietnam would be complete and final. The third major development
was a precipitous decline in U. S. military aid in 1973.

Signs of pending changes in Thai foreign policy first began toappear in
the summer of 1972. In July, Boonchu Rojanastien, the influential director
of the Bangkok Bank, made the following remarks in a widely publicized
speech:

As Americans, you see us as corrupt, trafficking indrugs, fuU ofbureaucratic
red tape, alien bills, etc. On our part, we complain about your military bases, your
hippies, your Americanization ofour culture, your arrogance. But whatever dissatis
factions there are with each other-America has been the closest friend and ally
uf Thailand for the past 20 years. For the past 20 years you have served us well,
and we have served you weU. But the time, I think, ofAmerica being our closest
friend and ally is coming to an end. Perhaps not ofour own choosing, it's more of
yours. When the time comes and we shall have to part, let it not besaid that Thai
land broke away, but rather that the national interests ofboth our countries made
it undesirable for theUnited States to have exclusive rights over Thailand's relation
ship. But let us remain goodfriends....

For example, we are grateful that the U. S. has given us a protective umbrella
for many years. How can we now refuse your request to open up an air base, say
at Takli? The Thai nature would allow this even ifit were against our better judg
ment. Yet in giving in to such a request, we have virtually allowed theU. S. to bind
us to her, and taken away the opportunity ofgreater flexibility in our foreign pol
icy. The more you want to get out ofVietnam, the more you tie up Thailand. And
when the time comes for you to withdraw, we will be blamed for "flexibility"
again. Is this really fair to us?^^

^ "Bend With the Wind," speech ofBoonchu Rojanastien before the American Chamber
of Commerce, Bangkok, July 1972, in Thai-American Business 4 (July-August 1972):
18-24.
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Also in the summer of 1972, Thailand began a limited opening to China.
In September, a Thai ping-pong team visited Beijing at China's invitation.
Accompanying the team were its leader. Police Lt. Gen. Bhumpol Lohachala,
and Prasit Karnachanawat, the Deputy Director of Economics, Finance, and
Industry with the National Executive Council (the RTG s executive unit),
officially acting as "adviser" and traveling in a "private capacity," Prasit
met with Premier Chou En-lai and other high-ranking Chinese officials.
While in Beijing, the Thais discussed with Chou the initiation of trade and
cultural contacts. Prasit indicated to Chou that Thailand would continue to
recognize the Republic of China (ROC) for the foreseeable future, and
asked that Beijing cease its support of Thai insurgency. Chou isreported to
have indicated that China would continue to support the valid aspirations
of neighboring peoples, butdid notquestion Thai recognition of the ROC or
Thailand's ongoing military alliance with the United States. Following the
Thai visit. Radio Beijing ceased its theretofore regular attacks on the Thai
government.'®

In June 1973, an eighteen-man Thai ping-pong team paid a second visit
to Beijing. At the same time, the Thai government began lifting trade barriers
with China, began scaling down the level of official contact with the repre
sentatives of Taipei, andestablished telephone and cable links between Bang
kok and Beijing. Thailand's leaders expressed no specific interest, however,
in establishing full diplomatic relations."

At the same time, the Thai government also began a tentative effort to
reduce the American military presence in Thailand. The question of limited
withdrawals had been raised during Vice-President Agnew s visit to Bangkok
in February 1973, but no specific results had been forthcoming. On August
17, 1973, two days after the termination of American air operations over
Cambodia, Thai and American representatives met in Bangkok and agreed
on the "gradual" reduction of U. S. forces inThailand. Afollow-up meeting
of Thai and American military representatives one week later resulted in
an agreement calling for the initial withdrawal of 3,550 U. S. military per
sonnel and ICQ aircraft.

Though the initiation of troop withdrawal discussions by theThais was
a clear indication of some rethinking on Thailands situation, the fact that
the initial force reduction was so small suggests that any move toward a
major reduction of the American presence would be extremely slow and cau
tious. Only a short time earlier, Henry Kissinger had been quoted as saying
that it would probably take from five to ten years before a "substantial
U.S. withdrawal from Thailand could take place; and Thai leaders had
clearly indicated that while it was theirpolicy to reduce the U. S. troop pres-

"Thai/U. S. Relations," Department of Defense working paper, December 1972
(mimeo).

" Far Eastern Economic Review, September 24,1973, pp. 26-27.
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ence in Thailand to the minimum level necessary, they at the same time
wished to retain a substantial American presence "to deter and suppress
threats from the other side."'® In May, Prime Minister Thanom stated that
Thailand would continue to make its military facilities available to the
United States "so long as violations of the cease-fire and peace agreements
continue to hamper a settlement in Indochina."" Speculation at the time
suggested that U.S. force levels would remain at 30,000-40,000 men and
300 planes for some time.'"

The hesitancy of the RTG's realignment of its American and Chinese
relations suggests a desire on the part of Thailand's leaders to accommodate
their country to its communist neighbors, yet at the same time retain the
security of a substantial American presence. The irony of the situation in the
fall of 1973 layin the fact that the process of transition then under way had
actually begun four years earlier in 1969. In late 1972, Thailand had stood
at the brink of a transformed relationship with both the United States and
China. The loss of those intervening years would prove a substantial burden
both to American relations with Thailand and to Thailand's relations with
its neighbors.

" Ibid., October 1,1973,p. 16.
" "Thanom Firm on Continued U. S. Troop Presence," BangkokPost, May 15,1973.
100 Far EasternEconomicReview, October 1,1973, p. 16.
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Chapter 6
Indifference and Disengagement

A DIVERGENCE OF INTEREST

Thai-American relations underwent a major transition in the fall and
winter of 1973, as the Thanom-Prapart government was forced from power
and replaced by a new democratically-based civilian leadership. The policies
pursued by that leadership differed significantly from those of their prede
cessors and hastened the disengagement of American military forces from
Thailand. To an extent unprecedented in previous years, nationalism became
a force in Thai foreign policy. The changed climate of Thai politics placed
the United States, for the first time, in a role of responding to, rather than
leading, local initiatives. Thus, Thai demands for an accelerated withdrawal
of American forces from Thailand posed a fundamental challenge to Ameri
can diplomatic flexibility: could the United States come gracefully to terms
with the new Thai policies?

For Thailand, the major point of transition occurred in October 1973
with the overthrow of the Thanom-Prapart government. TheThanom regime
had in fact been in trouble for some time. Rising inflation rates and a rice
shortage in 1972 had drawn charges of economic mismanagement; and mis
handling of a relatively minor political scandal (involving illegal hunting by
high officials in the Thung Yai Game Reserve) in the summer of 1973 had
badly tarnished the regime's authority and prestige.

What the Thai opposition had lacked in earlier years was an effective
catalyst, a force that was capable of organizing and mobilizing political
power on a large scale. By the summer of 1973, such a force had come into
being in the form of the National Student Center of Thailand (NSCT).
Founded in 1968, it was only with the election of Thirayuth Boonmee as
Secretary General in August 1972 that the NSCT began to function on a
truly national scale. Over the next six months, Boonmee succeeded in trans
forming the NSCT from a loose organization of separate campus groups
into an effective organ of student expression embracing over 100,000
members.

On July 10, 1973, the NSCT announced that the students would soon
begin their own draft of a new Permanent Constitution (Thailand had been
without a constitution since the coup of 1971), the final version to be
released December 10. The confrontation that brought about the fall of
the Thanom government began on October 6, when twelve constitutional
activists—students, writers, and politicians—were arrested for distributing
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pamphlets urging the early promulgation of a Permanent Constitution. On
the morning of Sunday the 14th, an apparently chance encounter between
students and soldiers led to violence, which soon escalated to a full day of
bloody fighting between university and vocational students, on the one
hand, and Thai military and police, on the other. The confrontation, which
continued into the next day, left nearly eighty students and other protestors
dead. On October 14, Thanom resigned as Prime Minister, to be replaced by
Sanya Thammasak, a popular, widely respected jurist; less than twenty-four
hours later, Thanom, Deputy Prime Minister Prapart, and Col. Narong
(Thanom's son-in-law, a notorious and much disliked army colonel) fled
the country for exile abroad.

There are several explanations for the fall of Thanom and Prapart.
Clearly, the students were the principal actors in the crisis. It is equally clear,
however, that the student movement alone, no matter how vocal or numer
ous, could not have toppled the military government. Their success proved
in the end to be dependent on the implicit support of Bangkok's citizenry,
to whom the existing government had come to appear inept, increasingly in
capable of dealing with the problems facing Thailand, and unnecessarily bru
tal in dealing with its student opponents. Even more important, however,
was the role of the King, who directed Thanom and Prapart to leave the
country, and that of other high echelons of the Thai military who disagreed
with Thanom's handling ofthe student problem and refused him the support
necessary to maintain his position. Stripped of popular support. Royal
acceptance, and critical military backing, Thailand's "Evil Trio" had no
choice but to surrender power.'

The turnover in Thailand's government in those heady days ofOctober
1973 was, and could Justifiably be, hailed by many as a triumph ofthe popu
lar will and a mandate for a new political order based on more open, demo
cratic principles. Though the final decisions at the last critical moments had
been made by the King and by other high-ranking military officers, it was
popular opinion, as galvanized by the vocational and university students, that
had forced their hands. Henceforth, Thailand's government was to embark
on new political and diplomatic paths. The direction they would take was
to be dictated not only by theelite of Thailand's military establishment but
also by new voices with fundamentally different perspectives: students, ur
ban workers, farmers, journalists, and intellectuals. Inevitably, as Thailand's
government and its political constituency changed, so would its policies.

SHIFTING GEARS

The October 1973 uprising in Bangkok brought about amajor shifting
of gears not only in the Thai government but also in theThai-American alli-

' "Evil Trio" was apopular epithet applied to Thanom, Prapart, and Narong during the
final days of the October crisis.
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ance. The halting process of mutual disengagement which had tentatively
begun some months earlier was rapidly accelerated as the new civilian gov
ernment, spurred on by pressure from the now-powerful student movement,
sought to shed much of the political and military deadweight ofthe former
regime. Politicians and intellectuals who, though strongly conservative, had
in previous years functioned outside the apparatus established by the rnili-
tary not unnaturally viewed the Thai-American alliance in a different light
from their military predecessors. Most important among these, perhaps, were
elements of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs who, long accorded a backseat
role in the formulation of Thailand's foreign policy, were now ina stronger
position to assert their views. In a major break with the recent past, the
Ministry ofForeign Affairs in the years 1973-76 was allowed to play a lead
ing role in the formulation ofThailand's policies toward the United States
presence in Thailand and Thai-American relations. This, in turn, necessitated
a major adjustment on the part of the United States, which throughout the
preceding twenty-three years had leaned heavily on its military connections,
effectively bypassing the Ministry on most major policy matters. From the
Ministry's standpoint, that close association of the Americans with the mili
tary provided additional justification for an aggressive assertion ofMinistry
views. Later, in 1976, there occurred a determined attempt to break the
U. S. Embassy/Ministry of Defense-Supreme Command axis.

The change ofadministration in Bangkok overlapped with a change of
ambassadors at the U. S. Embassy. Appointed just prior to the October 14
uprising, the new ambassador. Dr. William Kintner, had formerly served
with both the U. S. Army and the CIA, and more recently as head of the
Foreign Policy Research Institute of the University of Pennsylvania. Unfor
tunately for Kintner, his stay in Bangkok was to be astormy one. From the
outset, his public image was hampered by his past connections with the U. S.
military and intelligence communities—an association that aroused profound
suspicion among Thailand's students and leftist intellectuals. His conservative
views, coupled with a sometimes brusque personal style, led to further mis
understanding in some Thai quarters, which tended to identify Kintner with
the old regime with which the U. S. had worked so closely. In point offact,
Kintner proved to be neither an apologist for the old regime nor a foe of
Thailand's new order. Described by one high MFA official as "an honest,
straightforward man—in an Asian context, a rough diamond, the difficul
ties of Kintner's years were less his own creation than a product of the tur
bulent politics of post-Thanom Thailand.

Almost immediately on his arrival, Kintner was faced with a crisis in
volving the Central Intelligence Agency. In December 1973, an American
intelligence agent in Nakhon Phanom drafted and sent aletter toPrime Min
ister Sanya Dharmasakti which purported to be written by a Thai insurgent.

^ Confidential Interview (Bangkok, July 2,1976).
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Offering a military truce in exchange for government recognition of "liber
ated areas" in the Northeast, the letter apparently was meant to sow con
fusion within insurgent ranks and to bring the reality of the insurgent threat
to the attention of the new government (whichup to that point had evinced
little interest in the insurgent problem). The ploy backfired, however, when
the letter was dutifully registered and posted by a local employee, thus al
lowing it to be traced back to the CIA. The revelation of the CIA's lamen
table adventure immediately brought a storm of protest from both the gov
ernment and the student community. Thai sovereignty had been seriously
infringed; this, it appeared, was a clear-cut example of the intolerable inter
ference in Thai domestic affairs of which the United States was widely be
lieved to be guilty. Thai students demonstrated, demanding Kinter's recall,
and journalists condemned American arrogance and deceit. On January 17,
Kintner was called to Government House to explain to the Prime Minister the
role of the CIA in Thailand. At that meeting, Kintner pledged to Sanya that
he would do everything possible to prevent any U.S. interference in Thai
land's internal affairs; the CIA office from which the letter had been sent,
he also indicated, had been closed and the agent responsible returned to the
United States.^ Kintner's assurances were accepted at face value, but the in
cident left a bad taste in the mouth of those already concerned with the
broad scope of American involvement in Thailand.

On the international level, Thailand's new civilian government faced
two major policy challenges: an adjustment of Sino-Thai relations, and
the devising of an acceptable formula for the reduction of the U. S. military
presence in Thailand. In both areas, steps were rapidly taken to bring Thai
land's international relationships into line with the new realities of a demo
cratic system and a Southeast Asia increasingly detached from American
protection.

On December 21, 1973, Deputy Foreign Minister Chatchai Choonhavan
arrived in Beijing for an official one-week visit, marking the first such visit
by a Thai in two decades. During his visit, Chatchai met with Prime Minister
Chou En-lai and obtained agreement from China for thesale of 50,000 tons
of diesel fuel to Thailand at a "friendly" (concessionary) price. Soon after,
on February 7, 1974, Thai Defense Minister Dawee Chulyasappa arrived in
Beijing for another week-long visit in his capacity as head of Thailand's
Olympic Committee. Dawee, too, met with Chou and othergovernment min
isters in discussions ranging from sport to trade to Chinese support for Thai
insurgents. Chou is reported to have informed Dawee that, since Thailand
had reoriented itself along democratic lines, China no longer had reason to
support Thai terrorists." At the same time, in NewYork, Chinaand Thailand
launched discussions concerning increased trade between the two countries.

Foreign Affairs Bulletin 14(January-March 1974); 30-31.
Ibid., 14 (January-March 1974): 43-45.
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Shortly after the new year, Chatchai again visited the PRC, this time negoti
ating the sale to Thailand ofan additional 75,000 tons ofoil.

The culmination of this warming trend in Sino-Thai relations occurred
on June 30, 1975, when Thailand's newly elected Prime Minister, Kukrit
Pramoj, arrived in Beijing as head of an official government mission. The
visit of the Thai delegation-which met with Mao, Chou, and other high dig
nitaries—was capped on July 1 by the announcement that Thailand and the
People's Republic ofChina had agreed on the establishment offormal diplo
matic relations. In the joint communique issued over thesignatures of Chou
and Kukrit, China acknowledged domestic Thai sensitivities by enjoining
Chinese residents of Thailand to abide by the laws of Thailand and by ab
juring the option ofdual nationality for Thailand's Sino-Thai citizens. Also
included in the communique was the statement that "the two governments
agree that all foreign aggression and subversion on and all attempts by any
country to control any other country or to interfere in its internal affairs
are impermissible and are to be condemned"—an obvious reference to Thai
concern over Chinese-supported subversion. Thailand, in turn, accepted Bei
jing's standard "anti-hegemony" clause (directed against the Soviet Union).^
The achievement of the Thai delegation in Beijing ended a 25-year chill in
Sino-Thai relations and stood as a major milestone ofThailand's new foreign
policy.

Thailand's civilian government also attempted to break new ground in
its relations with the communist powers of Indochina. In the case of Laos,
the road was cleared for a political accommodation by the removal between
April 4 and June 4, 1974, of the approximately 4,000 remaining Thai "vol
unteer" forces (SGUs) from Laotian territory. The withdrawal of theSGUs
was carried out in compliance with the cease-fire agreement leading to the
establishment of a new coalition government in that country on April 5.®
In September, the last Thai prisoners of war were freed by the Pathet Lao;
and in November, Foreign Minister Charunphan Isarangkun paid an official
visit to Vientiane, the first official Thai-Lao contact since the formation of
the coalition government. Thai-Lao relations nevertheless remained strained,
owing to past Thai involvement in Laos, continuous overflights by U. S.
reconnaissance aircraft, and border and trade difficulties.

Overtures were also made to the communist government in Hanoi; in
the Vietnamese case, however, it was painfully evident who held the upper
hand. Through 1974, Thai approaches to Hanoi were consistently rebuffed,
with the North Vietnamese demanding the full withdrawal of American
military forces from Thailand as a precondition for the opening of talks.
The fact that Thailand had expelled its former military rulers appears to have

' Ibid., 15(July-September 1975):68-70.
®Ibid., 14 (January-March 1974): 50; Ibid., 14 (April-June 1974): 35.
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mattered little to the North Vietnamese, who persisted in referring to the
new Thai government as "old wine in new bottles."

With the fall of Saigon to communist forces in April 1975, a new
ground for dispute arose in the form of more than 175 South Vietnamese
aircraft flown by fleeing Southerners to U. S. bases in Thailand. While fifty
of the most valuable aircraft were immediately removed by U. S. personnel
to offshore sites, the remaining ones that were still serviceable became an
object of contention. Both the United States and Vietnam claimed owner
ship, with Bangkok asserting that the question lay solely between those two
countries and did not involve Thailand. Not surprisingly, the Vietnamese
rejected this view and laid full responsibility at the door of the Thai govern
ment. By the spring of 1976, all of the South Vietnamese aircraft were, by
agreement with the RTG, either junked or turned over to the Thai military
by the U. S. Embassy.'

Significant progress in the direction of a Thai-Vietnamese rapproche
ment was achieved when, from May 16 to 19, 1975, a delegation from the
newly installed Provisional Revolutionary Government of the Republic of
South Vietnam visited Bangkok for official intergovernmental talks. Im
mediately thereafter, from May 21 to 29, Phan Hien, the Vice-Minister of
Foreign Affairs of the DRV, visited Bangkok for a discussion of issues re
lating to the normalization of relations between the two countries. While it
was acknowledged on Mien's departure that "a few outstanding questions
remained between the two governments," considerable progress had been
made in the talks, and a Thai delegation was invited to visit Hanoi at a mu
tually agreeable time to carry on the discussions.® For over a year after that,
little new progress was made, apparently because of the continued American
military presence in Thailand. In the first week of August 1976, however.
Foreign Minister Bichai Rattakul paid the return visit to the DRV, which cul
minated in an announcement of full diplomatic relations between Hanoi and
Bangkok on August 6.® The days of the Thai-American anti-communist cru
sade in Indochina were over.

CHANGING THE BALANCE

Simultaneously with its overtures to the communist powers of the re
gion, the Thai government moved toward an accelerated withdrawal of
American military forces from the country. The Thai rationale for this pol-

' Confidential Interview (Bangkok, July 1, 1976).
®Foreign Affairs Bulletin 15 (April-June 1975); 56-58.

