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Introduction

It’s hard to escape a sinkhole. In mid-May 1975, two weeks after the fall of Saigon,
members of the Khmer Rouge navy fired upon and detained a shipping freighter called the SS
Mayaguez as it traversed the Gulf of Thailand. Cambodian sailors boarded the ship and made its
forty American crewmembers their prisoners. So began the Mayaguez incident. Over the ensuing
three days, the Ford administration orchestrated and oversaw a chaotic military rescue operation.
This paper examines the Ford administration’s handling of the crisis and the motives that
underlay its violent response.

Historians explain American decision-making during the Mayaguez crisis in disparate
ways. Naturally, they focus on the incident’s correlation with the Vietnam War—in time, space,
and perception. Cécile Menétrey-Monchau argues that President Gerald R. Ford misperceived
the seizure of the ship as a deliberate provocation by a monolithic communist adversary; he
responded with force to rewrite the history of the shameful American retreat from Vietnam.'
Andrew J. Gawthorpe frames the crisis as part of the Ford administration’s effort to mount a
“holding action” in the Asia-Pacific with more limited resources than had been available during
the Vietnam War.? Experts in other disciplines apply their own methodologies. Political scientist
Chris Lamb uses the “belief systems” model to analyze American decision-making. He
concludes that American policymakers’ belief in the domino theory led them to favor a swift

retaliation.> Communications scholars Denise Bostdorff and Roderick Hart examine Ford’s use

' Cécile Menétrey-Monchau, “The Mayaguez Incident as an Epilogue to the Vietnam War and its Reflection of the
Post-Vietnam Political Equilibrium in Southeast Asia,” Cold War History 5, no. 3 (August 2005): 337-367.

2 Andrew J. Gawthorpe, “The Ford Administration and Security Policy in the Asia-Pacific After the Fall of Saigon,”
The Historical Journal 52, no. 3 (2009): 697-716.

3 Chris Lamb, Belief Systems and Decision-Making in the Mayaguez Crisis (Gainesville: University of Florida Press,
1989).
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of language and rhetoric.* They show that Ford carefully tailored his words to highlight his

decisiveness and capacity for leadership.

This paper builds on previous thinking on Mayaguez incident, but it proposes an
alternative understanding. Above all else, “credibility” motivated American decision-making
during the Mayaguez crisis—but credibility of different kinds. Henry Kissinger, who served as
both secretary of state and national security adviser, thought in terms of traditional geopolitical
credibility. Far from being a mere abstraction, he held that a nation’s credibility had tangible
international effects. Enemies who doubted American strength or resolve were more likely to
challenge the United States, and allies were more likely to desert it. Kissinger’s strategic calculus
necessitated a holistic appraisal of international relations. The United States had suffered a
terrible defeat in Vietnam, and the rest of the world’s perception of American strength had
suffered. By taking a self-consciously strong stand in the Mayaguez incident, the United States
would acquire leverage in other arenas of international competition. It would reassure allies and
intimidate adversaries by demonstrating its enduring commitment to international engagement.
The American mili;ary umbrella covered some of the most combustible theaters of the Cold War,
like Korea and Berlin, and a show of force in Cambodia would demonstrate the enduring moxie
to unfold it elsewhere.

Ford appreciated the importance of geopolitical credibility, but his unique position forced
him to consider personal credibility as well. In addition to global perceptions, he was concerned
with domestic politics. Ford had never won a national election, and he had ascended to the
presidency on the wings of Watergate. He lacked a mandate or a strong sense of legitimacy. His

September 1974 decision to pardon former President Richard Nixon had diminished his approval

4 Denise M. Bostdorff, The Presidency and the Rhetoric of Foreign Crises (Columbia: University of South Carolina
Press, 1994); Roderick P. Hart, The Sound of Leadership: Presidential Communication in the Modern Age (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1987).



ratings, which remained low in the spring of 1975. Ford had to regain political ground before
seeking election as president in his own right in 1976, and the Mayaguez crisis provided him
with an ideal opportunity to cultivate an image as strong-willed and decisive. Ford wanted to
prove his mettle as a leader and let the American people know that he was not a weak-kneed
replacement who would buckle in the face of communist provocation. As White House Press
Secretary Ron Nessen later recalled, “throughout the crisis, Ford was acutely aware that
supporters and critics at home and friends and enemies abroad were watching his performance
closely to measure his determination and wisdom in dealing with this first international
provocation of his presidency.”