See Bangkok Post, August 7, 1976. It is worth noting that Bichai drew considerable
criticism at the time for being too sycophantic and overly anxious for diplomatic rela
tions with Hanoi (which, in fact, he was). To most observers, including the North Viet
namese, the weakness ofthe Thai negotiating position was painfully evident.
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icy was explained by Foreign Minister Charunphan Isarangkhun in an address
before the Foreign Correspondents Club ofThailand on January 16, 1974.
"Thailand's future relations with the U. S. will have to be modified andadap
ted to changing circumstances. During the past decade the characteristic of
our relations with the U. S. has been an emphasis on military cooperation.
This needs to be adjusted to achieve a more truly balanced relationship.'""
Owing to the declining American involvement in Vietnam, the U. S. was al
ready in the process ofwithdrawing from Thailand at the time of the 1973
uprising. The policies of the new Thai government were designed to hasten
that process and were to take it farther and faster than would otherwise
have been the case.

To bring about a major withdrawal of U. S. military power from Thai
land was in fact nosmall step, as over the years the large-scale U. S. presence
had produced a number of major social and economic impacts. Without
taking into account the impact of imported American goods used by U. S.
troops, the scale ofU. S. mUitary spending in the Thai economy had been mas
sive. According to a study made in October 1969, net U.S. military spend
ing in the Thai economy totaled $30 million in 1965, $130 million in 1966,
$214 million in 1967, $215 million in 1968, and an estimated $170 million
in 1969. Not included in those figures was U.S. Military Assistance (MAP
and MASF) or USOM's economic assistance program. At the height of the
U.S. military construction program in 1967, American military and asso
ciated contractors employed approximately 44,000 locally hired workers."

Thailand's impressive growth rate of 8 percent per annum during the
1965-70 period had largely predated the military buildup (from 1957
through 1964, Thailand's annual economic growth rate averaged 7percent),
and so cannot be directly attributed to the American presence. Compared to
the size of the growing Thai labor force, which totaled at that time some
16,000,000 and was expanding at the rate of 450,000 annually, the number
absorbed by the United States does not appear large. Yet, at its height, the
U. S. military was the second largest sin^e employer in Thailand after the
Thai government itself. Moreover, the effect of the American presence
tended to be highly localized, particularly in the towns and cities surround
ing the several air bases of the Northeast and the Utapao-Sattahip complex.
In two cities in particular, Ubon and Udom, military spending almost
equaled the total value of the local GNP;" and for the Northeast in general,
George Viksnins has estimated that U. S. military spending accounted for as

"In the U.S. Orbit-for the Moment," Far Eastern Economic Review, October 18,
1974.

" Konrad Bekker, "SID Panel on the Impact of U.S. Military Spending," October 1,
1969 (mimeo).

" Ibid.
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much as one-third of the region's gross domestic product. '̂ While the impov
erished Northeast was clearly in need of additional economic inputs, the
spending brought by American servicemen (outside ofmilitary construction)
tended to be concentrated in service areas-tailors, samlor drivers, jewelry
shops, bars, restaurants, and prostitution-and therefore of only transient
value to the local economies. For these reasons, much of the economic activ
ity brought about by U.S. military spending in the Northeast was not self-
sustaining and faded quickly when U. S. military forces departed.

Even in its declining phase, the American military presence continued
to pump millions of dollars into the Thai economy. In FY 1973, U. S. mili
tary forces in Thailand purchased over $121.5 million worth of goods and
services from Thai firms; in FY 1974, the figure was $103.7 million."* Ac
cording to an analysis made by the National Economic and Social Develop
ment Council of Thailand in August 1975, the American military presence in
Thailand at that time accounted for the employment of 100,000 Thais-
approximately 50,000 directly and 50,000 indirectly-most of whom would
face unemployment in the event of an American withdrawal. In addition,
it was believed that some 14,450 nightclub employees, 13,815 samlor
drivers, 10,000 "hired wives," and 2,050 prostitutes would also seriously
suffer."' (It should be noted that by the time of the study the American
presence in Thailand stood at only 26,000, or halfits peak 1969 figure.)

While the economic impact of an American withdrawal would obvi
ously be great, the Thai government was correctly convinced that the na
tion s economy was capable of continued growth without large American
inputs. Theadverse economic consequences of an American withdrawal were
at least partially offset in the government's calculation by the mixed feelings
with which many Thais viewed the continuation of a large American pres
ence. Particularly among the more conservative Thais, that presence was
perceived as bringing, along with its economic and security advantages, a
number of negative impacts on the nation's cultural and social life. Most im
portantly, the large number of American servicemen stationed in-country or
temporarily there on R &Rhad sparked a nationwide explosion ofprostitu
tion. With its large, opulent massage parlors lining the mile-long strip of
Phetchburi Road, Bangkok had earned itself the reputation of"Vice Capital
of the East," and the city's prostitute population was believed to number
nearly 10,000.*« In the countryside, both prostitution and the "hired wife"

" George J. Viksnins, "United States Military Spending and the Economy of Thailand
1961-1912'' Asian Survey, May 1973, p. 446.
"* Schodt, Zimmerman, and Slott, "Twenty-five Years of Thai-American Mutual Coop
eration" (U. S. Embassy Bangkok, March 1975), p. 36.
" "Nearly 100,000 Thais Will Be Unemployed After Withdrawal of U. S. Troops," Daily
Time (Bangkok), August, 1975; translated in Current News and Comment Tramlation
USIS(Bangkok). '

Paul Avery, "Trouble in Thailand-Too Many Americans," San Francisco Chronicle
(Sunday Punch Section), September 1, 1968.
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phenomenon flourished in the immediate vicinity of the American bases. In
dicative of the situation in those areas is an orientation booklet intended for
American servicemen arriving at Camp Ramasun: Of seventy-one commer
cial establishments listed on an attached map of the city of Udorn, twenty-
seven are described as "bars" (with such rare names as "My Love," "Mona
Liza," "Happy Hooker," "Flower," "Playmate," and "Happy"), seven as
"massage parlors," and twelve as "hotels."The sight of thousands of
American servicemen (as well asGermans, Scandinavians, and other tourists)
strolling in Bangkok and other cities with their arms around Thai girls
aroused considerable resentment in some quarters. It did not matter that in
the vast majority of cases it was Thais who owned the bars and brothels
which profited from the servicemen's business, or that many of the clients
of those bars and massage parlors were themselves Thai; what did matter was
the blatant commercialization of the "industry" and the indiscreet public
display of sexual affection by large numbers of foreigners. From this, many
Thais were led to conclude that the American presence was damaging to Thai
culture and therefore undesirable.

While resentment at that level was usually restrained and seldom voiced,
other voices both inside and outside the government actively pressed for a
rapid American withdrawal. Well to the left, the students of the NSCT found
cause for concern in the close relationship that had existed between the
American embassy and military and the now-despised Thanom regime. The
remaining American bases, as the embodiment of that relationship, thus be
came the new target of student demands. Within the government itself, the
campaign for withdrawal was pushed by liberal elements of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. While the Ministry could by no means be considered anti-
American (most Ministry personnel, like others in the Thai bureaucracy,
were actually ambivalent on the American question), its perspective was con
siderably broader than that of most of Thailand's military leaders. A resur
gence of Thai nationalism in the months following October 1973, coupled
with the exigencies of Thailand's international position, made the case for
an adjustment of the American link compelling.

AMERICA GOES HOME; THE FIRST PHASE

With the unilateral halt of U. S. bombing over Indochina in August
1973, the large American military presence in Thailand had lost its previous
raison d'etre. Far from an asset, therefore, American bases and servicemen
came to be viewed as a liability, most particularly to Thailand's attempted
rapprochement with its expanding communist neighbors. During 1974 and
1975, a succession of civilian-led governments entered into negotiations
with the United States for an accelerated withdrawal of American forces.

Laotian leaders, apparently following North Vietnamese leadership,
had already made clear to the Thais that the continued presence of American

" 7th RRFS (U. S. Army), Welcome to CampRamasun.
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forces in Thailand constituted a major obstacle to good Thai-Lao relations.
Bangkok's efforts to upgrade its relationship with Hanoi had met with the
same response. Replying to a Thai overture in late 1974, Hanoi had stated
its terms:

Thai authorities have sold out Thai independence and sovereignty, turned
Thailand into a U. S. military base and compelled Thaiyouth to fight asmercenar
ies for the United States in its war of aggression in South Vietnam and Indochina.
... With such a hostile policy toward Vietnam and Indochina, it is unrealistic
for the Thai administration to talk about improving relations between the two
countries.

[An end to] Thai collusion with the U. S., in its poUcy ofaggression against
neighboring countries, is the fundamental condition for the establishment of
friendly relations between the two countries.'®

The fact remained that as the new Thai government began its first full
year (in January 1974), the levelof U. S. military activity in and out of Thai
land remained high. The total U.S. military presence then stood at 35,000
men and 600 aircraft. Despite the Congressional ban on military or para
military operations by the U. S. in or over Vietnam, Laos, or Cambodia,
U. S. reconnaissance missions over Indochina continued." At Udom, where
MACTHAI's "training and logistics detachment" was based, U. S. support for
the government of Cambodia continued under the acronym SCOOT ("Sup
port for Cambodia Out of Thailand"). At that time, slightly more than 400
of the 850 personnel attached to MACTHAI were involved in training pro
grams for the Cambodian Air Force.^° More importantly, nearly all of the
approximately $300 million of U. S. military aid to Cambodia per year was
being funneled through Thailand. Vital supplies of rice, sugar, oil, and
weapons flowed to Cambodian sources via trans-Mekong barges or U. S.
C-130 transport planes; through the summer of 1974, C-130 flights out of
Thailand averaged approximately three per day. In late September, C-130
operations were turned over to a civilian contractor (Bird Air) in what was
termed "an effort to further reduce the presence of U. S. military personnel
in Cambodia."^' A private airline on contract with the CIA, Bird Air con
tinued to utilize U.S. Air Force C-130s, spare parts, fuel, and maintenance
services; crews, however, were civilian, composed of both Thai and American
nationals.^^ By March 1975, Bird Air was flying thirty missions daily,using
twelve C-130s. Airlift (to Pnompenh) and airdrop (over combat zones)

18 «<"Thais' Delusions of lAiii\omac.y" FarEastern Economic Review, November 15 1974
p. 28.
19 "U.S. Jets Continue Reconnaissance Sorties," Bangkok Post, February 14, 1974.

Robert Kaylor, "Thai-Based U. S. Advisers Centre on Camho^Si,"Bangkok Post Sep
tember 5,1974.

"Civilians to Take Over PoAift," Bangkok World, September 28,1974.
Tad Szulc, "Trail of Deception: Our Mercenary Air Force inCamhodiz," New Repub

lic, March 13,1975, pp. 10-12.
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operations continued until the fall of Cambodia to communist forces in the
spring of 1975.

Efforts to reduce the size of the American presence began soon after
the Sanya government came to power. On February 22, 1974, it was an
nounced that agreement had jointly been reached on the withdrawal of 300
U. S. Special Forces; the departure of those forces for Ft. Bragg, North Caro
lina, on March 25 closed the door on a 14-year period of training and ad
visory assistance by SF units in Thailand.

On March 29, 1974, it was jointly announced that agreement had been
reached on the withdrawal of an additional 10,000 U.S. servicemen, begin
ning the following May.^® The withdrawal sequence was to be phased through
the remainder of 1974. On May 15, the drawdown began with the flyout of
three B-52s from U-Tapao, the first to be redeployed out of Thailand since
the original arrival of the B-52s in 1967. By the end of May 1974, a total
of fifty-one U. S. aircraft had left U-Tapao and Korat for destinations in
the United States.^" ByJune 30, most American military advisory postswith
Thai combat units had been abolished, though advisers remained at the staff
level at Thai military headquarters; by that date also, all Air America opera
tions out of Thailand were terminated.^®

In July, Thailand moved to further restrict U. S. military activity by
formally asking that the United States end its reconnaissance flights over
the Indian Ocean from U-Tapao. The reason for the request. Foreign Minis
ter Charunphan reportedly explained, was that such flights contravened
Thailand's support for the UN resolution declaring the Indian Ocean a Zone
of Peace; they undermined ASEAN'S declaration of Southeast Asia as a
Zone of Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality; and they were not covered by the
1967 Thai-U. S. agreement governing the use of U-Tapao. Kintner reportedly
assured the Thai minister that the United States would do nothing to violate
Thai wishes, and the flights were accordingly halted.^® On July 12, the last F-
111s flew out of Takhli (to Korat), effectively ending U.S. air operations
from that base; Takhli was formally closed the following September. By the

USIS (Bangkok), "U. S. Force Reductions Questions and Answers," March 29, 1974
(mimeo).

USIS (Bangkok), "First B-52's Re-deployed from U-Tapao," Press Release No. 53, May
16,1974.

Robert Kaylor, "More Changes Planned in U. S. Withdrawal," Bangkok Post, May 5,
1974.

"In the U.S. Orbit-for the Moment," Far Eastern Economic Review, October 18,
1974 (Focus, p. 3). At the time of the Thai request, JCintner journeyed personally to
Washington to ask the ICS for some concession to the Thais (such as sharing information
gained from the flights) which might enable the U. S. to continue its Indian Ocean mis
sions. According to Kintner, however, theICS were unwilling to grant such aconcession.
(Interview, William R. Kintner, August 11,1977.)
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end of 1974, the U.S. military presence in Thailand had been reduced to
some 25,000 U. S. personnel and 350 aircraft.

The departure of the Americans was viewed with mixedemotions with
in the RTG. Differences began to surface in particular between the Ministry
of Defense and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as to how the Americans
should be handled. In mid-September, Deputy Defense Minister Bua Sirasap
stated that though the Thai military approved of a reduction in the size of
the American presence, it did not favor a complete withdrawal. According
to Sirasap, "it is a fact that for the sake of national security we want Ameri
can forces to continue being stationed here. We do not want them to be
completely withdrawn because it would be impossible for us to remain with
out friends. It is a fact that American military forces whichare stationed in
Thailand are no danger whatsoever to our country. What is of greatest im
portance is that the situation outside Thailand is not very trustworthy yet.
Should American forces be completely withdrawn, there is no question but
that danger would menace us."" Soon after, on September 24, it was re
ported that the Foreign Ministry's position on U. S. troop withdrawal con
flicted sharply with that of the Defense Ministry, and that "strong argu
ment" had arisen in cabinet meetings on the matter. With the military's
influence still muted, the dispute was for the time being resolved in favor of
the Foreign Ministry.^®

The withdrawal process accelerated during 1975. In January, nation
wide elections-the first in four years-were held for a new National Assem
bly. Out of those elections there emerged a highly fragmented Parliament in
which representation was divided among twenty-one different parties. Seni
Pramoj, leader of the Democrat Party, attempted to form a coalition based
on his party's plurality in the House. On becoming Prime Minister on Feb
ruary 13, Seni declared in his first governmental policy statement that: (1)
Thailand wished to maintain friendly relations with all friendly countries,
regardless of governmental systems; (2) Thailand would advance step-by-
step toward full diplomatic relations with the People's Republic of China;
(3) Thai-U. S. relations would in the future be governed by thenew Perma
nent Constitution; and (4) all U. S. troops would eventually leave Thailand.
No detailed timetable for the withdrawal was specified, however. '̂

Seni's government was short-lived. On March 6, only eight days after
assuming office, Seni fell following a vote of no-confidence. In the political

"American Military Forces Must Remain: The Situation Is Not Trustworthy,"iVacfez-
chart, September 18, 1974; translated in USIS Translation-News Report, USIS (Bang-
kok) (mimeo).

^ "Defense Ministry and Foreign Ministry Differ on U. S. Troop Withdrawal," Thai Rath.
September 24, 1974; translated in USIS Translation-News Report, USIS (Bangkok)
(mimeo).
29 Foreign Affairs Bulletin 15(January-March 1974): 38-40.
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jockeying that followed, his brother and political rival, Kukrit Pramoj,
emerged at the head ofa new coalition that took office on March 16. Like
Seni, Kukrit was firmly rooted in Thailand's conservative/aristocratic tradi
tion. He was at the same time, however, prepared to move more rapidly on
the American issue. In his first statement of national policy, on March 19,
1975, Kukrit announced that his government would go beyond the general
goals proposed by his predecessor and take steps to bring about the with
drawal ofall foreign troops from Thailand within one year.®"

This time limit on the American withdrawal immediately placed new
and greater strains on the negotiating process. The one-year deadline came as
a surprise and was taken as an ultimatum by the U. S. Embassy. Negotiations
which had up to that point been pursued ina flexible, relaxed manner were
henceforth conducted in a pressure-cooker environment. Further pressure
was added by the collapse of South Vietnam in March and April 1975. The
resentment caused in American circles by the withdrawal deadline is re
flected in remarks made at the time by Secretary Kissinger. Responding to
an interviewer's question on the Thai position, Kissinger observed; Basi
cally, as we observe our policy around the world, it is important to under
stand that the United States does not do favors to other countries by being
in an alliance with them. Nor do other countries do us favors by being our
allies. If other countries want us to withdraw our troops, we will, of course,
withdraw them."®^ One month later, on June 24, Kissinger repeated his
warning: "No country should imagine that it is doing a favor by remaining
in an alliance with us. No ally can pressure us bya threat of termination; we
will not accept that its security is more important to us than it is to itself."'̂
Though the Secretary's remarks reflected difficulties then being encountered
over base rights in Turkey, Greece, and the Philippines, Kissinger clearly had
Thailand in mind as well.

THE MA YAGUEZ AFFAIR

The supercharged atmosphere in which the final negotiations were con
ducted was further burdened by the negative repercussions stemming from
the U. S. handling of the Mayaguez incident. The attitude demonstrated by
the United States toward Thailand and its facilities in that affair clearly in
dicated that only minimal adjustments had been made by American policy
makers in their customary approach to Thai affairs. The infringements of
Thai sovereignty which occurred provided evidence to many that the United
States continued to regard Thailand as a client state rather than a truly equal
and independent actor.

^ Ibid., p. 23.
USIS (Bangkok), "Kissinger on U. S. Forces in Thailand," Official Text, May 7,1975

(mimeo).

^ "Sharp Warning toU. S. Allies," Bangkok Post, June 25,1975.
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In May 1975, Thai-U. S. relations were already under strain, owing to
the apparent failure of the United States to adequately consult the Thais
on a number of critical occasions. In the closing days of the Cambodian War
the Thai government had ordered the United States to cease its shipment of
war materiel from Thailand to Pnompenh (which was commonly done by
trans-Mekong barge); though the U.S. stated its willingness to comply
doubts nevertheless persisted as to American good faith. Another sensitive
point concerned the massive exodus of Cambodian, Lao, and Vietnamese
refugees which inundated Thailand in the immediate aftermath of the
collapse of those countries; the Thais had insisted that all of the refugees be
moved out of Thailand within one month, but American performance was
falling far short of that mark. Thai irritation had also been aroused by the
secret removal to the USS Midway in early May ofalarge number of"high-
value" aircraft flown into Thailand by fleeing South Vietnamese in the clos-
ing days of the Vietnam conflict.