Kissinger and Ford, the two most dominant figures in American foreign policy, played
leading roles as the National Security Council (NSC) formulated the American response to the
crisis. Both men’s conceptions of credibility led them to resist Congressional encroachment on
foreign policy, which had increased markedly as a consequence of the Vietnam debacle. As far
as geopolitical credibility was concerned, allies and enemies needed to know that the president
had the ability to act unimpeded by Congressional restrictions; this imperative required forceful
resistance to Congressional encroachment on foreign relations. As for personal credibility, Ford
had inherited the unenviable task of restoring cordial relations between the executive and
legislative branches of government, and he needed to continue his project of healing. Ford sought
to resist the expansion of Congress’s power over foreign policy while at the same time showing
deference to and avoiding unnecessary conflict with the institution as a whole. This led him to
abide by some of the provisions of the 1973 War Powers Act and sometimes ran at cross

purposes with Kissinger’s desire to beat back Congress altogether.

*Ron Nessen‘. It Sure Looks Different from the Inside (Chicago: Playboy Press, 1978), 117.
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Throughout the Mayaguez crisis and well into its aftermath, Ford and Kissinger tried to
preserve these multifarious forms of credibility. Political rather than military concerns dominated
the administration’s decision-making process. Kissinger insisted on a quick military response to
show the world that the US was not hobbled by its misadventures in Vietnam, Ford favored

military action to demonstrate his own competence and dynamic leadership, and both men

worked to outmaneuver an increasingly assertive Congress.



Part I: Rescuing the Ship
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“In the wake of our humiliating retreat from Cambodia and South Vietnam in the spring
of 1975,” President Gerald Ford recalled in his memoirs, “allies around the world began to
question our resolve.” By the morning of Monday, May 12, 1975, when Deputy National

Security Adviser and Air Force Lieutenant General Brent Scowcroft informed him that

¢ Ralph Wetterhahn, The Last Battle: The Mayaguez Incident and the End of the Vietnam War (New York: Carroll &
Graf, 2001), xiii.
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Cambodians had fired upon and captured an American-owned and operated merchant ship, the
SS Mayaguez, Ford had become convinced that “rhetoric alone . . . would not persuade anyone
that America would stand firm. They would have to see proof of our resolve.”’ From the very
beginning, Ford linked the Mayaguez crisis to other troubling developments in domestic and
international politics. The credibility of America’s Cold War military commitments was in
doubt. A war-weary Congress was usurping executive control of foreign policy. The public was
questioning Ford’s competence and, after his pardon of disgraced former President Nixon, his
honesty. In short, things were not going well for the United States—or for its president.

Things were not going well for beleaguered Secretary of State-National Security Adviser
Henry Kissinger either. The tenuous peace he crafted with the 1973 Paris Peace Accords had
collapsed, and Congress had rejected any and all additional aid to South Vietnam.® Cambodia
and South Vietnam had fallen into communist hands, and Laos was on the precipice. The drawn-
out saga of American military involvement in Indochina appeared to have at last reached its
miserable denouement. Halfway through a routine 8AM meeting with senior officials at the State
Department, however, Kissinger learned that the story had at least one more twist. Acting
Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs J. dwen Zurhellen, Jr., sitting in
for Philip Habib, somewhat nonchalantly relayed the bad news: “Sir, we have two reports this
morning that an American merchant ship has been captured by Cambodians about a hundred
miles off the coast and is proceeding into Sihanoukville [a port city also called Kompong Som]

under Cambodian troop guard.”9 It was cruel irony. Two short weeks after the hasty American

7 Gerald Ford, A Time to Heal: The Autobiography of Gerald R. F ord (New York: Harper & Row, 1979), 275.

8 Christopher T. Jespersen, “Kissinger, Ford, and Congress: The Very Bitter End in Vietnam,” Pacific Historical
Review 71, no. 3 (August 2002): 439-445.