These were no more than minor irritants, however, compared to the
Mayaguez affair. In the early morning hours (EOT) of May 12, 1975, the
U. S. merchant vessel Mayaguez was intercepted and seized in international
waters off Cambodia while en route from Hong Kong to Sattahip. The Amer
ican response was quick, for the previous month had witnessed the fall of
both Cambodia and South Vietnam to communist forces-a development
that was perceived as a severe political defeat for the United States and a
serious blow to American pride and morale. The seizure of the Mayaguez
therefore, offered aready-made opportunity for the United States toreassert
Its national will and power before the world. Within hours of the attack
reconnaissance aircraft from U-Tapao were ordered to maintain constant sur
veillance of the captured vessel, pending the arrival ofU. S. surface vessels
from Subic Bay. An immediate concern to U. S. policymakers was the pos
sibility that the crew of the ship, which had been taken to the nearby Cam
bodian island of Koh Tang, might be transferred to the mainland, from
which it would be more difficult to secure their release.

On the morning of May 13, signs were detected that the Cambodians
were attempting to move their captives to the mainland. U. S. attack aircraft
based in Thailand responded with operations which by day's end left three
Cambodian patrol craft destroyed and three others damaged. That evening,
at 8:30 P.M., U. S. Marine Corps units in Okinawa were alerted to be ready
for movement to Thailand.

That same day, Kukrit, who was unaware of the strikes taking place, in
vited U. S. Charge d'Affaires Edward Masters to a meeting at Government
House. Masters was informed of the Thai government's mounting concern
that force might be used to secure the release of the Mayaguez. Kukrit ex
plicitly stated that the Thai government did not wish tobecome involved in
the affair and did not wish Thai territory to be used in connection with any
action that might be taken by the United States against Cambodia. This was
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a point of particular concern to the Thais, as the RTG was at that point
attempting to work out a new modus vivendi with the Cambodian govern
ment. Masters and his colleague, Political Counselor Thomas Barnes, reas
sured Kukrit that the United States would take no such action if it were
against Thai wishes. Neither Masters nor Barnes knew that an American
operation was already under way, since the Embassy had not been informed
of either operational or future plans. Returning to the Embassy, Masters and
Barnes cabled the information toWashington. Only then were they informed
ofWashington's plan. With that knowledge came the order that the informa
tion not be conveyed to the Thai government."

In point of fact, plans were then being laid for even more active mili
tary intervention. At an early stage of the incident, serious consideration was
given to the use ofU. S. Air Force Security Police from Thai bases mapos
sible recovery operation. As infantry-trained personnel used principally for
base protection, the Security Police were, according to an Air Force spokes
man, "the only combat-trained troops we had in Thailand or anywhere
nearby."" All U. S. bases in Thailand were reportedly informed of the im
pending action on May 13, and certain units were placed on an alert footing.
All ofthe available heavy helicopter assets ofthe 7th Air Force were likewise
ordered to U-Tapao. As originally planned, the Security Police were to move
against the ship early on Wednesday, May 14, with U. S. marines from Oki
nawa and Subic Bay available in a standby capacity. The plan was aban
doned, however, when a U. S. helicopter carrying Security Police from Na-
khon Phanom (one of three bases participating in the operation) to U-Tapao
crashed shortly after takeoff, killing all aboard. The crash caused a several-
hour delay while other security forces were assembled. By the time a new
operation could be mounted, the backup contingent of 1,000 marines had
arrived at U-Tapao and was substituted for the police. The first marines had
arrived at U-Tapao at 9:45 A.M."

When, early on the morning of the 14th, Kukrit learned that U. S. ma
rines had been brought into Thailand without prior consultation (as had
hitherto been the custom). Masters was again summoned to Government
House. Inthat second meeting, the Prime Minister strongly protested the ma
rine presence and delivered to Masters an aide-memoire stating that, unless
the forces were withdrawn, good relations between the two countries would
suffer "serious and damaging consequences."" The United States was given
twenty-four hours to move themarines outof U-Tapao.

" Confidential Interview (Washington, D. C., May 13,1976).
"U.S.Confirms PostStory," Bangkok Post,May 23,1975.

" Ibid.; general interviews; and J. M. Johnson, R. W. Austin, and D. A. Quinlan "Individ
ual Heroism Overcame Awkward Command Relationships, Confusion, and Bad Informa
tion Off the Cambodian Coast," Marine Corps Gazette, October 1977, pp. 24-35.
" Foreign Affairs Bulletin 15(April-June 1975): 69-70.
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Once again, however, Washington had already taken independent ac
tion. At approximately 5:00 P.M. (EDT, 5:00 A.M. Bangkok time), the Na
tional Security Council had taken the decision to begin military operations
for the recovery of the Mayaguez and itscrew. That step was taken with the
knowledge that any such action from Thai soil had been expressly prohibited
by the Thai government. Nonetheless, within fifteen minutes of the decision,
U. S. helicopters carrying two hundred marines lifted off from U-Tapao for
Koh Tang island, 195 nautical miles away. Accompanying the marines was
an escort of F-4 Phantom and A-7 fighter aircraft, plus C-130 gunships dis
patched from Udorn and Korat.

The successful recovery of the Mayaguez and its crew was, despite the
considerable casualty count, a major psychological boost for the United
States. The forceful demonstration of American will and power was for
many Americans a reassuring, if minimal, balm to the psychological wounds
of the Indochina experience. For the Thai government, however, the Ameri
can recovery operation posed serious problems. The recent and sudden in
stallment of victorious communist governments along the entire length of
Thailand s eastern border had redoubled the pressure on the Kukrit govern
ment to achieve some sort ofaccommodation with the new communist pow
ers in Southeast Asia. The continued use ofThai facilities for offensive mili
tary operations against those countries therefore seriously compromised
what was for the Thais a prioritypolicy objective.

The Thai government s reaction was predictable. In aprotest note dated
May 20, fte RTG expressed its deep concern over the handling of the Maya
guez affair, which, it charged, had "seriously impinged upon the national
sovereignty ofThailand." For that reason, it had been decided that "a review
of all aspects of cooperation and commitments existing between Thailand
and the United States is essential and shall be undertaken immediately. This
review shall also extend to the arrangements for the use ofmilitary bases and
facilities in Thailand by the United States, pending the complete withdrawal
of United States military forces from Thailand by March 1976 in accordance
with the declared policy of the Royal Thai Government." It was also an
nounced that the Thai Ambassador was being recalled to Bangkok for
consultation." In the capital, leftist students staged three days of stormy
demonstrations at the gate of the American Embassy.

Washington's response was restrained and mildly apologetic, but con
ceded little ground. Several days after the incident, on May 19, adiplomatic
note was delivered to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Chatchai Choonhavan

" "The Mayaguez Affair-Facts Concerning the Thai Government's Protest," RTG Press
Rdease No 13 in The Seizure ofthe Mayaguez, Hearings Before the Subcommittee on
International Political and Military Affairs ofthe Committee on International Relations

Congress, 1st session. Part 2, June 19 and 25, and July
25,1975 (Washington, D. C.: U. S. Government Printing Office, 1975), p. 237.
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stating that "the United States regrets the misunderstandings that have arisen
between Thailand and the United States in regard to the temporary place
ment of marines at U-Tapao to assist in the recovery of the SS Mayaguez. . . .
The United States government wishes to express its understanding of the
problem caused the Royal Thai Government by these procedures and wishes
to repeat its regret. The policy of the United States continues to be one of
respecting the sovereignty and independence of Thailand. The unique cir
cumstances that have led to the recent turn of events do not alter this tradi

tional relationship and are not going to be repeated; the Government of the
United States looks forward to working in harmony and friendship with the
Royal Thai Government." Attached to the note was a brief account of the
events related to the recovery operation.^®

Statements at home were more candid, however. Secretary of Defense
James Schlesinger observed that "we took a response under the circum
stances that was firm and judicious. It accomplished the objectives. This has
been—including an element of good fortune—a very successful operation and
I would not change it."®^ The most revealing response, however, came from
Secretary of State Kissinger, who explained in a news conference in Washing
ton on May 16 that:

In the course of this decade, it may be that a pattern of action has developed that
made us assume that our latitude in using these bases was greater than the current
situation in Southeast Asia would permit the Thai government. And therefore, inso
far as we have caused any embarrassment to the Thai government, we regret those
actions."^

Consistent with the statements of other American officials on the sub

ject, Kissinger refused to concede the incorrectness of America's action. While
acknowledging that "the Thai government finds itself, in general, in a compli
cated position after the events of Indochina, quite independent of this recent
operation," Kissinger went on to point out that "they have to understand
that we, too, have our necessities." Pressed further on the question of prior
consultation, the Secretary ventured the explanation that "the assumption
was that we were in an emergency situation in which, on occasion, we have
acted without having a full opportunity for consultation, and it was there
fore thought that within the traditional relationship it would be a measure
that would be understood. In any event, it would have presented massive
problems either way.'"^^

"Text of a Diplomatic Note Delivered by American Charge d'Affaires Edward Masters
to the Foreign Minister of Thailand, Chatchai Choonhavan, in Bangkok, May 19, 1975,"
in Seizure of the Mayaguez, Part 2.

"Excerpts from Secretary of Defense James R. Schlesinger's Interview on ABC-TV—
Issues and Answers, Sunday, May 18,1975," in Seizure of the Mayaguez, Part 1, p. 109.
^ "Press Conference Held by Secretary Henry Kissinger Regarding Mayaguez Rescue, at
Washington, D. C., May 16,1975," in Seizure of the Mayaguez, Parti, p. 90.

Ibid.
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Kissinger's final observation provides a significant insight into both the
motivations and the mind-set behind the Ford Administration's handling of
Thailand in the Mayaguez affair. Kissinger, for example, spoke of dealing
with the Mayaguez problem within the terms of Thailand's "traditional re
lationship" with the United States. In the eighteen months that had elapsed
between the expulsion of Thanom and the Mayaguez incident, however, the
Thai government had made clear on repeated occasions its determination to
alter the basis of its relations with the United States. In other words, the
"traditional relationship" that had permitted the United States to operate
largely unhampered from Thai facilities had in the Thai view ceased to exist.

The "traditional relationship" had changed in another sense as well.
During the peak period of Thai-American security cooperation, much of the
more important business between Thailand and the United States (particu
larly business that pertained to military matters) had been conducted on an
informal basis through direct channels linking the U. S. Embassy and MAC-
THAI to the Thai Supreme Command. Civilian elements within the Thai
government (such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) had been consulted or
included only in peripheral matters. When, on May 14, the decision was
taken to bring in U. S. marines from Okinawa to U-Tapao, no prior notice
was given to Kukrit or to any other ranking member of the government. At
approximately 3:00 A.M. on the morning of the 14th, however, the U.S.
Embassy informed General Kriangsak Chomanan, then Deputy Supreme
Commander and chief point of contact between the Embassy and the Thai
Supreme Command, by telephone of the impending rescue operation.
Kriangsak received information at that time of the transfer of marine units
from Okinawa to U-Tapao, and granted his broad approval."^^ Assuming that
an effort to consult with the government would inevitably draw a negative
response, Kriangsak subsequently made no attempt to contact either Kukrit
or the Foreign Ministry.

What is most significant about the exchange is that the United States
elected to circumvent the directives of the elected Prime Minister, Kukrit,
relying instead on an informal go-ahead from the Thai military. Equally
significant is the fact that the military was informed of the American opera
tion even before the government itself.

Kissinger's admission that consultation with the Thais "would have
presented massive problems either way" also suggests the considerations
faced by American policymakers. What emerges from the evidence is the
intention of the Ford Administration to execute a military rescue operation.

Confidential Interviews (Washington, D.C., October 30, 1977; Bangkok, May 11,
1984).

Kissinger is reported to have remarked at approximately this same time that the mili
tary was still "where it is at" in Thailand. (This was subsequently denied by State Depart
ment sources.)
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Thai sensitivities and desires notwithstanding. Given this approach, the
question of consulting beforehand with the Thai government would in fact
have presented serious obstacles. Had the United States asked Kukrit for
permission to import the marines, two scenarios would likely have resulted:
(1) Kukrit could have requested time to consult his cabinet on the ques
tion—a procedure that would have taken more time than the United States
was willing or able to spare; or (2) he could have refused outright—in which
case the United States would probably have proceeded anyway. The choice
for Washington, given the pressures of the moment, was thus between in
furiating the Thais by failing to inform them, and infuriating them (probably
more) by initiating consultative procedures and then ignoring the results. In
the end, the former option was chosen.

Also interesting, though not unprecedented, is Washington's failure to
inform even the American Embassy in Bangkok of the impending Mayaguez
operation. Discussions with Administration officials intimately involved in
the incident suggest two possible explanations.'*^ On the one hand, it is pos
sible that (as Administration officials liked to suggest) the failure to inform
the Embassy was an oversight, resulting from the pressures of a crisis-related
decision-making environment. While such an oversight could conceivably
occur, it seems highly unlikely, given Kissinger's presence (as Secretary of
State) at all major NSC meetings, and given ongoing Embassy communica
tions and involvement in the affair. A more plausible explanation, and one
that is strongly implied by knowledgeable authorities, suggests that Wash
ington's failure to inform the Embassy of American actions was, like its
failure to inform the Thais, the result of a conscious policy decision. A
recovery operation performed over the objections of the Thais would have
inevitably placed the Embassy in a highly embarrassing position. By keeping
the Embassy in the dark, therefore, the American charge was left in a posi
tion in which he could honestly (and convincingly) disclaim any knowledge
of the operation when summoned before Thai authorities, and thus be
spared the necessity of a conscious deception. This tactic salvaged the dip
lomatic face of the Embassy.

Though diplomatic damage of uncertain proportions had been caused
by the Mayaguez affair, it was the assumption of the United States govern
ment that such damage would be minimal. In any event, the positive reper
cussions of a successful recovery operation were judged to easily outweigh
any negative considerations presented by the Thais. From the Thai perspec
tive, however, the Mayaguez affair was more serious. More than anything
else, the manner in which the United States had dealt with Thailand during
the incident suggested an American conception of its Thai ally based more
on past than on present circumstances. The United States had acted from
necessity, and Kriangsak had acted out of friendship and support for the

^ Confidential Interviews (Washington, D.C., May 13,1976; Bangkok, July 1,1976).
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United States. Yet, Thai sovereignty had been seriously and knowingly
breached, and the jurisdictional authority of the Thai government had been
conspicuously ignored in a manner that underlined the unequal nature of
the Thai-American "partnership." While the long-term effects of the in
cident would not be great, the Mayaguez experience left a bitter aftertaste
in the mouths of many Thais, adding further tension to an already high-
pressure negotiating environment.

Further discussions on American troop withdrawals had been held
prior to the Mayaguez affair, in January and February 1975. However, no
new withdrawals had been authorized, owing to the critical situation then
prevailing in South Vietnam and Cambodia. Following the resumption of
joint deliberations in April, it was announced on May 5 that agreement had
been reached on the reduction of U. S. troop strength in Thailand by an
additional 7,500 men by the end of June. By subsequent agreement, an addi
tional eighty-seven aircraft were to be withdrawn during the same period.
During the month of June, twenty-nine F-111 fighter-bombers-the last in
Indochina—left Thailand for bases in Guam and the United States. In the

same month, the final sixteen B-52s stationed at U-Tapao departed for the
United States. By June 30, the withdrawal phase announced on May 5 was
complete.

Further changes took place during the summer. On August 15, the
office of the Deputy Chief/JUSMAG, which had administered the U. S. mili
tary assistance program for Laos from Udorn, was formally closed. This
step was taken in compliance with the policy of the Laotian PGNU (Pro
visional Government of National Union), which stipulated that all U. S.
military personnel be withdrawn from Laos and that the U.S. military
assistance program for Laos be terminated.

Later, on September 3, a new round of withdrawals was announced,
reducing the authorized troop presence by an additional 3,000 men by
October 31. In conjunction with that withdrawal sequence, the American
presence at Nakhon Phanom air base was formally terminated in mid-
September. On November 14, a further reduction of 5,000 men and seventy
aircraft was announced, to be withdrawn by January 31, 1976. On Decem
ber 15, the last U.S. combat aircraft at Korat were flown out; and on
February 29, the U.S. presence there formally ended. On December 16,
the last U. S. combat aircraft in Thailand—ten F-4s—departed from Udorn;
U. S. facilities there were closed and turned over to the Thais on January 31.
On March 2, the U. S. Army facility at Camp Samae San, located near
U-Tapao, was also closed and turned over to the Thais. Excluding Samae San,
the United States had by that date turned over more than 3.76 billion baht
(approximately $200,000,000) in facilities and equipment, ranging from air
craft hangars and repair depots to hospitals, power plants, and waterworks."^^

USIS (Bangkok), Press Release No. 75, March 1, 1976 (mimeo); USIS (Bangkok),
Draft Press Release, undated.
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WITHDRAWALS IN FORCE: THE FINAL PHASE

The final phase of the U. S. withdrawal process was, in contrast to all
previous phases, a contentious one. The departure point for the new round
of talks came with the announcement by the Thais, on November 14, 1975,
of a new negotiating sequence. The Thais referred to the planned withdrawal
of all U. S. "combat forces," rather than all U.S. "forces" per se. The dis
tinction was an important one, for it left the door open for a residual U. S.
military presence in Thailand of a noncombatant nature. The "rationale and
advantages" to the United States of maintaining a residual military presence
in Thailand were described in a mid-1975 Defense Department paper as
follows:

-Provides a staging base for WRM [War reserve material] logistic storage in sup
port of PACOM [Pacific Command] requirements.

—To conduct reconnaissance/surveillance missions.
-To support airlift missions, linking thePacific with theMiddle East.
—To support intelligence functions.'*®

"The Department of Defense," the paper continues, "believes that we should
be prepared to withdraw all forces if that is what the Thai really want us to
do; however,. . . we should also be willing to maintain some residual level
that would be mutually beneficial to both countries." The Embassy was
offered assurances from the Thai government that the phrase "withdrawal
of U. S. forces" indeed referred only to "combat forces," and that an "ap
propriate" residual presence would be welcome. That same month. Foreign
Minister Chatchai visitedWashington for discussions with Kissinger on future
Thai-U.S. relations. As a result of their meeting and the ongoing negotia
tions in Bangkok, the U. S. believed by late November that it had obtained
firm agreement to a residual U. S. military presence. This was to include
3,000 U.S. military personnel assigned to U.S. intelligence installations at
Ramasun, Kokha, and Doi Inthanon, and other USAF personnel based at
U-Tapao. The latter were to have handled regular transit as well as other
landings of U. S. military aircraft en route from Subic Bay to Diego Garcia
in the Indian Ocean.'" After the final negotiating session of 1975, held on
September 29, all appeared to augur well.

Soon after, however, American prospects deteriorated. On January 12,
Kukrit created a new political equation by a surprise announcement that
parliamentary elections would be held the following April 4. Faced with
critical defections from his unstable 17-party coalition, and with an im
minent vote of no-confidence inspired by his brother/opponent Seni, Kukrit
evidently hoped to emerge from the elections with a strengthened majority
in the House of Representatives and a strongerpolitical base. The scheduling

"U.S. Force Presence in Thailand," Department of Defense (undated-apparently
summer 1975) (mimeo).

Confidential Interview (Bangkok, July 6,1976).
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of national elections, however, also placed new pressure on Kukrit to pro
duce politically salable results. Evidently believing that his political future
depended on his successful handling of the Americans, Kukrit attempted to
create political capital from the troop withdrawal issue by posing himselfas
a nationalist David against the American Goliath.