9 Minutes of the Secretary of State’s Regionals Staff Meeting, in US Department of State, Foreign Relations of the
United States, 1969-1976. Volume X: Vietnam, January 1973-July 1975 (Washington, DC: Government Printing
Office, 2010) (hereafter cited as FRUS), 974.
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exit from Vietnam, Kissinger and the twenty-two other diplomats at the meeting could not have
anticipated that they would be focusing their attentions on an American ship under attack by

communists in Southeast Asian waters. In at least one regard, little had changed since the Gulf of

Tonkin incident in August of 1964: it was time to stand firm.

Having learned of the seizure only minutes before the meeting began, Zurhellen could not
provide Kissinger with any additional details. The secretary’s questions evinced frustration and
vitriol. “How can that be?” he asked. For him, the capture of the ship symbolized the American
feelings of helplessness and impotence wrought by Vietnam—feelings he was determined to
expunge. “Now, goddam it! We are not going to sit here and let an American merchant ship be

captured at sea and let it go into the harbor without doing a bloody thing about it. We are going

o protest.”lo

Moving seamlessly between his dual roles as secretary of state and national security
adviser, Kissinger raced to the White House to offer counsel to the president. Before discussing
what they would later describe as a grave threat to national security, however, Ford, Kissinger,
and Scowcroft ruminated on the more important issue of the upcoming 1976 presidential
election. The president’s support among conservative Republicans had waned, and he was facing
the embarrassing prospect of a primary challenge from the charismatic ex-governor of
California, Ronald Reagan. Furthermore, despite Ted Kennedy’s “firm, final, and unconditional”
September 1974 announcement that he would not seek his party’s nomination for the presidency,
Ford and Kissinger worried that the Massachusetts senator would hearken back to Camelot, seize
the mantle of his slain older brothers, and make his own run for the nation’s highest office.""

Ford asked his associates to “look at the alternatives [to his winning the election]. Reagan would

10 11
Ibid.
' R. W. Apple, Jr., “Kennedy Rules Out *76 Presidential Race,” New York Times, September 24, 1974.
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be a disaster. . . . Any Democrat from Kennedy on down would be a disaster.”'? The electoral

competition was heating up, and the president wanted to stay a step ahead of his political

opponents.

The stains of Watergate and Vietnam had imbued the nation, especially its reporters, with
a zealous skepticism about political behavior of all stripés. Corruption, it seemed, was
everywhere. Not even Ford—with his nearly universal reputation for honesty and decency—was
immune to the relentless pursuit of wickedness in Washington. In 1973, a bribery scandal
unrelated to Watergate forced Nixon’s first vice president, Spiro Agnew, to resign. Ford was not
Nixon’s first choice to replace Agnew, but the president knew the well liked and respected
Michigan Republican was the only party loyalist likely to win confirmation from an increasingly
disgruntled and suspicious Congress. Even so, Ford was subject to one of the most thorough
background investigations ever conducted. The FBI’s final report contained more than 1,700
pages. Agents went as far as to interview a football player whom Ford played against in high
school and tackled after a whistle had signaled the stoppage of play. Presumably, the
investigators wanted to determine if the man who could very well be the next commander-in-
chief was the upstanding character he portrayed himself to be.'? (The late hit turned out to be the
only blemish on an otherwise squeaky-clean record, and the meticulous report actually bolstered
Ford’s political credentials.)

Back in the Oval Office on the morning of May 12, campaign preparations were
underway. Despite the inevitable scrutiny it would incur, Ford was setting up an informal

campaign advisory team inside the White House. Politics never stops at the water’s edge, and the

12 Memorandum of Conversation, May 12, 1975. National Security Adviser’'s Memoranda of Conversation
. Collection, Gerald R. Ford Digital Library.

http://www.fordlibrarymuseum.gov/library/document/memcons/1553073.pdf (accessed October 30, 2010).
> Ford, 4 Time to Heal, 109-110.
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