The politicization of the withdrawal issue raised the public controversy
surrounding the American presence to new heights. On the left, many pub
licly expressed their suspicion that a full American withdrawal would not
take place; the residual JUSMAG presence then under discussion was a focus
of particular concern."® Left-wing and right-wing students divided on the
issue, with the NSCT maintaining its public pressure on the government for
full withdrawal, and military-supported vocational students coming to the
defense of the American military. Former Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman
strongly attacked the Kukrit government's position, and in particular its
unilateral March 20 withdrawal deadline. The United States, Thanat pointed
out, was "still... the only global power capable, if it wants, of resisting
further expansion and encroachments by the new imperialistic group," and
the government's planned expulsion of the Americans "may indeed be detri
mental to the security of Thailand as well as the stability of this region of
ours." "It is my firm and considered opinion," Thanatcontinued, "that. . .
the departure of certain elements of these forces should be delayed and some
form of foreign military presence should be maintained until such a time
when the prospects of peace in this part of the world become assured. This
postponement and delay are intended to serve Thailand's and Southeast
Asia's interests. Our sovereignty will not be impaired; if anything it will
be strengthened and more effectively protected.""' Thanat's strong stand
represented another surprising flip-flop from the man who had first engi
neered the creation of a large-scale American military presence in Thailand,
and had later become the most outspoken advocate of its withdrawal. To
many, Thanat appeared guilty of self-serving posturing at the worst, or of
inconsistency at the very least.

Thanat's observations do suggest that he still continued to place some
credence in the ability of the United States to defend Thailand against her
enemies-a somewhat different position from that of only a few years
earlier. Most particularly, the former Foreign Minister was concerned that
the American military presence had been unilaterally terminated by Thai
land in response to North Vietnamese pressures, but that no equivalent quid
pro quo had been obtained by Thailand:

"® "It is Not Believed the U. S. Will Completely Withdraw Its GI's," Thai Rath, Febru
ary 1, 1976; Suthichai Yoon, "Withdrawal of American Troops; The Deception of Fig
ures," Prachachart, February 20, 1976; "Students Feel Suspicious Why JUSMAG Will
Remain in Thailand," Prachathipatai, February 15, 1976, translated in Current News
and Comment Translation, USIS (Bangkok) (mimeo).
"' Thanat Khoman, "Are We Chasing Mirages?" BangkokPost, March 14,1976.
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North Vietnam should also rub their hands with satisfaction to be served gratuit
ously on the platter something ithad been clamoring for for along time. It did not
have to provide any quid pro quo which this country has sought toobtain, namely
the assurance of noninterference and nonintervention into our internal
theodious form ofsupport and assistance to theinsurgents in the border areas.

However feeble a device, it is clear that Thanatviewed the presence of Amer
ican forces as Thailand's sole ace-in-the-hole in its dealings with its commu
nist neighbors:

U. S. troops here were an asset for negotiations. My idea was not to keep foreign
forces here forever, but to delay their removal till we have negotiated both with
the UnitedStatesand North Vietnam.^^

Thanat's was not the prevailing Ministry view, however. His perspecUve
contrasted most particularly with that of his former secretary and protege,
Anand Panyarachun, whose return to Thailand in January 1976 further
complicated the negotiating picture. While Ambassador to Washington,
Anand had been well known for his critical views and for his belief that
Thai-American relations had-at least since 1967-been excessively close and
overly militarized. Though more "pro-Thai" than "anti-American," Anand
was, on assuming his new position as Undersecretary for Foreign Affairs
(Thailand's ranking foreign service position), to play the leading role in the
final round of base negotiations.

Anand's return to Thailand coincided with a sudden and unanticipated
hardening in the Thai negotiating position, though by his own account the
fundamental decisions had already been taken in the Foreign Ministry prior
to Anand's arrival." The "bomb" came on February 4, when U. S. Ambas
sador Charles Whitehouse met with Anand and Foreign Minister Chatchai in
the first negotiating session of 1976. At that meeting, Anand dismissed the
previous (oral) understandings reached with Chatchai as "casual conversa
tion," and instead presented the American representatives with a list of
"Seven Principles" to which United States agreement was required "as the
basis for any possible future cooperation." These were:

(1) American facilities and personnel shall be subject to Thai jurisdiction unless
exempted by specific agreements between the Royal Thai Government and
the United States Government;

(2) These facilities and personnel shall in no way be used to threaten or interfere
with the national sovereignty of any other country;

(3) In keeping with the spirit of mutual cooperation and interests, reports on the
activities involving these facilities, including information and data derived from
such activities, shall be communicated directly to the Royal Thai Government,

(4) On-the-job training programs shall be launched with the view to the rapid
replacement ofAmerican personnel operating the facilities by Thai personnel.

Ibid.

Interview with Thanat Khoman (July, 1976).

" Interview withAnand Panyarachun (Berkeley, Cahfornia, March 29,1985).
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(5) American personnel authorized to operate facilities in Thailand shall not ex
ceed the numberagreed by the RoyalThaiGovernment;

(6) These authorized American personnel shall enjoy such privileges as are ac
corded to technical experts from other countries; and

(7) Agreements pertaining to such cooperation shall continue for the duration of
not more than two years, but shall be renewable or may be terminatedearlier
by either party giving advance notice.'^

The presentation of the Seven Principles came as a shock to the Em
bassy, which perceived them as an ultimatum. Whitehouse, who personally
believed that the Seven Principles were a creation of Anand and did not
reflect the more important views of the Supreme Command and the Prime
Minister, cabled Washington requesting an immediate response. Five days
later, on February 9, working committees met to discuss the issue. At that
time, the Thai side made it clear that (1) the March 20 deadline was very
important to the Thai government; (2) the 1950 Military Assistance Agree
ment was no longer acceptable as the basis for a U.S. military presence in
Thailand outside of JUSMAG; and (3) a speedy American response was
imperative. Despite this warning, and despite repeated urgings from White-
house, the Department of State was slow to reply. Sixteen days later, on
March 3, Whitehouse approached Anand with a tentative American response
that focused largely on minor points such as the continuity of American
duty-free privileges. Anand at that time reassured Whitehouse that the points
of American concern presented no serious obstacles to a successful agree
ment; he remarked at the same time, however, that in the absence of an
agreement the U. S. would be required to withdraw from its Thai facilities.'"

Up to that point, negotiations had been on a private diplomatic level.
On March 9, however, in a move to bring greater pressure on the Americans,
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs publicly released the text of the Seven Prin
ciples. At the same time, it publicly disclosed that negotiations for a residual
American presence were under way, but that any such presence required
prior U. S. agreement to "a set of general principles" proposed by the Thai
government as "prerequisites to safeguard the national interests of a sover
eign state." Failing U. S. agreement, it was said, all American forces would
be required to withdraw." This maneuver enraged the Embassy and brought
on a redoubling of public pressure on the Kukrit government to hold to its
position. The problem was exacerbated by the extremely slow American
response. Public suspicion that Washington was stalling in the hopes of

" "Government Announcement on the Withdrawal ofU. S. Military Personnel from Thai
land," Ministry of Foreign Affairs-Department of Information, Press Release No 47/
2519, March20,1976 (mimeo).

Confidential Interview (Washington, D. C., July20, 1977).
" "Government Announcement on the Withdrawal of U. S. Military Personnel from
Thailand," Ministry of Foreign Affairs-Department of Information, Press Release No
38/2519,March 9,1976 (mimeo).
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renegotiating after the scheduled April 4 elections, and that it was conspiring
with the Thai military to overthrow the Kukrit government, was heightened
by two serious coupscares during that period.

As time grew short and the Embassy still lacked negotiating instruc
tions, Whitehouse grew desperate. Finally, on March 11, the State Depart
ment responded with a message that was short and blunt. In a cable of the
same date, the Embassy was instructed that "Anand's 3 March statement
that all previous U. S.-Thai agreements lapse is unacceptable, and was
directed that Whitehouse set up a meeting with Kukrit to determine "who
is speaking for the RTG." Whitehouse thereafter attempted to arrange such
a meeting, but was rebuffed; a meeting with Chatchai on March 15, however,
reaffirmed the solid Thai insistence on Principle 1 (dealing with legal juris
diction over U. S. personnel). Chatchai took pains to emphasize that the
most pressing question of the moment, thanks to the upcoming elections,
was not the number of troops but the matter of jurisdiction. Later the same
day, Kukrit, responding to a telephone call from Whitehouse, indicated that
although he understood the U. S. position, if the U. S. could not accept
Principle 1, then there was no alternative but withdrawal.

The issue of most concern to both sides, and embodied in Principle 1,
was the extent to which American military personnel (technicians and pos
sibly others) remaining in Thailand would be subject to the jurisdiction of
Thai courts. The same issue carried over into Principle 6, which accorded
U. S. personnel the same privileges as other foreign technicians, but no more.
In combination, these provisions appeared to mean that American personnel,
in the absence of specific exceptions, would be subject to Thai courts of law.
In the American view, this was unacceptable. Though American servicemen
had always been subject to Thai law for offenses committed while off-duty,
offenses committed in the line of duty were considered to fall within the
American legal domain. This was, in fact, standard procedure in other U. S.
Status of Forces Agreements (SOFA), but had been handled inThailand on
an ad hoc basis, since no formal written SOFA agreement had ever existed.
The United States would have preferred to retain the existing arrangements;
failing that, however, legal status of a higher order than that offered by the
Thais was considered essential for the remaining U. S. personnel.

On March I7-three days before the March 20 deadline-the first sub
stantive American proposal was offered. In a telegram from the Department
of State to the Embassy, it was stated that the United States could accept
Principle 1, providing the RTG would accept a modification in Principle 6.
That modification would have extended to U. S. personnel the privileges and
immunities of "administrative and technical staffs of foreign embassies" as
defined by the Vienna Convention. (Such wording implied a degree of im
munity less than that given "diplomatic agents" but more favorable than
that extended by many SOFAs.) At that point, the differences between the
Thai and American positions had been narrowed down to Principle 6—the
balanceof the Seven Principles beingacceptable to the U.S.
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The American proposal was presented byWhitehouse that morning. By
late afternoon, Anand had returned with a counterproposal for Principle 6,
which read: "These authorized personnel shall enjoy such privileges as are
accorded to technical experts from other countries, and shall enjoy immu
nity from criminal jurisdiction regarding offenses which, in the view of the
RTG, are committed in the exercises of their official duties." With this
language, there was to beassociated a Memorandum of Understanding to the
effect that the RTG and the U.S. Government wouldconclude within three
months new agreements concerning the exact privileges and immunities to be
accorded U.S. personnel, and that in the interim such personnel were to be
accorded "the privileges and immunities customarily accordedunder interna
tional law to the technical and administrative staffs of foreign embassies."

The Thai proposal was cabled to Washington, which replied that: (1)
three months was too short a period to devise more detailed agreements,
and that a longer one should be sought, and (2) that the determination of
what constitutes "official duty" should not be unilateral but decided by
"mutually agreeable procedures." Anand's response returned to the level of
general principle, asserting that though the Thais were willing to allow the
continuance of certain American functions in Thailand, it was nevertheless
essential to affirm the paramount position of Thai courts.

On March 19—one day before the deadline—the final American pro
posal was transmitted to Bangkok. The United States, it was stated, could
accept all the language negotiated up to that point, and would accept (under
protest) the three-month negotiating period, but found it necessary to insist
on the following wording for Principle 6: "The RTG and the USGwill con
clude a new agreement specifying the privileges and immunities to be ac
corded to U.S. personnel connected with facilities in Thailand." The Princi
ple was to be interpreted as described in the accompanying Memorandum of
Understanding. This final American proposal failed to m.ake the requisite
concessions to Thai jurisdiction, but rather proposed nstatus quoante solu
tion. Falling short of the minimum objectives set forth by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, it was rejected outright.®®

Thus, by March 20 no agreement had been reached on a mutually
acceptable basis for a residual U.S. military presence in Thailand. Accord
ingly, following a morning cabinet meeting, it was announced that the
United States had four months to remove all 4,500 remaining U. S. military
personnel from Thailand and that Ramasun and other key communications
installations were to be closed within that same period.®' The only U. S.

®® Confidential Interview (Washington, D. C., July 20,1977).
®' Ramasun and the other U.S. listening posts in Thailand were governed by the 1964
Agreement Respecting Radio Communications Research and Development Activities in
Thailand, and the 1965 Agreement Respecting the Establishment, Conduct and Support
ofRadio Communications Research and Development Activities in Thailand. Both agree
ments terminated on March 20.
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military personnel permitted to remain were a maximum of 270 advisers
attached to JUSMAG and responsible for the administration of the U. S.
military assistance program. According to the official Thai statement: The
negotiation between the Thai Government and the United States Govern
ment was conducted in a friendly spirit and with full understanding ofeach
other's wishes and problems. However, it was not possible for the two Gov
ernments to reach agreement on the principles, which the Thai Government
considers to be of vital importance, by March 20, 1976."" Asked what had
led to the failure of the negotiations, Kukrit observed that the mam point
of disagreement had been "the question ofjurisdiction over technical person
nel: the U. S. wanted them to have diplomatic privileges. .. . We had to de
cide: do we want 4,000 American ambassadors in Thailand?""

Later that same day, the Embassy issued a statement pointing out that
the United States had "negotiated in good faith regarding a residual non-
combat U.S. military presence that would serve mutual U.S. and Thai
interests. We have been prepared tomeet the conditions ofthe RTG for this
continued presence, while also asking for consideration of the special prob
lem of the status of our military personnel. The status, rights, and privileges
which we sought during the negotiations for our residual military presence
were those encompassed in the Standard Status of Forces Agreements
(SOFAs) in force wherever our military elements are stationed around the
world. However, the RTG has not been able to agree to these terms and has
asked our remaining forces to be withdrawn. We plan to begin this with
drawal immediately."" Protestations of continued amity to the contrary,
the failure of the residual force negotiations constituted a low-water mark in
Thai-American relations. As the United States prepared to pack its bags,
closing a 26-year chapter in Thai-American relations, U.S. Ambassador
Charles Whitehouse summed up U. S. feelings in the final curt observation
that "wedon't stay where we are not wanted."*'

" "Government Announcement on the Withdrawal of U. S. Military Personnel from
Thailand," Ministry of Foreign Affairs-Department of Information, Press Release No.
47/2519,'March 20,1976 (mimeo).
*9 Norman Peagam, "We Don't Stay Where We Are Not Wanted," Far £izsrem£'conom/c
Rmew, April2,1976, p. 11.

" USIS (Bangkok) "U. S. Embassy Statement on Conclusion of Thai-U. S. Negotiations,"
Press Release No. 103,March 20,1976 (mimeo).
*'Peagam "We Don't Stay," p. 10. Interestingly enough, Kissinger appears to have com
prehended the Thai position quite clearly. His analysis was given in anews conference
held four days after March 20;

The basic situation inThailand is that, with the collapse ofour efforts in Indo
china, the Thais, who were loyal allies during the war and who relied on the United
States, arelooking for a different angle.

And if you look at Thai history, Thailand is the only Asian country, the only
country in South Asia, that was never colonized and that managed to maintain its
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THE RESIDUAL FORCE NEGOTIATIONS:
WHAT WENT WRONG?

In the final analysis, the breakdown of theFebruary-March 1976 talks
was due less to substantive differences than to a failure of communication
and mutual understanding. It is important at the outset to identify the
bureaucratic constituencies involved in the negotiating process. On theThai
side, the future status of U. S. military personnel in Thailand was a matterof
prime concern to two principal groupings: the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and the Supreme Command/Ministry of Defense. Each had distinct interests.
Throughout the entire 26-year span of U. S. military involvement in Thai
land, the Embassy had operated in nearly all military-related matters through
contacts with the Supreme Command rather than through the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. Though this pattern of communication was a natural out
growth of the fact that the most important decision-making authority rested
with the Thai military, it nevertheless had the effect of excluding major
civilian elements from what otherwise would have been their natural role in
the decision-making process. Added to this was the fact that even with the
transition ofThailand from military to civilian rule, the U. S. Embassy was
unable wholly to break free from its traditional patterns of contact and
communication. As one result, it failed to fully perceive the fundamental
shift of power which had occurred and may well have believed (until too
late) mat the Thai military would not permit thenegotiations to reach their
final impasse. Liberal elements in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (led by
Anand) in particular had been forced to play a secondary role in matters
pertaining to the American presence, and were by the end of 1975 deter
mined to exert the authority of the Ministry so as to break the U. S. Em
bassy/Supreme Command linkage. In that process, they hoped to make the
shift of power from military to civilian forces irreversible.

independence by careful adjustment to dominant trends. Now, their assessment of
the present situation is that the dominant trend in Indochina, in that part of the
world, is North Vietnam, and that it must be counterbalanced, ifit can be counter
balanced at all, by the People's Republic of China. It does not reflect hostility to
the United States. The leaders of Thailand we know are basically well disposed
toward the United States.

It is their assessment that the risks they would run by maintaining significant
American military forces there are greater than the benefits that would come from
them. And it illustrates what Senator Tower said earlier: Aforeign policy decision
has a multiplier effect. If we want to maintain our defense far from our shores
other countries must have the conviction that the United States is relevant totheir
problem. If that does not exist, they will not run what seems to them an unneces
sary risk. That is the real structure of what is going on in ThaUand. And which of
the various factions dominate is really less important than their perception of the
lessons of Vietnam.

"Questions and Answers FoUowing Address by Secretary Kissinger in Dallas, Texas
March 24,1976," Department ofState Bulletin, April 12,1976, p. 468.
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The Thai Supreme Command, on the other hand, had a clear-cut in
terest in maintaining intact some form of residual U. S. military presence,
and with it an amicable basis for future relations with the United States. At
stake was the continuation of U. S. military assistance to Thailand. More
importantly. Thai military leaders found strong cause for concern in the
events of neighboring Indochina, and with the threat posed by the new com
munist governments arrayed along Thailand s eastern borders. In the one
year following the (spring 1975) fall of the Indochinese states to the com
munists, as many as 70,000 Laotian refugees had fled into Thailand, bringing
with them stories of repression which inevitably raised grave fears among
many Thais; similar stories and tales ofhorror were brought by Vietnamese
and Cambodian refugees. In the eyes of the Thai military, a residual Ameri
can presence, no matter how small, constituted at least a minimal U. S.
guarantee ofThailand's security against communist invasion.

Washington, too, had its bureaucratic constituencies. On one side of the
equation was the National Security Agency (NSA), which strongly wished
to maintain access to Thai intelligence facilities, joined by some elements of
the Office of International Security Affairs (ISA) of the Defense Depart
ment. The military services were also anxious to retain access toThai facili
ties. On the other side of the fence were the legal affairs offices of the De
fense Department and (most importantly) the State Department, both of
which were primarily concerned that any arrangement made with the Thais
not set an unfavorable precedent for SOFA negotiations with other coun
tries; the assurance of adequate legal protection for U. S. military personnel
remaining in Thailand was another direct concern. Throughout the working
levels in both Washington and Bangkok, it was perceived that continued
close and amicable relations with Thailand should be maintained to the
maximum extent possible.

The outcome of the final phase of the troop negotiations was largely
decided by these contending bureaucracies. In Bangkok, it was the Foreign
Ministry that prevailed. Ever since the toppling of the Thanom government
in October 1973, the military in Thailand had been in a state of political
eclipse; and while the military chafed, the influence of civilian elements in
side the Thai government was resurgent. Restored to a position ofstrength,
the ranks of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs appear to have been consoli
dated by the return to Thailand of Anand in January 1976. Kukrit himself
seems to have left his options open until March 11, at which point (appar
ently for electoral reasons) hesided with the MFA against the military.

Still, the outcome might have been different had the military been
unequivocably united in its opposition to the Ministry position. Though
dormant, the military nevertheless remained an extraordinarily powerful
force in Thai politics, with far greater potential clout than the Foreign
office or any other Ministry. For two reasons, however, the military's in-
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fluence was diluted. On the one hand, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
though perhaps anti-military, was not anti-American. As one senior Minis
try official at that time put it: "In terms of the major powers, the Thai
people still trust the United States as their best friend."" A view prevailed
throughout the Thai government-shared by the Ministry ofForeign Affairs,
the Supreme Command, and the Cabinet alike-that the American connec
tion (including American military forces) should be retained; what was
being sought by all parties was a politically acceptable basis for a retained
American presence, consistent with the new post-1973 political environ
ment and the international pressures then converging on the Thai govern
ment. Had the Ministry of Foreign Affairs not joined that consensus, it
would have found itselfin a far less defensible position.

The other factor militating against effective military influence was the
lack of unanimity within the miUtary's own ranks. The recent unification
of Vietnam under communist leadership and the undisguised withdrawal of
American power and interest from Southeast Asia provided convincing
evidence of the need to downplay confrontation with the region's commu
nist powers and to move toward some sortof practical accommodation. Ever
since the fall of South Vietnam in April 1975, Thailand had been on the
political defensive. This, too, tended to strengthen the MFA's position.

In Washington, the contest of bureaucracies was won by the legal
staffs of the Defense and State Departments. In part, the negotiating failure
that followed was attributable to the application by the United States of
legalistic responses to substantive issues. On a more philosophical level, it
was traceable to a lack of perception and, most importantly, interest. One
problem faced by the United States was informational. According to one
U. S. official intimately familiar with the final negotiations. Embassy report
ing received by the Defense Department in February and March 1976 did
not adequately reflect the internal power shifts then taking place within
the Thai government. The United States was therefore caught unprepared
for the RTG's presentation of its Seven Principles on February 4, and was
even after that incapable of effectively analyzing the full significance of the
Thai negotiating position.*'

The failure of the United States to interpret Thai political develop
ments accurately helps to explain its subsequent failure to respond more
substantively to Thai initiatives. Thai sensitivity on the question of "juris
diction" was real and could easily be linked with long-standing Thai national
interests. As with other issues, however, theThais were at least as much con-
cerned with appearance as with substance.

In 1976, the Thai government was particularly concerned with correct
appearances. Throughout the previous twelve years. Thai military coopera-

" Confidential Interview (Bangkok, July 1,1976).
*' Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., July 20,1977).
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tion with the United States had been extraordinarily close and had func
tioned smoothly in the absence of formal written agreements. With the
transition to civilian rule in 1973, however, the political equation under
which the Thai government operated substantially changed, requiring some
real concession to the pressures of a newly politicized public. The Seven
Principles were created by the RTG in response to those pressures, but it
is probable that, given a formal American bow to Thai sensitivities, U. S.
operations might have continued much asbefore.

This is all the more evident when one examines the language of Prin
ciple 1, establishing the supremacy of Thai jurisdiction. In the wording of
that principle, "American facilities and personnel shall be subject to Thai
jurisdiction unless exempted by specific agreements between the Royal
Thai Government and the United States Government. The latter phrase
is the key, for it provided the loophole which, once general American agree
ment had been obtained, would have most probably removed theAmerican
personnel in question from Thai jurisdiction. According to a high MFA
official closely involved with the negotiations, the United States negotiators
were repeatedly reassured that if only the United States could agree to that
general principle, then all could be worked out to the satisfaction of the
United States in later and more detailed discussions. The Ministry even went
so far as to offer to write out for the Americans the maximum they would
give in those later discussions.*" The United States, however, failed to re
spond,*® due largely to opposition within the State Department.

Within the U. S. mission itself, differences over how to respond to the
Thai initiative led to sharp, and occasionally bitter, disagreement. Kriangsak,
speaking on behalf of the Thai Supreme Command, repeatedly urged U. S.
MACTHAI Commander General Harry Aderholt to accede to the Ministry
demands, if only to break the impasse that had developed. Like the officials
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Kriangsak assured Aderholt that the
specifics of any agreement could be worked out to the satisfaction of the
United States in later agreements. At the Embassy's "country team meet
ings, Aderholt presented this view. His advice and that of the military ran
contrary to the prevailing mission view and to the mood in Washington. As
a result, Aderholt was accused of dropping off the "team," and ofusurping
Embassy prerogatives.**

The United States instead persisted in its concern over legal ramifica
tions. Consistently, Washington argued over the formal terms of thearrange
ment, while Anand and the Thai team, both puzzled and exasperated, argued

*" Confidential Interview (Bangkok, July 1,1976).
*® The American position, according to Embassy officials, was that if the United States
had agreed to the principle, this would have prejudiced the outcome of any subsequent
negotiations (Confidential Interview [Bangkok, July 6,1976]).
** Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., October 30,1977).
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that given the history of informal and amicable relations between the U. S.
and Thailand, all that was needed for an equitable solution of the issue was
American agreement to paper principles needed by the RIG for purposes of
public consumption.®''

The negotiations were further complicated bythelethargy ofAmerican
bureaucratic processes, which led to critically slow responses. For over a
month, the question was handled at low and medium government levels,
with great deference to the wishes of the State Department and DOD legal
affairs offices. It was not until March 10, apparently, that things began to
move. By that time, however, it was almost too late, as the Thais had already
gone public on the issue and Kukrit had evidently madehis decision to side
with Anand. The Defense Department, with its assets in Thailand at stake,
might have pressed State for more speed in the matter (DOD had produced
a legal position in reply toWhitehouse's February 4 cable within one week),
but suffered from a similar lethargy at thesenior working level.®®

Beyond the question of bureaucratic procedure and communication,
however, lies a deeper, perhaps ultimate, explanation for the failure of the
1976 residual force negotiations. All of the problems discussed up to this
point were symptomatic of a fundamental and painfully evident decline in
the quality of the Thai-American relationship. It is worth recalling that in
the final round of negotiations on March 20, little of substance remained
separating the two sides. The only major point remaining to besettled con
cerned the question of unilateral versus mutual determination of official
duty status. Past history suggests that in normal times this would not have
proven a major obstacle to agreement. The months of February and March
1976 were not normal times, however. By March 19, the passions and man-
euverings of diplomatic confrontation had obscured the substantive issues
to the point where posturing outweighed the end product. More to the
point, the Thai offer to negotiate detailed and mutually acceptable agree
ments, following American acceptance of the general principle of Thai
jurisdiction, was based on implicit mutual trust, as had been the majority
of the arrangements that had governed Thai-American relations through
the previous twenty-five years. The failure of the United States to accept
that offer suggests that by the spring of 1976 that trust-based as it had
been on mutual confidence and common perceptions of interest—had
largely vanished. With it, the quality of the Thai-American alliance had
been eroded. One suspects that had the United States retained greater in
terest in either Thailand or Southeast Asia, the channels of communication
might have been kept open. As it was, that interest had declined to the
point where the United States was unwilling to make those adjustments

' Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., July 20, 1977).
®® Ibid.
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necessary to retain its influence and capabilities there. For the United States,
then, distrust was compounded by indifference.

The indifference of the American policy establishment was, according
to officials involved in the final negotiations, manifested in a way that con
tributed to the negotiating failure. The attitude of the Secretary of Defense
(and his Office) was, by these reports, ambivalent at best toward the ques
tion of a residual American presence in Thailand. The Deputy Assistant Sec
retary of Defense for Asia and the Pacific, Morton Abramowitz, was particu
larly conspicuous in his reluctance to push the matter. Thus, though direct
DOD interests were involved, no concerted effort was made by the Depart
ment to secure them. A similarsituation existed at the Department of State,
where the attitude toward the negotiations varied from lethargic to hostile.

The reasons for this indifference no doubt varied. In some cases, it
appears that the officials involved saw little benefit to be gained from a
residual U. S. presence in Thailand. In other cases, the negative attitude of
U. S. officials (particularly at State) can be attributed to a general malaise
with Southeast Asia (and, more broadly, with foreign involvement per se),
and a desire to terminate American involvement in that area.

The Thais, for their part, shared responsibility for the failure of the
talks. It is very likely that, given a few more weeks, U. S. and Thai negotia
tors could have reached a mutually satisfactory agreement. The placing of a
rigid March 20 deadline on the talks, however, denied both sides that critical
margin of time. Kukrit further complicated efforts to reach an agreement by
his decision to publicize the Seven Principles at a time of pending elections.
By so doing, he unleashed forces of popular pressure which he lacked either
the ability or the will to control, thus forcing the Thai government into a
harder position than it might otherwise have taken.

Musing in his embassy office some months later, Charles Whitehouse
observed: "It's the end of an episode, not a watershed."®' Whether or not it
was a watershed, it was indeed the end of a 26-year episode that had seen
Thailand serve as America's principal Asian ally in the ongoing Indochina
conflict. After having walked together through the Vietnam Era, Thailand
and the United States would henceforth approach the future along different
paths.

PACKING UP

On April 4, 1976, national elections were held in Thailand. To the
surprise of nearly everyone, Kukrit was defeated in his bid for reelection.
Seni and the Democrats emerged from the election with a landslidemargin,
enough to establish a new coalition based on only four political parties.

®' Interviewwith CharlesWhitehouse (July 1,1976).
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Observers interpreted the election, which witnessed the near-elimination of
left-wing parties from the Parliament, asa swing to the right symptomatic of
the voters' desire for a return to calm and stabilityafter eighteen months of
political turbulence. Kukrit's own defeat occurred in a district of Bangkok
(Dusit) with a large military population, and was interpreted asa sign of mili
tary dissatisfaction with his withdrawal policy.

Seni, who assumed office on April 20, immediately suggested that the
door to the Americans might be reopened. On April 5, the day after hiselec
tion, Seni remarked in an interview that he would "seriously consider" a
shift in his brother's order that the Americans withdraw. "The withdrawal
issue," he suggested, "was the key to Kukrit's defeat."""* OnMay 15, White-
house presented the new Foreign Minister, Pichai Rattakul, with a set of
proposals calling for continued American operations at Ramasun, to be
manned, at least in part, by Thai technicians. This was a significant departure
from past practice, in which virtually no Thais had been permitted to work
at Ramasun. Pichai described the American proposals as "quite interesting,"
but pointed out that the conditions set by the Kukrit government for a
residual U. S. military presence still stood, and that "not one word about
jurisdiction was mentioned" in his meeting with the Ambassador."'̂ No
results were produced by this final exchange, as shortly thereafter the Seni
government, fearing adverse public reaction, finally and firmly closed the
door on the U. S. military.

Some negotiation continued into thesummer of 1976 on minor points.
The Thai government formally asked for the electronic intelligence equip
ment remaining at Ramasun (the most sensitive of which had already been
removed). The Thais also asked for a network of sixteen communications
sites known as the Integrated Communications System (ICS), and for ap
proximately 15,000 tons of bombs and otherammunition then being stored
at Korat. As a concession, the U. S. was granted refueling and emergency
landing rights at Takhli, for the use of military flights between Guam and
Diego Garcia."*^

On June 20, 1976, the radio research facility at Ramasun was formally
closed. On July 15, the deep-water port at Sattahip was turned over to the
Thai government. And on July 20, U. S. MACTHAI offices in Bangkok were
closed. Thus, the United States met the Thai government's four-month
withdrawal deadline. From that date on, only 270 military advisers attached
to JUSMAG remained of the former U. S. military presence in Thailand,
which at one time had numbered nearly 50,000.

Lewis M. Simons, "Bangkok Weighs U.S. Offer on Spy Base," Washimton Post
May 15,1976.

" Ibid.

"U.S. Planes to Use Takhli to Refuel," BangkokPost. June 6,1976.
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Chapter 7
Readjustment and Restoration

On October 6, 1976, Thailand's military forces seized control of the
government, following a bloody confrontation between leftist and rightist
students at Thammasat University. Following the surprise return of Marshal
Thanom from exile in Singapore on September 19, activist students had
mobilized to demand his expulsion. When, on October 6, students on the
university grounds allegedly fired on police, police and rightist students laid
seige to the campus. In the ensuing violence, at least forty-two persons were
killed, over two hundred were injured, and thousands arrested. That evening,
a military group calling itself the National Administrative Reform Council
(NARC) announced that it was assuming control of the government.

The NARC moved swiftly to consolidate control. Prime Minister Seni
Pramoj was placed under house arrest, the 1974 Constitution was abolished
and all political parties banned, and strict censorship was imposed. The most
visible figure in Thailand's new military leadership was Admiral Sangad
Chaloryu, a recently retired Thai Armed Forces Supreme Commander. The
power behind the scenes, however, was General Kriangsak Chomanan, then
the Deputy Supreme Commander. Named by the NARC to replace Seni as
Prime Minister was Thanin Kraivichien, a Supreme Court justice known for
his personal integrity, royalist leanings, and militantly anti-communist views.

In subsequent weeks and months, the ranks of the civil and military
bureaucracies were purged; among those affected was Anand Panyarachun,
who was relieved of his posts as Permanent Undersecretary of State for
Foreign Affairs and Acting Foreign Minister and suspended from the civil
service. At the same time, Thanat Khoman reemerged as a civilian adviser
to the government on foreign affairs. On December 12, it was announced
that, like Thanom, Prapart and Narong would be allowed to return from
exile.

The October coup put an abrupt end to Thailand's latest experiment
with democracy. Several factors lay behind the coup. Primary, perhaps, was
a desire on the partof themilitary to regain its political primacy and restore
the integrity of Thailand's eroding political structure. In reasserting itscon
trol, the military could count on a preponderance ofpublic sentiment which
had accumulated as a result of the worsening instability in the intervening
years. Noisy and disruptive student demonstrations had lost the student
movement much of the sympathy it had gained through the events of 1973.
Unrest and lawlessness had seemingly become rampant. These domestic
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difficulties were compounded by external pressures. Thailand's insurgency
had continued to grow, and hostile powers ringed the country's eastern and
northern frontiers. The immediacy of the security threat was brought home
by the flood of refugees and tales of horror originating from nearby Laos,
Vietnam, and Kampuchea (formerly Cambodia).'

In the face of these mounting difficulties, Seni and the badly divided
Parliament had increasingly appeared inadequate to the challenge. The mili
tary was also seriously disturbed by the policy line being struck by Seni's
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Pichai Rattakul. A former businessman, Pichai
devoted much of his energy to achieving a rapprochement with Thailand's
communist neighbors. His efforts in this direction included official and well-
publicized visits to all three Indochinese communist capitals. The problem
for many Thais lay not so much with Pichai's policy as with his style. While
an adjustment of Thailand's relations with its neighbors was widely sup
ported, Pichai's visibly anxious approach conveyed the impression of a Thai
land that was weak and insecure, and of a leadership that was inordinately
naive. Whether from the external or the domestic standpoint, then, in the
eyes of Thailand's military and much of its populace the civilian leadership
had proven incapable of protecting either Thailand's domestic stability or
its external security.

In the year that followed, Thailand's politics remained highly polarized.
Thanin turned his attention to the problems of economic development and
waged an aggressive campaign against both corruption and the narcotics
trade. His efforts in the latter area were applauded in the UnitedStatesand
drew a personal letter of appreciation from President Jimmy Carter. The
circumstances of the October coup, however, and Thanin's rigid inability to
tolerate dissent also served to force large numbers ofstudents, intellectuals,
and politicians into the countryside and the arms of the communist insur
gency. In that period, the ranks of the CPT's jungle forces rose by approxi
mately 4,000, of whom some 2,000 were believed to be urban refugees.
Domestic tensions were also aggravated by conflict between the Thanin
government and both the press (due to censorship) and the labor movement
(which remained active despite an official ban on strikes and unions).

Another immediate result of the October 6 coup was a marked worsen
ing of relations between Thailand and the Indochinese communist states.
Vietnam's official daily Nhan Dan bitterly attacked both Thailand's new
military rulers and the United States, charging that "U. S. neocolonialists
do not want to remove their dirty feet from the mainland of Southeast
Asia and that the officers of the NARC were "all known to be working for
the U. S. Central Intelligence Agency under instructions from the U. S. State

' The term Kampuchea refers to the Democratic People's Republic of Kampuchea (DP-
RK), the new name given Cambodia after the Khmer Rouge victory in 1975. Both names
are used interchangeably.
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Department."^ Similar attacks were issued by the Soviet and Laotian news
agencies, and border clashes with Laotian and Cambodian forces increased.

In the face of these developments, the new Thai government attempted
to reestablish closer working ties with the United States. Thanat, in an inter
view given shortly after the coup, remarked that he was "afraid that the
United States is no longer very much interested in Southeast Asia," but that
the new government "can and should help improve relations between our
two countries." While a return to "former circumstances" in which the
United States maintained a massive military presence in Thailand was out
of the question," Thanat remarked, there were still some specific areas m
which closer military ties might be achieved: "Thailand still has some advan
tages to the United States-for example, temporary use of our air bases."

For the moment, however, the tide of events was still flowing in the
opposite direction. On June 20, 1977 (pursuant to a decision taken in
September 1975), the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization was formally
disbanded. Long in a state of internal disarray, SEATO had been dealt its
fatal blows by the American opening to China and by the communist vic
tories in Indochina. Despite the demise of the Treaty Organization, the
Manila Pact on which it was based remained in force. The ambiguity of that
commitment, however, was reflected in the remark ofa senior State Depart
ment official that while "the United States does stand by its commitments,

the Carter Administration, I'm sure, would make its own judgment
depending upon the specific circumstances."" According to a SEATO
source, Thanin made quiet inquiries, soon after coming into office, about
the possibility ofSEATO being revived, but it was too late.

INTERREGNUM

The United States was in fact still caught up in its own process of re
adjustment. Disillusion with foreign military involvement-and with South
east Asia in particular—weighed heavily on U. S. policy. The new adminis
tration of President Jimmy Carter strongly reflected this turn inward.
Foreign policy was initially reoriented away from the Realpolitik of
power politics associated with Henry Kissinger, toward a more moralistic,
populist approach.

In an address before the Western Governors' Conference in June 1977,
Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Richard
Holbrooke asserted that events in Asia had disproved the domino theory.

^ "Thai Move Toward U.S. Seen," Washington Post, October 7,1976.

" Lewis M. Simons, "SEATO's Flags are Coming Down for the Last Time," Washington
Post, June 29,1977.

' Ibid.
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and that the United States had formulated an effective new policy-"one
which does not return us to the inappropriate level of earlier involvement
in the internal affairs of the region, and yet does not constitute a confusing
and destabilizing 'abandonment' of Asia."® In the first two years of the
Carter Administration, that policy was focused on three major themes:
human rights, the normalization of diplomatic relations with Vietnam, and
support for ASEAN.

Human rights became a factor in U.S. relations with several non-
communist countries in Southeast Asia in 1977 and 1978. Thailand, along
with Indonesia and the Philippines, was criticized for human rights abuses.
In January 1978, State Department Coordinator for Human Rights and
Humanitarian Affairs Patricia Derian visited several Southeast Asian coun
tries, including Thailand; and on June 30, 1977, Deputy Assistant Secretary
of State Robert Oakley testified before the House Subcommittee on Inter
national Organizations on human rights in Thailand. Though criticizing the
continued detention without due process of persons arrested during the
October coup, Oakley's testimony was notably restrained. "A state of
emergency cannot justify the commission of violations of human rights,"
Oakley stated. At the same time, however, recognition was given to the
underlying conditions that had precipitated the October coup, and con
siderable credit was given the Thai government for its humanitarian response
to the problem of Indochinese refugees.' Ultimately, the Carter Adminis
tration's human rights policy had little impact on either Thailand or U. S.
Thai relations.

The Carter Administration's human rights policy was criticized in its
early stages, however, for its focus on the non-communist countries of the
region, while failing to address far worse conditions in the communist
nations of neighboring Indochina. Indeed, one State Department document
observes that "it is difficult to locate instances ofU. S. officials speaking out
during 1977 and 1978 on Vietnamese responsibility for the human rights
violations in Vietnam and Laos during that period which contributed sub
stantially to the flight of refugees from those countries."®

"Address by the Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Before
the Western Governors' Conference, Honolulu, June 16, 1978," in American Foreign
Pohcy: Basic Documents, 1977-1980 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of State,
1984), p. 681 (galley).
' "Statement by the Deputy Assistant Secretary for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Be
fore the Subcommittee on International Organizations ofthe House Committee on Inter-
national Relations, June 30, 1977," in American Foreign Policy: Basic Documents,
1977-1980, pp. 848-59.

®Neal H. Petersen, "Policy of the United States with Respect to Southeast Asia, 1977-
1980," Office of the Historian, U. S. Department ofState, Research Proiect No. 1224-CC
March 1980(unclassified), p. 5. '
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One probable reason behind the Carter Administration s initial reluc
tance to condemn human rights violations in Laos and Vietnam was possibly
the negative impact such action might have had on the Administration s
drive to normalize diplomatic relations with Hanoi. At a news conference
on January 31, 1977, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance stated that normaliza
tion would be in the interests of both nations. On February 16, President
Carter indicated that when the United States received a proper accounting
for American soldiers missing in action (MIAs), he would favor Vietnam s
admission to the United Nations and the normalization of diplomatic rela
tions. Soon after, a Presidential commission headed by Leonard Woodcock
visited Hanoi to discuss MIAs and other matters; and on June 29, Secretary
of State Cyrus Vance declared in a major address before New York's Asia
Society that the process of normalization had already begun.' Normaliza
tion talks were subsequently held in Paris, but stalled due to Hanoi s insis
tence that the U. S. agree to reparations as a precondition to diplomatic
relations.

Washington's obvious desire to normalize relations with Vietnam led,
among other things, to some concern in non-communist Southeast Asia
that the United States was more interested in its relationship with Vietnam
than in strengthening its ties with ASEAN. This led several nations, includ
ing Japan, Singapore, and Australia, to urge Washington to express clearer
public support for ASEAN and to more fully recognize its importance. As a
nonmilitary, nonconfrontational economic grouping, ASEAN in fact fit well
with the new Administration's principles and objectives, and support for
ASEAN soon became a central facet of American policy in Southeast Asia.
Strengthening of U. S. ties with ASEAN and its members was subsequently
identified by Vance in his Asia Society address in June and by numerous
other spokesmen as a major objective of U.S. regional policy. The first
formal U.S.-ASEAN joint meeting took place in Manila in September 1977,
with the dialogue continued in Washington the following year. Though short
on concrete results, these early exchanges carried considerable symbolic
importance and set in motion what would soon be an established process of
consultation.

In Thailand, the U. S. reaffirmed its commitment under the Manila
Pact as interpreted in the Rusk-Thanat Communique, and new support was
extended in such areas as narcotics control and refugee assistance. The latter
problem in particular assumed large proportions for both the United States
and Thailand. As of August 1977, five hundred boat refugees were fleeing
Vietnam each month, and another twelve hundred per month were arriving

' "America's Role in Asia," Address by the Secretary of State Before the Asia Society,
New York, June 29, 1977, inAmerican Foreign Policy: Bask Documents, 1977-1980,
p. 674.
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overland in Thailand. This tide increased dramatically in 1978 and reached
crisis proportions in 1979. Spurred by Vietnamese policies aimed at the con
trol of private commerce, persecution of ethnic Chinese and Hmong tribes
men, and restrictions on personal and civil liberties, the monthly number of
refugees leaving Indochina rose by January 1978 to fifteen hundred by sea
and three thousand by land, and by August 1978 to a total of six thousand
per month, of whom half were Laotian tribesmen and the rest Vietnamese
boat people. This exodus peaked in May 1979, when 65,000 persons, pre
dominantly boat people, fled Indochina. All overland refugees, and many
boat people, sought refuge in Thailand.

The United States reacted quickly and with compassion. In an address
in Honolulu on May 10, 1978, Vice-President Walter Mondale observed:

The promotion of wider observance of human rights is a central objective of the
Administration's foreign policy. In Southeast Asia, there is no moreprofoundtest
of our government's conunitment to human rights than the way in which we
respond to the rapidly increasing flow of Indochinese refugees who deserve our
admiration for their courage and our sympathy for their plight No single
country can manage this problem alone. Given our legacy of involvement in Viet
nam, we bear special responsibilities, and we are prepared to meet them. The
United States must take the lead in developing a broader international effort to
handle the refugee problem.'"

Acting on that commitment and on the growing threat to the stability of
first-asylum countries such as Thailand created by the increasing refugee
burden, the United States announced on July 5, 1978, that refugees rescued
at sea by U. S. vessels would be admitted to the United States if they could
not find sanctuary elsewhere. On August 15, the Administration indicated
that it would seek a special admission of up to 50,000 refugees each year,
of whom half might be Indochinese. During 1977, fifteen thousand Indo-
Chinese were paroled into the United States; in 1978, twenty-two thousand;
and an augmented parole of an additional twenty thousand was announced
in December 1978.

The United States's new ambassador to Thailand, Morton Abramowitz
(who arrived in August 1978), worked actively to engage the attention of
both Washington and the Thais on the refugee problem. Arriving at the
height of the boat people crisis, he perceived three basic challenges: (1) to
stop the outflow from Vietnam; (2) to provide where necessary for the
resettlement of those who could not return; and (3) to provide for the wel
fare of those who for the time being would stay in Thailand. Abramowitz
pushed hard on all three fronts, and his and other efforts led to the conven
ing, on July 20-21, 1979, of the Geneva Conference on Refugees and Dis
placed Persons, at which Vietnam agreed to the institution of an orderly

W. Z. Slany, "U.S. Policy on Refugees, 1977-1980," Office of the Historian, U.S.
Department of State, Research Project No. 1224-B, June 1980,pp. 4-5.
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departure program (ODP) for those wishing and qualified to leave. The Em
bassy pressed hard for domestic U. S. resettlement slots and resources for
refugee support as well. The lead thus provided by the United States in re
settlement ultimately encouraged othercountries to further open theirdoors
to the still-growing tide of persons fleeing Indochina. From that point on
ward, the United States was to serve as the linchpin of the international re
settlement effort for Indochinese refugees, and thus as an essential element
in Thai refugee policy. In turn, a sustained high level of U. S. refugee offtake
from Thailand was to become the key to continued Thai willingness to ac
cept new refugee flows.

On October 20, 1977, Thailand's political direction changed again
when, in an unopposed coup, Thanin was ousted as Prime Minister by an
internal military coup. Thanin had proven too inflexible and reactionary
even for Thailand's conservative and order-conscious military. In the eyes
of many, his political dogmatism and hard-line foreign policy had deepened
societal cleavages at home and worsened relations with Thailand s commu
nist neighbors.

Thanin's passing was not widely mourned. General Kriangsak Cho-
manan emerged as his successor at the head of a government composed pri
marily of technocrats. The only civilian holdover from the Thanin cabinet
was Foreign Minister Upadit Panchariyangkun. A pragmatic and flexible of
ficer, Kriangsak moved quickly to heal the breaches that threatened to divide
Thai society. In foreign affairs, he also acted to repair relations with the In
dochinese states. Shortly after coming into office, Kriangsak declared Thai
land's intention to be on good terms "with all countries, regardless of ideol
ogy," and relations with both Laos and Vietnam subsequently improved
substantially. In September 1978, Vietnam's Premier Pham Van Dong
pledged in Bangkok that Vietnam would not support insurgency in Thailand
"directly or indirectly." In May 1978, Kriangsak also visited China, a move
that was reciprocated by Teng Hsiao-p'ing the following October. Thai-
Kampuchean relations, however, remained strained, as raids on Thai bor
der villages by both Khmer Rouge and Kampuchean based CPT guerillas
continued.

WATERSHED

The political, military, and diplomatic climate of Southeast Asia
changed fundamentally when, on December 25, 1978, Vietnamese forces
launched a massive invasion of neighboring Kampuchea. The invasion took

Richard Nations, "Thailand: Back in the Game," FarEastern Econontic Review, No
vember 10, 1978, p. 21.

Ibid, p. 24.
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place against a backdrop of steadily worsening Sino-Vietnamese relations
caused by the large-scale expulsion of ethnic Chinese from Vietnam and in
creased political polarization within Indochina-with China strongly backing
the Khmer Rouge, and Moscow backing Vietnam. Vietnam's entry into
COMECON in June 1978 and the conclusion of a Treaty of Friendship be
tween Vietnam and the Soviet Union the following November had put the
seal on the Soviet-Vietnamese alliance and heightened concern in Beijing
that Vietnam would become a base for Soviet power in the region and thus
a major threat to China itself. With the invasion of Cambodia, however,
Sino-Vietnamese relations moved from sharp disagreement to an open
breach. By January 7, Vietnam's expeditionary force was in control of
Pnompenh. Rather than confront Vietnam frontally, the Khmer Rouge re
gime of Premier Pol Pot withdrew to the mountains of the Southwest along
the Thai-Cambodian border to continue a guerilla struggle.

The immediate and most important result of these events was a rapid
hardening of the lines of confrontation between China, Thailand, ASEAN,
and, to a lesser extent, the United States on one hand, and Soviet-supported
Vietnam on the other. From that point onward. Thai and ASEAN diplomacy
has remained heavily focused on the continuing Kampuchean problem.

Cambodia has historically (since the decline of the ancient Khmer king
dom) served as a buffer between Thailand and Vietnam. With Vietnam's
seizure of Pnompenh and the approach of Vietnamese troops toward the
Thai border, that critical buffer disappeared and Thailand was projected into
the unenviable status ofa"front-line state." With its fundamental security at
risk. Thai foreign policy coalesced around the twin objectives ofpreventing
the consolidation of Vietnam's hold on Kampuchea and maximizing Thai
land's sources of essential external support. Thereafter, Thailand's inter
action with China, the United States, and its ASEAN partners rose
dramatically.

Bangkok's resulting cooperation with China and its support for resis
tance elements inKampuchea did notgo unnoticed in Hanoi. Insharp propa
ganda attacks, Bangkok was repeatedly accused of hostile collusion with
China. This subsequently became a major Vietnamese theme, with Hanoi
charging Thailand with serving as Beijing and Washington's tool to weaken
Vietnam and "sabotage peace in Southeast Asia.""^ Militant Chinese hos
tility toward Vietnam and repeated assurances of Chinese support for Thai
land, however, provided an important offset and served to underline the in
creasingly important role that China was coming to play as a major guarantor
of Thai security. This occurred as Thailand took on new importance for
Beijing as a critical counterweight and bar to further Soviet-Vietnamese ex
pansion to the south.

" See Paul Quinn Judge, "Three-pronged FmcQx," Far Eastern Economic Review, August
24,1984.
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On February 17, 1980, Chinese forces launched a limited invasion of
northern Vietnam in an effort to draw Vietnamese troops away from Kam
puchea and to "punish" Vietnamese aggression. Though the military results
of the fighting were ambiguous, Beijing in later months repeatedly held out
the threat of a "second lesson" should Vietnamese aggression go too far. Di
rect assurances of Chinese military support for Thailand were also offered
during avisit to Beijing by Thai Foreign Minister Sitthi Savetsila in August
1980. The resulting strategic realignment constituted a major and in some
ways ironic shift from the situation only ten years earlier, when China had
been perceived as the principal security threat to Thailand, and the United
States Bangkok's sole security guarantor.

Despite their ever-closer relationship with Beijing, the Thais perceived,
however, that an exclusive reliance on China was undesirable—a view shared
by their ASEAN colleagues. Despite the tactical alignment between the two
countries, a historical Southeast Asian distrust ofChina continued to color
Thai thinking. What, many asked, would the Chinese attitude be when the
momentary advantages of cooperation in Kampuchea someday disappeared?
ASEAN and the United States thus continued to figure prominently inThai
land's policy: The former as a framework for long-term regional growth and
security and as the primary vehicle for diplomatic pressure on Hanoi, and
the latter as the ultimate guarantor of Thai security and a critical political
counterweight to China.

Largely dormant since its founding in 1967, ASEAN had taken onnew
significance following the U. S. withdrawal from South Vietnam. Spurred by
the fall ofIndochina and fearing the extension ofcommunist pressure south
ward, the five ASEAN states had strengthened their internal consensus at
the first ASEAN summit conference in Bali in 1976. In the ASEAN view,
one key to the future survival and growth of the non-communist states of
the region lay in the collective strength afforded by increased political as
well as economic cooperation. With the consolidation of Vietnamese power
in Indochina, this objective took on new urgency.

The extension of armed Vietnamese power into a neighboring state
(Kampuchea), no matter how reviled its government, catalyzed the ASEAN
states around a common political goal: The prevention of a consolidated
Vietnamese control in Kampuchea and the restoration of a neutral, non-
aligned government in that country. As the front-line member facing Viet
nam, Thailand's security interests quickly became those of ASEAN as a
whole. On January 12, 1979, the ASEAN Foreign Ministers, assembled in
Bangkok, jointly called for the withdrawal of foreign troops from Kam
puchea. On November 14, ASEAN successfully moved a resolution before
the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA Resolution 34/22), calling
for "the immediate withdrawal of all foreign forces from Kampuchea, and
urging "all states to refrain from all acts or threats of aggression and all
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forms of interference in the internal affairs of states in Southeast Asia.'""
Severely embarrassed, Hanoi lashed out at ASEAN and at Thailand in par
ticular. Ignoring the resolution, Vietnam issued thinly veiled threats to the
effect that if Thailand and its neighbors continued their present policies they
would face problems, possibly including Vietnamese support for internal
insurgencies.^^

As a bordering state, Thailand felt the effects of the Cambodian strug
gle most directly. The most immediate impact came in the form ofmassive
numbers of refugees. Already burdened with large numbers of Vietnamese,
Laotians, and Hmong, beginning in April and May 1979 Thailand also be
came the destination of tens of thousands ofCambodians. During the sum
mer and fall, between 500,000 and 600,000 Cambodians moved to the Thai
border. On June 10, the Thai army, fearing a situation it could not control,
forced 42,000 Cambodians back into Kampuchea, during which process
many were killed or injured by land mines in the area they were made to
enter. Though strongly criticized in the United States and elsewhere in the
West, the Thai action served to dramatize both the seriousness of the refugee
situation andThailand's problems in coping with it.

Startled by the loss of life which had occurred, U. S. and international
attention was galvanized in support of a more substantial refugee relief ef
fort. By late fall, as many as 150,000 Cambodians were in camps in Thai
land, with perhaps 200,000 more located just across the border. Because of
their ordeal and the shortage of rice in Kampuchea, most were in aseverely
weakened condition and mortality rates were high. Food distribution was
commenced by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and
UNICEF. In the face ofmassive international concern, Kriangsak declared an
"open door" policy under which Thailand granted refuge on a temporary
basis to Cambodians successfully entering the country. Under the terms of
the new policy, such persons, though permitted to remain in Thailand
were not granted formal "refugee" status, but were expected to eventually
return to their homeland. In the next seven months, some 170,000 "new
Khmer" crossed the Thai border, to be placed in UN High Commission for
Refugees (UNHCR) holding centers. The generosity of Thailand's gesture
brought diplomatic praise for Bangkok and new international recognition for
both Thailand's difficult situation and the continuing problems in Kam
puchea that had caused it. No less important, it served to restore an intense
focus by the American public on the problems of Southeast Asia following
an extended period of disinterest, and a new awareness of the importance
and centrality of Thailand to that region. It also brought the Thais avery

United Nations General Assembly Resolution adopted November 19 1979 in Ameri
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real longer-term risk of a burdensome and potentially destabilizing perma
nent refugee presence on Thai soil. Discussion of a possible "Palestinian-
style" situation became increasingly common.

Once again, Bangkok turned to the United States for support. Strong
assurances from Washington that Thailand would not be left to shoulder the
refugee burden alone had led to the suspension of Bangkok's polmy ot
forced repatriation the previous summer. On October 24, President Carter
pledged $30 million to assist Cambodian refugees entering Thailand and in
dicated his support for Congressional efforts to provide an additional $30
million. From November 7 to 19, Rosalyn Carter visited refugee camps in
Thailand at her husband's request, on a mission to identify ways to increase
relief supplies and support for relief programs. As aresult of that visit. Carter
on November 15 directed the allotment ofan additional $6 million tointer
national relief efforts in Kampuchea. Carter also instructed the State Depart
ment to review refugee resettlement procedures so as to expedite admissions
to the US., and to consult with the Thai and international agencies on im
proving contingency plans for an anticipated movement of 250,000 addi
tional Cambodians into Thailand. The monthly allocation of refugee ^drms-
sions to the United States from Thai camps was simultaneously raised. On
November 14, a refugee assistance authorization bill was signed into law
which provided $60 million ($30 million outright and $30 million standby)
for refugee programs. By April 1980, the U.S. contribution to Cambodian
relief since October totaled $87 million.'®

Vietnam's invasion of Kampuchea proved to be, in fact, a watershed
not only for Thailand but for the United States. After a period of drift
Washington was called upon to reassume a major role in support
security. Renewed U. S. interest in the region was welcomed by ASEAN,
whose members perceived Vietnam's Soviet-supported juggernaut as adirect
threat to Thailand's security, and hence their own. As one well-placed Thai
observer commented, "ASEAN was now more apprehensive ofU. S. neglect
than of excessive U.S. involvement.'"''

Vietnam's thrust into Kampuchea, taken together with its generation
of refugees and its growing association with the Soviet Union, served to chal
lenge earlier assumptions in the Carter leadership concerning Vietnam and
raised grave new doubts about Hanoi's long-term intentions in the region.
This occurred even as it appeared that U. S.-Vietnamese differences over war
reparations might be overcome. Holbrooke and Vance's drive for nomaliza-
tion with Hanoi had already been in trouble with White House National
Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, who considered ita"policy diversion

16 "u. S. Policy on Refugees, 1977-1980" (U. S. Department of State), pp. 16-17.
" Sarasin Viraphol, "Thai-American Relations in the Post-1975 Period " in Wi^am
Warren and Wiwat Mungkandi, ACentury and aHalfof Thai-American Relations (Bang
kok: Chulalongkorn University Press, 1982), p. 143.
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that threatened to disturb delicate U. S. negotiations with the Chinese. In
Brzezinski's view, such an initiative would prejudice U. S. efforts to restore
full diplomatic relations with China (which were then gathering momentum),
as it would likely be interpreted in Beijing as a "pro-Soviet, anti-Chinese
move

Following signals ofnew flexibility in the summer of 1978, Vietnamese
diplomat Nguyen Co Thach stated in ameeting with Hollbrooke on Septem
ber 29 in New York that Vietnam was prepared to drop all preconditions
and to proceed toward the full normalization of relations. Although agree
ment was reached in principle that U. S.-Vietnamese normalization was a
mutual objective, a direct U. S. response was deferred. In the meantime,
however, such discussions were being quickly overtaken by events, as the con
tinuing crisis of Vietnamese refugees and other issues seriously eroded the
political atmosphere essential for further progress. Following the invasion
of Kampuchea, and in part as a result of the firm reaction of Thailand and
its ASEAN partners, any further planning for the normalization of U. S.
relations with Vietnam was suspended. On March 3, 1979, Vance, pointing
to Vietnam's demands for reparations, its inhumane policy toward refugees,
and Its invasion of Kampuchea, acknowledged that "it is unlikely that we
will be establishing relations with Vietnam in the near future.""

Thailand now became a prime focus of attention. In his news con
ference of January 17, 1979, President Carter stated:

We are very interested in seeing the integrity of Thailand protected, the
borders not endangered or even threatened by the insurgent troops from Viet
nam m Cambodia. We have joined in with almost all other nations of the world
m the United Nations in condemning the intrusion into Cambodia by Vietnamese
torces. This obviously involves the adjacent country ofThailand

The Soviet Union has expressed their support for Vietnam, as you know
And in our efforts, along with others in the United Nations, we have warned both
the Vietnamese and also the Soviets who supply them, against any danger they
might exhibit toward Thailand.^" j ^ y

On February 4, 1979, Kriangsak traveled to Washington. During his
visit, he pressed the Thai case for a clearer U. S. commitment to Thailand's
defense, and in particular for increased U. S. military assistance. He also
sought-and obtained-U. S. agreement to work closely with ASEAN in its
pursuit of a political solution in Kampuchea, and a firm U. S. commitment
to provide additional assistance to permit Thailand to cope with the growing

Principle (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
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problem of Kampuchean refugees. On his departure, a joint communique
was issued which read in part:

The President stated that the United States supports the integrity of Thai
land both in terms of the historic U. S.-Thai friendship as well as our interest in
Thailand as a stable, secure, and peaceful nation in Southeast Asia with an impor
tant role in regional peace and cohesion. He confirmed the continuing validity of
U. S. commitments in the Manila Pact.

Within the context of an ongoing military assistance program, the United
States will expedite items of military equipment already ordered by Thailand and
has increased military credits (FMS) [foreign military sales] for 1979. The United
States will consider sympathetically new Thai requests.^^

U. S. military sales credits for Thailand subsequently underwent a modest
increase, from $30 million (FY 1979) to $36 million (FY 1980). This was
more than matched by a dramatic increase in Thailand's overall level of
military expenditure. From 1978 to 1979, defense expenditures rose from
$737 million to $942 million, resulting in a surge in the level of arms imports
from 1979 to 1980 from $120 million to $320 million.^^

Significant quantities of U. S. arms began flowing into Thailand by the
summer of 1979. Beginning in early 1979, the Army Staff at the Department
of Defense was "endlessly" engaged, as one participant put it, in a search for
military items available for expedited delivery to Thailand.^^ This process
continued through 1979 and 1980, and was furthered by Abramowitz's
active lobbying of both the State and Defense Departments on behalf of
both new sales and Thai requests for accelerated deliveries.

Washington's desire to support the Thai militarily stemmed not only
from a desire to strengthen Thai defenses against possible attack but also
from a lingering concern that a weak or isolated Thailand, confronted by a
bellicose and more powerful Vietnam, might retreat to a softer, more ac
commodating policy toward that country.

One prominent example of the kind of deliberations that took place
in Washington concerned the sale of M-48 A5 tanks, perhaps the most sig
nificant military sale of this period and an important political symbol to
the Thais. Kriangsak had early in 1979 requested the sale of the M-60 tank
as a replacement for the older Korean War vintage M-41. That request was
denied, based on a determination by JUSMAG that the M-60 was not appro
priate to Thai logistical conditions. Kriangsak, however, countered with the
proposal that the U.S. "loan" the Thai forty-six M-60s for training and
morale purposes, and as a signal to the Vietnamese. Washington's response,
as formulated by Holbrooke and supported by Abramowitz, was reportedly

"Policy of the United States with Respect to Southeast Asia," pp. 13-14.
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that a loan of tanks would not be possible from the United States, but could
be arranged from Israel. The price to the Thais, however, would be the
granting of landing rights at Bangkok for Israel's El A1 airlines. Kriangsak,
placed in a dilemma, balked: though sympathetic to Israel, Thailand was too
vulnerable to the disruption of Arab oil supplies to safely comply.

Washington thereafter proposed that Bangkok alter its request from the
M-60 to the down-scale M-48 A5 tank. It was then found, however, that no
M-48 A5s were technically available, as the U. S. Army was itself some 2,000
main battle tanks short of the "prudent risk" level and nearly 5,000 short of
its authorized acquisition level. Officers responsible for readiness on the
Army Staff therefore opposed the transfer, while others were prepared to
support the sale in the event of a formal acknowledgment and report to
Congress (as required by the Arms Export Control Act) that such a sale
would result in a "significant adverse effect" on American combat readiness.
Notwithstanding the legal issues raised, the Army was overruled by the
Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), largely as a result of pressures
generated by Abramowitz and the State Department. After coming to a
head in April, the issue was catalyzed in May by a short and terse but effec
tive cable from Abramowitz, stating that he would be meeting with Prem
(the new Prime Minister), that Prem would raise the issue in a meeting the
following day, and that future Thai cooperation with the U. S. could be
expected to advance or stagnate depending on the response. Immediately,
the decision was made to provide the tanks by whatever means necessary;
no finding of "significant adverse effect" was made.^"*

By contrast, a running dispute between CINCPAC (Commander-in-
Chief of U. S. Forces in the Pacific) Adm. Maurice Weisner and Abramo
witz points to the limits of U. S. policy in this period. Beginning in late
1978, and particularly after Vietnam's invasion of Kampuchea, Weisner
attempted to restore a limited U. S. military capability at U-Tapao. His
proposal was to send six to eight aircraft to U-Tapao every six months for
air exercises, either unilaterally or jointly with the Thais. After ten days,
the planes were to be withdrawn. The objective was to demonstrate U. S.
interest in Thai security and to manifest a U. S. willingness to stand by its
commitments. Kriangsak approved of the exercises. Through most of 1979
and until Weisner's retirement in the late fall, however, Abramowitz suc
cessfully opposed the plan. In his view, the domestic sustainability of the
American commitment to Thailand was questionable, and to have returned
U. S. military aircraft to Thailand might have prompted the Thais to an
unwarranted reliance on an uncertain U. S. response. It might also have
encouraged the Thais in their deepening engagement in Kampuchea. Leery

^ Ibid.; also Confidential Interview (Washington, D. C., September 23, 1983); Confi
dential Interview (Washington, D.C., November 12,1983).
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on both fronts, Abramowitz held CINCPAC at bay, and in the resulting
stalemate the plan was abandoned.^® The gap between Washington's public
statements and this more tentative interpretation of American commit
ments was one indication of the still uncertain nature of America's role and
policy in the region. As often in the past, therefore, U. S. credibility and
leadership continued to be questioned in Bangkok.

During the remainder of 1979, the United States also continued its
support for ASEAN's efforts to achieve a political settlement in Kampuchea.
In July, Cyrus Vance became the first U. S. Secretary of State to attend the
annual meeting of ASEAN Foreign Ministers, setting a pattern that has since
been maintained with more or less regularity. Speaking in Bali (Indonesia),
Vance stated: "Southeast Asia is important to the United States and to our
security, and we see our cooperation with ASEAN as vital to the peace,
prosperity and stability of Southeast Asia We are committed morally
and by treaty to support the ASEAN states."^® Vance went on to reaffirm
U.S. support for the integrity of Thailand and America's commitment to
continue its cooperation with ASEAN in dealing with the Indochinese
refugee crisis.

On September 21, the United States supported a successful ASEAN
effort in the UN General Assembly to preserve the accreditation of Demo
cratic Kampuchea (the Khmer Rouge) as the legal representative of Kam
puchea. The U.S. made clear at the time, however, that this action did not
constitute an endorsement of the Khmer Rouge, but rather signified rejec
tion of a regime (Heng Samrin) imposed by Vietnamese force and which
itselfwas guilty of human rights abuses against the Khmer people. '̂'

The Soviet Union's invasion of Afghanistan on December 25, 1979—
one year to the day after Vietnam's invasion of Kampuchea-severely shook
what hope remained in the Carter Administration for U.S.-Soviet detente
and further galvanized ASEAN policy on Kampuchea. Fearing the growing
shadow of Soviet expansionism, and no less importantly fearing a weak
American response, ASEAN opinion increasingly welcomed a higher U.S.
profile in the region.

In an interview with U. S. News and World Report on December 31,
National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski observed:

[Vietnamese] efforts to consolidate control over that country—Cambodia—can
easily create frictions and then conflicts with a neighbor—Thailand. The geographi
calscope of the initial act of aggression could thereby beenlarged.... The United

Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., September 23, 1983); Confidential Inter
view (Washington, D.C.,September 24,1983).
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States has certain obligations to Thailand. China has expressed great concern about
Vietnamese aggressiveness. There are the makings here of a potential clash which
would be of concern to the international community. This is why not only Viet
nam but its sponsors should exercise the greatest degree of self-restraint on this
matter.^®

In a written message accompanying his State of the Union address on Janu
ary 21, 1980, President Carter made the same point:

We have taken all prudent steps possible to deter Vietnamese attacks on Thai
territory by increasing our support of the Thais, and by direct warnings to Viet
nam and the U.S.S.R.^^

As the year went on, Washington attempted to project a new image of
firmness in the region. Speaking to ASEAN's concerns. Assistant Secretary
of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Richard Holbrooke declared:

"America has ended its period of drift in this region. We are and we will
remain a Pacific power and an Asian power."®® When asked during a press
conference in Singapore how the U. S. would demonstrate its commitment,
Holbrooke replied: "I don't think we should go around proving ourselves
all the time. It gets a little tiresome after a while. U. S. commitments should
be viewed as valid until proved otherwise."®^ Holbrooke went on to observe
that "as tensions grow in the area included in the Manila Pact, some who are
involved have expressed renewed interest in it," and that from his point of
view the Pact remained a valid commitment of the United States.

Many, however, remained unconvinced. With the renewed interest on
both sides in a higher American profile in Southeast Asia, there also came
a revival of old questions concerning the strength and durability of Ameri
can commitments. Thai officials were pleased with the new statements from
Washington linking Soviet aggression in Afghanistan with Vietnamese expan
sion in Kampuchea, but were disappointed that U. S. military aid to Thailand
remained only $40 million, as compared to $400 million at that time for
Pakistan. As put by one Thai official, it was not just the money, but rather
the degree of U. S. commitment which caused doubt: "What we want to
hear from the Americans is that any attack on Thailand would be con
sidered an attack on the vital interests of the U. S. But so far they have
refused. The talk that the Manila Pact is still alive is not enough."®® While

®® Ibid., p. 20.
Ibid., p. 21.
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welcoming the revival of U. S. interest in the region, doubt also remained
about the permanence of Washington's new line. One high-ranking Thai
diplomat observed: "U.S. policy has been like a pendulum. When [the
Americans] were fighting in Vietnam it looked as though they were going
to be here. Then suddenly they are gone. Now they say they are coming
back again, but for how long?""

These larger tensions were paralleled on a lesser scale by fissures in
Bangkok. While government-to-govemment relations between the United
States and Thailand remained close, the personal relationship between
Abramowitz and Kriangsak had become increasingly strained. Much of the
problem lay in Abramowitz's personal style, which frequently irritated Thai
sensitivities. Assertive by nature, the Ambassador was viewed by many in
Bangkok's elite as being aloof and often high-handed. This perception, to a
large extent, appears to have stemmed from a stiffness on Abramowitz s
part which fit poorly with the more relaxed, personalized Thai style of
doing business. The root of the problem lay deeper, however. Many in Thai
land continued to harbor a basic distrust of the Carter leadership. Hol
brooke's earlier attempts to normalize relations with Vietnam had first
inspired that distrust, and suspicion remained that this objective had not
been fully abandoned. As a result, Abramowitz was identified with Hol
brooke and was perceived in key Thai circles as both excessively preoccupied
with Indochina, and Washington's real or imagined priorities there, and in
sufficiently sensitive to Thai concerns. The problem of Indochinese refugees
proved a particular source of friction. Though the refugee issue in fact
proved a major catalyst for once again attracting American attention to
Thailand's concerns, Kriangsak and others more often perceived Abramo
witz's strong focus on refugees as coming at Thailand s expense.

In the fall of 1979, reports circulated that Holbrooke had been sound
ing out both Malaysia and Singapore regarding a possible accommodation
with Vietnam over Kampuchea. In fact, both Vance and Holbrooke had
retained their desire to normalize relations with Vietnam, the situation in
Kampuchea notwithstanding. According to Brzezinski, this had led to a
"sharp discussion" at a Presidential breakfast on May 18, at which Vance
had forcefully argued that American neglect of Vietnam was driving Hanoi
into the hands of the Soviets, and with the Security Adviser retorting that
the Soviets and Vietnamese were promoting their own interests and that
the U. S. should not rush to embrace Vietnam at a time when it was sup
pressing Cambodia and when U. S. relations with China were still unsettled.
In July, Vance returned to the White House with a proposal for American-
Vietnarnese talkson Kampuchea, but was deflected again by objections from
Brzezinski.'^

" Ibid.

%xztz\n%^, Powerand Principle, pp. 416-17.
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Any such softening of American support for Thailand and ASEAN, if
true, threatened to undermine Kriangsak's carefully constructed Cambodian
strategy. In Kriangsak's view, a Vietnamese-dominated power bloc in Indo
china would both threaten Thai security interests directly and produce an
inevitable and highly undesirable confrontation with ASEAN. His response
entailed a two-pronged approach, one hard-line and the other considerably
more flexible. On one level, Kriangsak attempted to keep Thailand's chan
nels to the Vietnamese leadership open, suggesting that a reasonable long-
term accommodation in the region could be worked out if only Hanoi
would show the requisite flexibility. For this line of approach to succeed,
however, Kriangsak also needed a parallel, morevisibly hard-line option. This
entailed a strong ASEAN policy of opposition to Vietnam's occupation of
Kampuchea, backed by the United States. Realizing that U. S. public opinion
precluded any direct U. S. military involvement in Southeast Asia, Kriang
sak nevertheless viewed strong U. S. political support for ASEAN's policy as
essential. Any unilateral U. S. move in Hanoi's direction would thus have
seriously undercut the Thai position.

Tension peaked early in the new year. In February, Kriangsak con
sidered writing to President Carter to officially request Abramowitz's recall,
but was dissuaded from doing so.'® Sensitivities in the Ministry were also
offended when Holbrooke, who was visiting Bangkok at the time, attempted
to influence the selection of the new Thai ambassador to Washington. The
denouement of this process occurred on February 13 in a meeting with
Kriangsak attended by Holbrooke, Abramowitz, and (CINCPAC) Admiral
Robert Long. In that meeting, disagreement surfaced between Kriangsak
and Holbrooke, who in his presentation hinted at a possible U.S. move
toward recognition of Hanoi. Such a move, coupled with concessions in
Kampuchea aimed at the recognition of Heng Samrin, would in Holbrooke's
view have served to wean Vietnam away from the Soviet Union (an objective
that had taken on new life in the wake of the Soviet Union's invasion of
Afghanistan). In Kriangsak's view, however, this would have conceded
Kampuchea to Vietnam, and for only a dubious strategic advantage. Though
it was perhaps not immediately apparent just how deep a gulfof perception
and policy had arisen, the point was clear to Kriangsak, who was deeply
angered. Two weeks later, the Kriangsak government fell, beset by a variety
of problems. In Kriangsak's own view, however, at least one of those reasons
was the perceived loss of American support for hisgovernment, produced by
diverging Thai and American policies.'®

" Confidential Interview (Washington, D.C., November 12,1983).
'® Richard Nations, "Removing a Block on the Road to Hanoi," Far Eastern Economic
Review, April 4, 1980, pp. 8-10; Interview, Richard Nations (October 7, 1983); Com
ments, Gen. JCriangsak Chomanan, November 4, 1983; Suthichai Yoon, "Kriangsak,
Abramowitz: How Did Relations Sour?" The Nation (Bangkok), January 14,1981.
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Kriangsak was replaced as Prime Minister by General Prem Tinsularlond,
a respected officer widely known for his personal integrity. His new cabinet
included as Foreign Minister Air Chief Marshal Sitthi Savetsila, a holdover
from the Kriangsak cabinet who only weeks before had replaced Upadit
Pachariayankun. During the preceding year, Thailand sforeign policy had in
large part been personally conceived and run by Kriangsak, who had increas
ingly turned to Sitthi (the Secretary General ofthe National Security Coun
cil and a Minister without portfolio) for advice. Sitthi's appointment as
Foreign Minister, which had been long expected, closed that gap and con
solidated what was already a close working relationship. A man of integrity
with a solid grasp of national security issues, Sitthi's retention by Prem en
sured both continuity and firmness in Thailand's foreign policy. It also led
to a hardening of Thai policy toward Vietnam, as continued intransigence
in Hanoi led to the gradual abandonment ofKriangsak's two-track approach.
Under Sitthi's guidance. Thai cooperation with China, as well as with the
United States and ASEAN, increased, and new emphasis was placed on
pressuring a Vietnamese withdrawal.

On June 23, 1980, Vietnam put America's commitment to the test
by launching an armed incursion from Kampuchea into Thai territory
adjacent to the Thai border town ofAranyaprathet. Evidence indicated that
the Vietnamese move, involving several hundred troops, was premeditated.
While launching a vigorous counterattack which forced the Vietnamese to
withdraw, Bangkok also appealed to the United States and ASEAN for
support. From a public relations standpoint, the Vietnamese attack could
not have been more poorly timed. Fighting commenced only three days
before the opening in Kuala Lumpur of the Thirteenth ASEAN Foreign
Ministers Conference, a session also attended by the new U. S. Secretary of
State Edmund Muskie and by the Foreign Ministers of Japan, Canada, Aus
tralia, and New Zealand. It also followed repeated pledges by Hanoi that it
would respect Thailand's sovereignty and territory." In Kuala Lumpur, the
ASEAN Ministers issued a communique jointly condemning Vietnam's
move as "an irresponsible and dangerous act which will have far-reaching
and serious consequences and which constitutes a grave threat to the security
of Thailand and the Southeast Asian region.""

The most important effect of the invasion, however, was a gelling of
ASEAN unity on the Kampuchean question and an increased identification

" In May 1980, Vietnamese Foreign Minister Nguyen Co Thach declared that "Viet
nam or Indochinese Nations is or are prepared to give aU assurances and guarantees, in
ternational and bilateral, to respect the sovereignty, territorial integrity, and security of
Thailand." Quoted in Nayan Chanda, "The Making of a Bloc," Far Eastern Economic
Review, May 30,1980.

" Derek Davies, "Victory for the Hardline Hawks," Far Eastern Economic Review,
July 4,1980, p. 12.
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both ofASEAN interests with those of Thailand and ofVietnam as amajor
regional threat. The incursion also provoked an immediate response from the
United States. OnJune 28,Muskie stated before the Conference that:

We have seen new assaults on the territorial integrity ofThailand by agovernment
in Vietnam that has demonstrated again disregard for the most basic tenet ofinter
national life-respect for the sovereignty of other nations We stand behind the
independence, security, and territorial integrity ofThailand. That support is based
on our historical friendship and our conviction that a secure Thailand is a force for
regional peace and cohesion Let me assure you today that as a result ofthe re
cent developments on the Thai-Kampuchea border, we intend to step up our assis
tance to Thailand.®'

Soon after, on July 1, the United States announced an immediate emer
gency airlift to Thailand of small arms and artillery (M-16 rifles, 106mm re-
coilless rifles, and 105mm Howitzers). It was also announced that the United
States would shortly begin expediting surface shipments of small arms and
artillery and would move ahead with the accelerated delivery by sea of
thirty-five M-48 A5 tanks. Though arriving too late to affect the military sit
uation, this gesture was intended to provide an important psychological
boost to the Thais. In fact, because of the persisting lack of confidence in
Washington's strength of purpose, the psychological effect on the Thais was
small. This was all the more the case as the shipments in question did not
constitute new support, but rather the accelerated delivery ofequipment al
ready contracted for. Nevertheless, as a symbolic gesture the U. S. response
was appreciated, and its swiftness served clear notice on Vietnam of Ameri
can support for Thailand's security.

39 Statement by the Secretary of State Before the ASEAN Foreign Ministers' Meeting,
Kuala Lumpur, June 28, 1980," in American Foreign Policy: Basic Documents 1977-
1980, pp. 696-97.
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Afterword
Thailand and the United States:
Into the Eighties

The inauguration of Ronald Reagan as President of the United States
in January 1981 in its own way marked a turning point in American foreign
policy. The new administration came into office determined to end thevacil
lation and uncertainty which had marked U.S. policyin the preceding years.
In its view, the perception of declining U. S. power and will andof growing
Soviet strength had led to a dangerous weakening of America's global posi
tion and a continuing crisis of confidence among America's friends and allies.
The new administration therefore set as its chief global priorities the restora
tion of American military strength, the checking of further Soviet expansion
ism, and the reinvigoration of American alliances and political relationships
worldwide.

Subsequent U. S. policy in Southeast Asia did not constitute a funda
mental reversal of earlier policy, however. For the United States, as for
others in the region, this had already occurred in December 1978 withViet
nam's invasion of Kampuchea. Starting then, the Carter Administration had
begun a process leading to the reluctant abandonment of its hopes for nor
malization with Vietnam and an increasing alignment with the toughening
policies of ASEAN. The events that would propel the United States innew
policy directions had, therefore, already been set in motion.

As a result, the policies pursued in Southeast Asia by the new adminis
tration did not for most purposes differ greatly from those of the previous
two years. U. S. support for the security ofThailand was reaffirmed. In addi
tion to public and private assurances by President Reagan, Secretary of De
fense Caspar Weinberger, and other senior officials, the U. S. commitment to
honor its obligations under the Manila Pactwas publicly reaffirmed by Secre
tary of State Alexander Haig in his statement before the annual meeting of
ASEAN Foreign Ministers in Manila, on June 20, 1981.' Strong supportwas
also reaffirmed for ASEAN's policy toward Kampuchea, and ASEAN itself
continued to receive major attention as the linchpin of American policy in
Southeast Asia and the principal anchor for long-term regional stability and
progress. Nevertheless, a real, if primarily perceptual, change had occurred.

Reagan's election was welcomed in Bangkok. Themilitary in particular
looked forward to the prospect of increased military support, while Thai

' Department ofStateBulletin, August 1981, pp. 17-20.
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officials across the board were hopeful of expanded political and economic
support as well. To Bangkok, the new President's strong belief in the need to
resist Soviet expansionism carried with it the implicit promise of an even
stronger American commitment to Thai security and of an even more reso
lute opposition to Vietnamese policy in Kampuchea.

Continuing tension along the Thai-Kampuchean border reinforced the
need for support. In June 1981, Vietnamese Deputy Foreign Minister Vo
Dong Giang warned of a possible new strike into Thailand if Bangkok were
to proceed with a planned repatriation of 90,000 Khmer refugees, and at
the same time announced that Vietnamese forces were now authorized to
cross into Thailand in pursuit of resistance forces. At approximately the
same time, Vietnamese Foreign Minister Nguyen Co Thach publicly dis
missed the suggestion that Thailand had any security interest in Kampuchea,
while ominously referring in the same discussion to "the sixteen provinces
of Laos currently under Thai administration" (a reference to Thailand's
sensitive Northeast region).^

TheThais were not disappointed withthe new tone of American policy.
Testifying on March 24, 1981, before the House Subcommittee on Asian and
Pacific Affairs, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacif
ic Affairs Michael Armacost declared:

Thailand's continuing independence, territorial integrity, and stability is central to
the stability of Southeast Asia and to the unity of ASEAN. Our commitment to
Thailand under the Manila Pact has been repeatedly voiced byU. S. leaders, includ
ingPresident Reagan. Our willingness to provide tangible evidence of U. S. concern
for the security and stability of Thailand, ASEAN's "frontline state," would be
seen by Thailand, by its ASEAN colleagues, and byothers as animportant demon
strationof U.S. credibility.®

Anew emphasis on the need to maintain confidence in the United States
was echoed elsewhere.'' In line with this policy, FMS credits to Thailand
were increased from $36 million in 1980 to $53.4 million in 1981 (a Carter
budget year), $74.7 million (plus $4.5 million under the Military Assistance

®John McBeth, "Hanoi Blurs the FarEastern Economic Review, June 12 1981
p. 12.

®Foreign Assistance Legislation for Fiscal Year 1982 (Part 5): Hearings and Markup Be
fore the Subcommittee onAsian and Pacific Affairs of the Committee onForeign Affairs,
97th Congress, 1st session. Economic and Security Assistarwe in Asia and thePacific,
March 23, 24, 25, 26, 30, 31; April 6,1981 (Washington, D.C.: U. S. Government Print
ing Office, 1981), p. 91.

" See "Statement of Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs John
Holdridge Before the Subcommittee on Foreign Operations ofthe House Appropriations
Committee, March 30, 1982," in Foreign Assistance and Related Progyams Appropria
tions for 1983: Hearings Before a Subcommittee on the Committee onAppropriations,
House of Representatives, 97th Congress, 2nd Session (Washington, D.C., 1982) Part 4
271.
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Program [MAP]) in 1982, $76 million (plus $14 million MAP) in 1983, and
$94 million (plus $5 million MAP) in 1984. Over the same period, funding
for International Military Education and Training (IMET) more than dou
bled, from $760,000 to $2.2 million. Development Assistance from 1980 to
1984 experienced a relatively modest increase, from $20.8 million to $26.6
million. Total U. S. aid packages (including EMS, ESF [Economic Support
Fund], MAP, IMET, and DA) rose from $62.76 million in 1980 to $69.39
million in 1981, $107.3 million in 1982, $117 million in 1983, and $132.8
in 1984.

The rationale behind the American program of military support tor
Thailand was stated by Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for East Asian
and Pacific Affairs Richard Armitage in Senate testimony inJune 1982:

Thailand continues a gradual military modernization given day-to-day im
petus by events along her eastern border. When Thailand s Prime Minister, Prem
Tinsulanond, came toWashington last October in a very successful visit, Presiderit
Reagan, noting Thailand's status on the front lines, reassured him ofthis country s
firm adherence to the security guarantees we gave Thailand in the 1954 Marida
Pact We have backed these assurances with foreign military sales and the provision
of military training (IMET), both at expanded levels. By this assistance, we play a
major role in upgrading Thai forces.

We do not expect that Thailand can become a mihtary match for the Viet
namese, who, after aU, have the fifth largest mihtary force in the world. But we are
certain that, ifpressed, the Thai Armed Forces would give agood account ofthem
selves in the event of invasion on their homeland. In slowing down a Vietnamese
assault, they would buy the time for Thailand's friends tocome toher assistance.
At the same time, support for ASEAN and its policy toward Kam

puchea was intensified. This included strong and consistent support for the
settlement formula proposed by the International Conference on Kam
puchea (ICK)® and continued cooperation with ASEAN to retain the Kam-
puchean seat at the United Nations held by Democratic Kampuchea. In
September 1981, Vietnamese efforts to oust the Khmer Rouge from the
Kampuchea seat were for a third time decisively defeated in the General
Assembly (179 to 36, with 31 abstentions)-a margin even greater than in
previous years. The following month, on October 21, the General Assembly
adopted by a vote of 100/25/19 an ASEAN resolution that reiterated its

®"Statement by Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for East Asian and Pacific Affairs
Richard Armitage Before the East Asian and Pacific Affairs Subcommittee ofthe Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, June 8,1982," in U. S. Policies and Programs in Southeast
Asia, Hearings Before the Subcommittee on East Asian and Pacific Affairs ofthe Com
mittee on Foreign Relations, U. S. Senate, 97th Congress, 2nd session, p. 10.
* An ASEAN initiative, the ICK was held from July 15 to 17, 1981, under a UN man
date Attended by ninety-three nations (seventy-nine as regular attendees and fourteen
as observers), it called for anegotiated settlement to the Kampuchean problem, based on
the withdrawal of foreign troops, Khmer self-determination through free elections, and
security guarantees for statesin the area.
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call for the withdrawal of Vietnamese forces and for Khmer self-determina
tion and endorsed the decisions of the International Conference on Kam
puchea. When, on June 22, 1981, a coalition government was successfully
formed (at ASEAN's prodding) among the three Khmer resistance factions
(former Premier Son Sann's KPNLF, forces loyal to Prince Norodom Sihan
ouk, and the Khmer Rouge), American moral, diplomatic, and humanitarian
support was extended to its non-communist partners.'

The U. S. commitment to refugee resettlement has also remained strong,
though overall numbers entering the United States fell with the decline in
overall numbers fleeing Indochina and changes in thecomposition of refugee
populations. As of mid-1981, Thailand continued to receive the greatest
number of refugees of any nation in Southeast Asia: 3,3000 by land from
Laos and 2,500 by boat from Vietnam per month, plus a smaller number
from Kampuchea, resulting in a camp population of nearly 250,000. Con
cerned with a possible buildup of refugees (ora failure of camp populations
to decline) which might imperil Thai willingness to grant first asylum—a fear
the Thais have not been reluctant to encourage-U. S. acceptance rates have
been held at a high level (see table). This has not prevented periodic swings
of mood or perception in Bangkok between confidence and anxiety, as fluc
tuation in U.S. acceptance of Indochinese refugees has fueled fears that
Thailand might be left with an essentially unabsorbable residual. A workable
balance between politically acceptable refugee intake rates in the U.S. and
an offtake rate adequate to maintain Thai confidence remains, therefore, an
important component of current U. S.-Thai relations.

U. S. readiness to assist Thailand in the event of crisis was again put to
the test in January and April 1983, when Vietnamese attacks on Khmer re
sistance camps and refugee settlements spilled over the border. The United
States responded with the expedited delivery to Thailand, by sea and air, of
Redeye ground-to-air missiles and new-model 155mm extended-range howit
zers drawn directly from United States military inventories. Inaddition, the
United States made available an immediategrant of $1.5 million to the Inter
national Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) for emergency medical care
and other humanitarian assistance to the victims of the fighting.® The rapid
ity of this response (the material in question was moved on April 9, within
two days of Prem's request) demonstrated politically as much as militarily
the American intention to stand behind Thailand in the event of a clear
threat to its security, and reassured Thai leaders that U. S. support could be
relied upon when needed. Though difficult to evaluate, it may also have
helped to forestall further Vietnamese aggressiveness.

' U. S. support for the resistance was, however, limited to nonmilitary aid. This was a
source ofdisappointment to Thailand, as well as to Singapore and Malaysia.
a «'U. S. Military Assistance to Thailand, Department ofState Statement, April 8,1983,
DepartmentofState Bulletin, June 1983,p. 20.
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Since 1981, Washington has also shown less reluctance to manifest its
support for the Thais by direct military cooperation in-country. Joint Thai-
U. S. military exercises have been expanded with the objective ofupgrading
Thai defensive capabilities. Since 1982, the centerpiece of this program has
been the annual Cobra Gold exercise. In December 1982, for the first time
since the Vietnam War period, U. S. Air Force aircraft and crews were sent to
Thailand to provide advanced combat training for Thai Air Force units that
were to participate in subsequent exercises over the Philippines (Cope Thun
der 1983). Bilateral logistical planning has been undertaken with the objec
tive of improving the Thai logistical system and aiding overall Thai armed
forces modernization. That planning was formalized in a Memorandum of
Understanding signed in October 1985 by Secretary of Defense Caspar
Weinberger and Prime Minister Prem Tinsulanond establishing an agreed
framework for logistical assistance to Thailand in times of military tension.
In return. Thai cooperation has been extended in a variety of areas suppor
tive of U. S. interests.

Thailand continues to rely heavily on the United States as a principal
guarantor of its security, bothin the direct sense (e.g., arms supply and more
direct emergency support) and as a counterbalance to Soviet and to some
extent Chinese influence in the region. Speaking to the problem ofgrowing
Soviet/Vietnamese military power in Southeast Asia, Thai National Security
Council Secretary General Prasong Soonsiri has observed: "We would like to
see more of the U. S. government. We consider them a stabilizing factor.
Everybody would like to forget the Vietnam War. All right. But don't go
away."'

For the Thais, increased U. S. military aid and new and expanded joint
exercises are perhaps matched in importance by broader changes in the
United States s global posture. Greater readiness in Washington to meet
directly a range of challenges from the Soviet Union and the enlarged capa
bility of U.S. forces worldwide have enhanced the United States's overall
credibility as an ally. Whereas in earlier years (e.g., 1980) U.S. material
support had stood either in isolation or against a backdrop of perceived
weakness, the firmer U. S. global posture of the early 1980s has lent U. S.
military assistance new significance in the perception of many Thais. As a
result, increased credibility has been attached both in Bangkok and in Wash
ington to American security commitments.

As Thailand and the United States entered the 1980s, then, both
nations found themselves on ground that was at once old and new. After a
period of intensive mutual engagement during the Vietnam conflict, Bang
kok and Washington had drifted apart in itsaftermath. Internal adjustments
in both countries to changing domestic and international political environ-

' Karen DeYoung, "New Arms, Troops Expand Soviet Military Role in Southeast Asia,'
Washington Post, December 21,1983, p. A34.
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ments had led to momentarily divergent, but perhaps necessary, paths for
what had for many years been two extraordinarily close allies.

As one authoritative commentator has observed, however, Thai-Ameri
can relations have, "as if in a time warp, snapped back" to their earlier
warmth.'" It is an indication, perhaps, of the enduring quality of the Thai-
American relationship that the adjustments of the 1970s have been made
successfully, and that the bonds linking Thailand and the United States have
emerged from the experience strong and intact. Thai and American interests
have again converged—largely premised, as they have been historically, on
mutual security concerns. For the Thais, this is security in the most direct
national sense, while for the United States, security remains fixed in a
global context. As a result, an inescapable ambiguity in the relationship
remains.

Nevertheless, the relationship which exists today differs from that ot a
decade before. The current security linkage between the United States and
Thailand appears firmly rooted in the domestic political realities of both
countries and so has achieved greater political sustainability. While theThais
continue to seek the strongest possible security guarantee from the United
States, a working recognition now exists that the U. S. role must remain
limited. American respect for Thai nationalism has increased, and the U. S.
Embassy's range of contacts in the Thai government and society has been
significantly broadened. In contrast to earlier periods in the 1950s and
1960s, when support for democracy in Thailand was not given high priority,
the United States has also demonstrated a stronger interest in the strengthen
ing ofdemocratic processes as a key to longer term stability.

Yet, as aglobal leader, the United States clearly has responsibilities ^at
can be avoided only at severe cost. Thailand continues tolook tothe United
States for the political and diplomatic support needed to maintain its in
tegrity in the face of external pressure and for military support both on a
sustained basis and in the event of a clear security crisis. On both levels,
the United States in recent years has amply demonstrated its commitment.

Trade and economic relations, though still clearly secondary to security
and political issues, have assumed new importance in the Thai-American
relationship, as Thailand's sustained record of economic growth (together
with that of ASEAN as a whole) in the 1970s and early 1980s has propelled
it toward the ranks of the middle-income countries. Average GNP ^owth
through this period has exceeded 7 percent. The United States is Thailand s
second largest trading partner (after Japan), and it can be expected that
Thai-U. S. business relationships will continue to expand in the coming
years, stimulated by a growing economy and a generally favorable business
climate. The signing in Washington of a Thai-U. S. bilateral Science and

Interview, H. Eugene Douglas, Ambassador at Large and U. S. Coordinator for Refugee
Affairs (Washington, D.C., June 17,1984).
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Technology Cooperation Agreement in April 1985 suggests another promis
ing direction in which future Thai-U. S. economic collaboration may be
developed.

United States concessional or grant economic aid to Thailand has,
as a parallel development, stabilized over the past decade at a relatively low
level. While budgetary constraints in the United States have been influential,
more important has been a shift in Thailand's needs, as the Thai economy
has matured. In the spring of 1985, the U.S. economic assistance strategy
for Thailand was restructured, with primary emphasis being placed on assis
tance in science and technology development andon industrial development
and employment in rural areas. Both are considered directly supportive of
Thailand's new priorities for export expansion. At the same time, former
U. S. aid and development projects continue to bear fruit. The major high
way systems developed with U.S. assistance in the 1950s and 1960s have
emerged as vital economic as well as political corridors. The former U.S.
naval facility at Sattahip (turned over to the Thai Navy in 1976) is today a
significant container port for civilian cargoes; and the Asian Institute of
Technology (formerly the SEATO Graduate School of Engineering) hosts
students from throughout the Pacific in programs geared to specific Asian
technological needs. Of perhaps the greatest significance, however, are the
tens of thousands of Thais trained or educated abroad with United States
assistance who now serve in key positions throughout Thailand's military
and civilian leadership. This human element continues to serve as an in
dispensable bonding agent in the Thai-American relationship.

Overall, these factors-human, economic, and technological- are indica
tive of the broadening base and diversification of the Thai-American re
lationship.

Thailand, for its part, has proven again its adaptability to changing
political climates and has emerged from the turmoil of the 1973-80 period
in a position that is, if anything, enhanced. Its successful record as the pri
mary country of first asylum for Indochinese refugees has done much to
enhance Thailand's international prestige and reputation. Through a com
bination of suppression, a well-conceived amnesty program, and most
importantly the severe damage caused to the Communist Party of Thailand
by the Sino-Vietnamese conflict, Thailand's communist insurgency has been
effectively brought under control." The U.S. security guarantee, though

Beginning in early 1979, large numbers of students and others who had fled to the
jungles after the October 6, 1976, coup began to defect. This process, and the disintegra
tion of the CPT itself, culminated inmass defections ofcadre to government forces inthe
1982-83 period. Between October 1982 and September 1983, over 2,000 CPT personnel
surrendered, while another 950 retumed at official invitation or requested government
protection; as a result, the scope and effectiveness of CPT operations have been severely
reduced, particularly in the Northeast. Despite this highly positive trend, two points of
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still ambiguous, remains intact and subject to regular reaffirmation by suc
cessive U. S. leaders. Relations with China have been placed on a cooperative
basis, with China acting, at least in the near term, as a primary security
guarantor. Most importantly, perhaps, Thailand has been successful in build
ing and strengthening vital ties to its neighbors in ASEAN, aprocess that has
enhanced both Thai influence and security. The emergence of ASEAN as a
mechanism for political as well as economic consultation and coordination
has proven a major asset in building not only increased coherence among the
non-communist nations of Southeast Asia but regional stability overall.

This identification of Thailand with ASEAN, with the United States
playing a strong and necessary, but modulated, role in support of both,
indicates the evolutionary rather than discontinuous fashion in which the
Thai-American relationship has grown. As a result, the partnership that
exists today is an increasingly balanced and mature one, premised on a
realistic appraisal of domestic and international conditions and on an endur
ingheritage of friendship and shared national interests.

concern remain: one is the quesiton of how many of those defecting have acted from a
desire to conserve CPT strength rather than from a genuine change ofheart or ideology.
More significantly, a number of dissident CPT cadre who favor Vietnamese leadership
and strategy over that of China have left Northeastern Thailand for Laos, where Viet
nam has provided assistance and allowed them reestablished training and other bases.
Known generally as the "Pak Mai," or "Green Star," these guerillas enjoy little support
in Thailand and have, so far, only limited effectiveness. Nevertheless, their continued
existence and access to Vietnamese support leaves open the possibility of a renewal of
communist guerilla warfare in the countryside and/or terrorism in the cities in the future.
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